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Obiora Nwafor, with a giant stride, you stepped into the world and
offered your best

In the embrace of destiny, you found rest

You exited as a Hero

Onyeka Nwafor, you ran the race of life courageously
At the appointed destination where your “chi” decreed, you fell graciously

You exited as a Hero

Adieu! My two lovely brothers
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CHAPTER 1

Introduction

A HISTORY OF THE COMMEMORATIVE IMAGE
IN PRECOLONIAL AFRICAN ART

On November 13, 2017, a tragedy struck at the residence of Chief Richard Ike-
diugwu in Enugu, southeastern Nigeria. Richard had just passed away at the
age of ninety-three. The household was engulfed in loud, distressing screams,
which drew the immediate attention of nearby residents. Many individuals
who learned of his passing hurried to Richard’s house to console the griev-
ing family. Villagers returning from the market paused to join the growing
assembly of people who had gathered to offer their condolences to the devas-
tated family. Ike, the eldest son of Chief Richard Ikediugwu, called their aunt
residing in Lagos to convey the sorrowful news.

By the evening, Onyi, one of Richard’s daughters, had posted a message
on her Facebook wall with her father’s photograph, announcing their father’s
passing. The message quickly garnered significant attention and numerous
condolence messages. Some individuals expressed their sorrow through writ-
ten messages on the Facebook photo, while others used emojis. The following
day, the Tkediugwu family sent official notifications to their in-laws and con-
vened a meeting of all family stakeholders to discuss the burial and funeral
arrangements. When the appointed date came, all invited stakeholders
attended, and the meeting proceeded smoothly. Among the many topics dis-
cussed were the modalities for the burial and funeral. One of Richard’s family
members, who happened to be my cousin, informed me of every activity they
undertook to ensure a successful burial and funeral. During the planning,
I was consulted to assist in arranging for a photographer to document the
occasion. My involvement stemmed from their knowledge of my extensive
interactions, during my research, with individuals who organized burials and
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funerals. I reached out to one of the many photographers I had previously
collaborated with, and we negotiated and agreed upon a price.

At the end of the funeral, Onyi’s social media pages were subsequently
adorned with numerous photographs of the burial and funeral events. Sim-
ilarly, Onyi’s other siblings shared many photographs and videos of the suc-
cessful funeral on their own social media. Their late father was eulogized
and celebrated as a hero in the public sphere of social media. The funeral
was extensively photographed, and the photographs were widely distributed
through funeral booklets, fliers, posters, pinups, and social media, among
other formats.

The above reveals what transpires at the interval between death and
funeral: a quick glimpse of an elaborate system of visual spectacles and rit-
uals that cannot be summarily captured in just one singular narrative. Thus,
this book is a comprehensive articulation of a historical and contemporary
exploration of this visual spectacle that attends commemoration in south-
ern Nigeria. An important component is Onyi’s immediate actions following
their father’s death: the posting of their late father’s photograph on Facebook
and the arrangement of a photographer to document the funeral ritual. This
book is particularly interested in the immediate and extended visual com-
memoration of the dead, such as that of Onyi’s late father, examining how, for
example, Onyi’s family utilized the tools of photography to reimagine their
father’s public image and status as a hero. In tracking history, I start by asking
how precolonial Africans commemorated their dead and how the idea of a
heroic image was publicly visualized.

Africans have commemorated the dead in different ways. Sculptural
images have been carved in wood and other media in the form of portraits,
masks, full figures, or installed funerary shrine objects. Examples of these
artistic forms abound in many African cultures, such as in Bwa, Dogon,
Ibibio, Baule, Yoruba, Kuba (Mack 2018; Salmons 1980; Vogel 1977; Borgatti
1976, 1990; 1976; Abiodun 1976; Vansina 1972). Indeed, the list is inexhaust-
ible. In recognizing the sociocultural contexts under which commemorative
sculptures and art have been made in Africa, one needs to understand the
inherent relationship between Africans and their ancestors. In many African
traditions, ancestors are regarded as members of human society who only
went on a journey to intercede spiritually for the sake of the living. Thus,
commemorative portraiture as a genre reveals the wider realities of personal
and community values and aspirations. African scholars like Rowland Abio-
dun and Babatunde Lawal have examined the nature of representation and
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the meanings of the portrait image in Yoruban commemorative practice and
have identified the concepts of honor and heroism as fundamental to the Ako
funeral ritual of the Yoruba (Abiodun 2013). While the formal features of Ako
funerary figures express the fullness of individual accomplishment, we know
that, ultimately, African memorial traditions aim to attract and fix a spiritual
and cosmological force rather than to strive for verisimilitude (Abiodun 2013;
Borgatti 1990, 36; Lawal 1977). Through iconic imagery, the commemorative
object immortalizes the heroic attributes of the deceased. It is particularly
instructive that African portraits have been deployed in the homes of ordi-
nary individuals as well as royal institutions to commemorate common peo-
ple along with kings and queens (Mack 2018). The dead have always exerted
a significant influence on the living, and I have introduced this book with the
above examples to explore the connections and continuities between visual
images and commemorative practices across historical and cultural settings.

This book explores the cultural, political, and socioeconomic implications
of photography in commemorative practices in southern Nigeria. In this con-
text, the commemorative ritual is incomplete without a photograph, compel-
ling families to invest heavily in visual images of remembrance. Specifically,
I examine to what extent photographs reenact the historical role of funeral
masks in these practices. For example, in a recent case, a funeral dance incor-
porating photographs evoked the performative and symbolic experiences of
a traditional Igbo funerary masquerade dance. I also explore other innovative
modes of visual culture that have commemorated the deceased in southern
Nigeria since the 1880s.

A NOTE ON ETHNOGRAPHY

This book is set in southern Nigeria, with a focus on Lagos on the one ter-
minus and southeastern Nigeria on the other. The choice of Lagos, a city in
western Nigeria, is deliberate for several reasons. First, Lagos was one of the
initial points of contact between Nigerians and European colonizers. Sec-
ond, existing literature on colonial Lagos often overlooks its pan-Nigerian
demographics. For this reason, in chapters 2 and 3, I lay the archival ground-
work of this book in colonial Lagos before transitioning to the Igbo states of
southeastern Nigeria. This approach reflects Nigeria’s cultural demograph-
ics after the arrival of European colonizers. For example, Nnamdi Azikiwe, a
prominent journalist and the first president of Nigeria, who was an Igbo from
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Onitsha in southeastern Nigeria, achieved significant success in his career in
colonial Lagos, where he became an important advocate for the photographic
portraiture of Nigerians in the press. His influence extended beyond Lagos as
he expanded his journalistic endeavors to Port Harcourt and eastern Nigeria.
Chapter 4 of this book briefly touches on Azikiwe’s contributions and leg-
acy in this regard. Highlighting Azikiwe’s ethnicity as an Igbo politician who
impacted the Lagos political landscape in the early twentieth century makes
a significant intervention in bridging the demographic marginality of ethnic
groups other than the Yoruba, and especially the Igbo, in colonial Lagos.

Beyond the contributions of Nnamdi Azikiwe, the demographic narra-
tives of colonial Lagos have often excluded other ethnic groups and perpet-
uated the misconception that Lagos was solely occupied by the Yoruba, even
into the 1930s and 1940s. This book challenges this prevailing notion. Lagos is
presented as a cosmopolitan hub that defines urban modernity, subsequently
influencing practices across southern Nigeria. By establishing the historical
framework in which colonial commemorative modernity flourished, this
book demonstrates how Igbo local practices integrated with and enriched
this evolving visual culture.

Chapters 4, 5, 6, and 7 are based on my extensive travels, in the company
of funeral photographers, to various towns in Anambra, Imo, Enugu, and
Abia States. These arduous journeys were undertaken as a curious participant
observer and visual historian aiming to understand the use of photography
in Igbo commemorations. My observations revealed a consistent pattern in
the use of photography across the various Igbo communities I visited. How-
ever, the objective of this book is not to conduct an ethnography of funer-
als or burials per se but to examine the role of photography, specifically, in
commemoration.

The predominantly Christian Igbo communities have been significantly
influenced by Christian models of commemoration in recent times. My
research aimed to explore how photography has transformed commem-
orative practices and how Christian commemoration and funerals have
deployed photography to create a new visual culture. Essentially, while I track
these transformations from the mid-nineteenth century, I also offer a com-
parative analysis of sculptural traditions, such as the Igbo Ikenga sculpture,
which I contend has influenced contemporary commemorative photographic
portraiture.

To gain insights into the use of photography, I conducted interviews with
the bereaved, mourners, photographers, and individual camera phone users,
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among others. Given the sensitive nature of funerals, it was often challenging
to interview those deeply immersed in grief. Consequently, many interviews
were conducted either before the funeral or several months or years after-
ward. Some individuals who were initially unwilling to speak with me sched-
uled appointments many months after the burial and funeral.

As a participant observer, I engaged in the drafting of biographies and
facilitated the recruitment of photographers for funerals, just like that of the
late Richard Ikediugwu. I played a crucial role in negotiating prices, acting
as an intermediary between the bereaved families and the photographers
to reach mutually agreeable terms. My involvement extended to attending
funerals and burials, either as an observer or as someone personally affected
by the loss of a relative or friend. During these events, I took photographs
and participated in selfies and group photos. Additionally, I scavenged family
photo archives with the bereaved, scouted for funeral booklets and posters,
and visited computer technicians who edited photographs of the deceased,
observing and interviewing them to understand their processes. Immersing
myself in these everyday practices, I gained profound insights into how dig-
ital photography is utilized in popular culture. This immersion revealed the
transformative impact of photography on daily life, highlighting the urgent
need to explore new discourses on the everyday uses of digital photography
in Africa. This development prompted new interpretations of digital pho-
tography, which, as Richard Vokes (20192, 217) articulates, merely extends
a trend that dates back to the inception of the first studios on the continent,
thereby reinforcing existing cosmopolitan imaginaries. This book advances
Vokes’s thesis by exploring how digital photography serves to perpetuate tra-
ditional cultural practices of ancestral veneration.

This exploration led to my second form of ethnography, known as net-
nography, discussed in chapter 6. Hence, I weave a practical and experiential
account of my ethnographic research into most of the chapters. I chronicle
my participation in several funerals, where I encountered emerging every-
day commemorative photographic practices that enabled me to develop new
theoretical frameworks. Chapter 6 integrates a dual approach of ethnography
and netnography. Over several years, I observed and documented various
commemorative photographic trends on social media platforms. This exten-
sive research revealed that commemorative photography has evolved beyond
its traditional applications to assume more creative and innovative roles that
have reshaped the landscape of mourning. My findings indicate that com-
memorative photography on social media is more dynamic and pervasive
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than in physical contexts, underscoring the necessity to redirect scholarly
energies to the digital realm.

One of the primary challenges in conducting netnography is navigating
the ethical considerations and privacy concerns associated with the safe
use of online photographs. While social media images are uncontainable
and can traverse time and space freely online, they assume a distinct con-
strictive ethical dimension when incorporated into printed texts arising
from academic research. An ethical tension arises as photographs transi-
tion between their physical, textual, and social media worlds, as well as
between netnographic and ethnographic methodological frameworks. In
media platformization, images enjoy considerable mobility with minimal
constraints, whereas they are subject to stringent regulations when transi-
tioning from the digital realm to physical spaces. This dilemma of two frac-
tious, irreconcilable social worlds of social media photographs and their
analog lives presented a methodological challenge to this project. The major
question is how online photographs’ radical mobility feeds algorithmic and
platform capitalism on the one hand and impedes its physical movement
when it navigates outside social media spaces. Here the limits of the ethical
economy are stretched beyond their cultural and political contexts. While
acknowledging these limitations, I posit that the photograph, whether in
analog or digital form, assumes a heroic life within a certain cultural milieu.
It is crucial to understand how this heroism has been historically consti-
tuted within the African context.

HEROIC FIGURES

It is important to compare the meanings of heroism in African memorial
sculptures with the meaning of heroism in contemporary commemorative
photography. First, let us explore the meanings of heroism in a commemo-
rative sculpture such as that of Queen Idia. The commemoration of Queen
Idia through the sculptural pendant mask of “Queen Mother” by her son,
Oba Esigie, one of Benins most important kings during the sixteenth cen-
tury, recognizes his mother’s heroic attributes. Queen Idia helped her son
claim the throne and provided him wise counsel during his reign. Queen
Idia’s sculptural pendant serves multiple purposes: first, as a commemorative
or memorial object of Benin; second, as a prestigious and heroic symbol of
Benin royalty; third, as a symbol of modernity and cross-cultural encounter
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for the Benis; and fourth, as a spiritual embodiment of Benin’s cosmological
universe and ancestral connectedness.

In one of my contemporary case studies, cited in the beginning, in which the
children of the late Richard Ikediugwu commissioned many life-size portrait
photographs of their late father, the portrait can be seen to serve each of these
purposes as well, on behalf of the smaller cultural unit of Ikediugwu’s family.
After the funeral, the portrait, which the children captioned “exit of a hero,”
was hung on the wall of their family house for many years. Each year, during
their father’s memorial service, the portrait was brought out, decorated, and
positioned in a frontal pose during the family’s group photograph. Such pho-
tos are decorated by computer technicians and posted on Facebook and other
social media platforms. The exhibiting of photographs on Facebook opens a
new and technologically significant chapter in the commemorative practice of
contemporary Igbo society. Again, Ikediugwu’s image, like the mask of Queen
Idia, serves as a commemorative or memorial object for Ikediugwu’s family, as
a prestigious and heroic symbol of the family, as a symbol of their modernity
and cross-cultural encounter, and as a spiritual embodiment of their ancestral
connectedness. I will elaborate on each of these functions.

With respect to cross-cultural encounter, on the top edges of the Queen
Mother pendant we find the incorporation of miniature Portuguese faces to
reference trade between Benin and the Portuguese and the wealth that such
mercantile modernity brought to the Benin royal family. By comparison, we
find that in his portrait, Ikediugwu is dressed in his traditional Igbo Ozo title
attire and holds an elephant tusk, a symbol of accomplishment in Igbo soci-
ety. Cross-cultural encounter enters when such Igbo concepts of accomplish-
ment are launched through the modern, Western technological medium of
photography.

On the spiritual function of both images, one finds mudfish attached
along the crown of the Benin Queen Mother mask. By living on the land
and the sea, mudfish represent the duality of the Oba’s humanness and divin-
ity. This attribute gave the mask the power to protect its wearer from evil
spirits. In the case of the Tkediugwu, the constant use of photographs during
the yearly memorial service and the sense of immortality and immediacy
enabled by Ikediugwu’s memorial photos as they are posted on social media
recall the Igbo belief in the continual invocation of ancestral memory and the
omnipresence of the ancestral spirit.

This book’s argument is premised on a radical logic of the artistic evo-
lution of the commemorative image. Whereas the sixteenth-century Oba of
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Benin had court artists who documented and memorialized events through
sculpture, the contemporary Oba has photographers who document events
of the royal institution. In society at large, each family observes a similar
visual commemorative ritual. This book aims to illuminate this overlooked
aspect of African visual culture and to demonstrate how the indigenous
practice of sculptural commemoration has been supplanted by photographic
memorialization (see Bredenbroker 2024; Parker 2021, 317-318). In the man-
ner that ancestral sculptures embody family memories of progeny, power,
and success, contemporary commemorative photography documents sim-
ilar attributes of a family’s history. In this way, similar heroic attributes of
ancient commemorative sculptures such as Ikenga are visually replicated in
contemporary Igbo commemorative photographs through funeral posters,
billboards, funeral booklets, and obituary photos in newspaper publications,
among other locations. McCaskie (2006, 349) argues that advertising death
was an aspirational modernity that “built upon a legacy of customary oral
practice,” while Bredenbroker (2024) focuses on the materiality and use of
these “image-objects” to unpack the intertwined relationship between Gha-
naian funeral banners as sculptural but flexible representations of the dead
and the image-like but inflexible qualities of dead bodies. This book examines
how the precolonial African commemorative image transformed into a con-
temporary photographic device and has been deployed to forge individual
subjectivity and chart collective aspiration.

In tracking this transformation, we see how, during the sixteenth cen-
tury, Queen Idia’s sculptural portrait personalizes the memory of the king’s
motherly affections and simultaneously embodies a distinctive and superior
emblem of royal authority. Similarly, in the twenty-first century, Ikediugwu’s
photograph perpetuates the memory of the late father through the modern
photographic device. Thus, in this book, I argue that the visual commemo-
ration of the dead in West Africa from the 1880s evolved in tandem with a
modernity that came with photography and the reconstitution of the public
sphere. New meanings of the heroic persona became intertwined with new
attitudes associated with the fashioning of power, prestige, and individual
subjectivity. Likewise, in the present, the advent of visual software such as
Photoshop and Core]DRAW has offered alternative means of reimagining
individual and family wealth and memory outside the traditional sculptural
forms.
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ON EVOLVING ARTISTIC PRACTICES IN AFRICA

This book argues that African commemorative arts have evolved from sculp-
tural figures into photographic objects. Sidney Kasfir has suggested that the
determination of cultural authenticity around notions of “African traditional
society” is essentially an ideologically driven Western agenda (1992, 41).
She suggests that what is called “traditional society” is a legacy of the Vic-
torian past and owes as much to nineteenth-century Romanticism and the
social-evolutionary notion of disappearing cultures as to any reality found in
Africa itself. In African studies, this term still persists as a more polite way of
referring to the outdated concept of “primitive society” (Kuper 1988). Before
colonialism, the West imagined Africa as a space of isolated and harmoni-
ous societies. This myth was so influential and ingrained that it continues
to inform and drive scholarly concerns, even though it is far from the truth
(Kasfir 1992, 41).

To challenge the rigid anthropological or art historical categories estab-
lished by Western epistemes, I call for a review of what is “authentically Afri-
can art” I join Sidney Kasfir (1992, 41) in “[talking] about authenticity” by
first “unpacking the meanings assumed for ‘traditional society; and by exten-
sion, ‘traditional art”” Strother (1995), echoing Kasfir, has also challenged the
notion that African art is a static and conservative expression of tradition
and that it is only valuable when it conforms to the expectations and classi-
fications of Western collectors and scholars. To support Strother and Kasfir
in proposing a new understanding of African art, I suggest that the earliest
form of commemorative photography was styled in the form of, for example,
Tkenga ancestor sculptures. In other words, Africans did not see the use of
photography to commemorate their dead as an entirely new visual culture
but an act that was taken up when a new generation gained access to modern
visual technologies. Jennifer Bajorek (2023, 36) traces this dynamic by con-
tending that the portraiture of some African photographers illustrates how
ancient and ancestral practices continue to serve as essential tributaries of
contemporary photographic expression—existing in dialogue with emerging
technologies, cosmological frameworks, and ecological imaginaries.
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FROM THE 1880S

As of the 1880s, the name Nigeria was not in existence. Lagos and other parts
of what is today known as Nigeria were part of the administrative enclave
of West African colonialism. In nineteenth-century Lagos, commemorative
photographs were entangled in the colonial discourses of power, prestige, and
class. Commemorating the dead extended beyond the discourses of memo-
rialization to foreground the institutionalization of colonial policies in the
imperial outposts. The newspapers often solicited subscriptions to support
photographs commemorating important citizens. Photographs were often
printed and enlarged in London and eventually mounted in memorial halls,
of which Glover Memorial Hall was the only outstanding example in colonial
Lagos. The caption “unveiling the photograph” was constantly published in
newspapers. These unveilings were usually marked by elaborate and pres-
tigious ceremonies performed by the governor or deputy governor of the
colony. A few such newspaper captions include “Unveiling of Bishop John-
son’s Photograph,” published in Lagos Standard on November 27, 1918; “The
unveiling of a photograph of the late Mrs. C. A. Sapara Williams at the Glover
Memorial Hall,” published on December 10, 1904, in the Lagos Weekly Record;
“Unveiling of a portrait of the late Lady Denton at the Glover Memorial Hall,”
on February 9, 1901, in the Lagos Weekly Record; and “Unveiling of Blyden’s
portrait memorial” on November 27, 1918, in the Lagos Standard, to mention
a few. The newspapers emphasized how subscriptions by the public enabled
these unveilings to be realized. In this book, I argue that the two actions of
subscription and unveiling enunciated a unique visual culture in colonial
Lagos, where public viewership of, and journalistic reports on, obituary pho-
tographs were socially significant for the colonial public sphere.

Nnamdi Azikiwe (Zik) introduced the style of photographic self-
fashioning in his West African Pilot newspaper in 1937. By the 1940s, more
Africans established newspapers as an ideological means of confronting colo-
nial power, although the function of newspapers extended beyond this (Bar-
ber 2007, 137-150; Newell 2011, 26-42) to include the promotion of subaltern
agency in lifestyle and the constitution of the African political subject. Por-
trait photography emerged as one of the compelling anti-colonial forms of
visual culture in colonial newspapers owned by nationalists. In a particularly
outstanding example, newspapers published in the 1940s in colonial Lagos
were dotted with portraits of politicians in enchanting poses often geared
toward promoting party manifestoes (Kunstmann 2014, 518). At that time as
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well, the first obituary photographs of Africans appeared in these newspapers.
Portraits of Nigerian elites replaced initial images of domination and empire
promoted by colonial authorities. Although some of these images adopted
colonial stylistic forms of self-presentation and poses to suggest the internal-
ization of colonial stereotypes, they nonetheless align with Ariella Azoulay’s
(2014) concept of the “civil contract of photography,” according to which the
portrait photographs “function as sites of resistance to the hegemonic views
prescribed by the state” (Kunstmann 2014, 519; Thomas and Green 2014, 3).
These sites of resistance were apparent in photographs of Nigerian elites that
replaced colonial images in anticipation of the emerging democratic nation
(Duyile 1987, 141; Coker 1968, 34-44; Omu 1978, 87). In Zik’s newspapers,
for example, photographs accompanied obituaries as more Africans gained
access to the public sphere. In 1960, Nigeria gained independence from Brit-
ain, and a new postcolonial citizenry emerged that imbibed an Afrocentric
ideal. Representing the dead in print took a different turn as many Africans
aspired toward the celebrity prototype of Zik and other nationalists. The
appearance of a deceased’s photo in print was seen as a remarkable means
to forge agency and achieve prominence in the competitive public space
convened by the postcolonial print culture. Obituary visibility in colonial
newspapers became a subtle means of asserting the cultural identity of self-
hood and ancestral veneration (Sprague 2003). Thus, as many photographs
accompanied obituaries from the 1940s through the 1960s, the visualization
of personhood expanded to symbolic gestures of power and class, aided by
advancements in newspaper print technology.

By the 1970s and 1980s, when Nigeria’s oil market boomed, the rise of
the middle class ensured that many individuals gained greater access to
the financial means required to achieve public visibility. By this time, pho-
tographs were incorporated into televised death announcements (see Gore
2001, 330). Eventually, the still photograph was replaced by a video of the
deceased attending important social events with background music and
a narrative voice characterized by insinuations of family prestige, progeny,
honor, and importance (Nwoye 1993; Sprague 1978, 54; Gore 2002, 330). This
was not just peculiar to Nigeria but was the norm throughout West Africa.
By the late 2000s, the invention of new digital devices and printing tech-
nologies enabled photographs in family photo albums and snapshots to be
repurposed to serve new funerary and commemorative needs. Analog pho-
tographs were digitized and transferred to different social media platforms to
fill the unbearable voids of loss. The public sphere was reconfigured in that
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social media enabled underperforming families to envision heroism from the
ubiquitous online presence of their deceased.

As time passed, commemorative photography migrated from profes-
sional, commercial photographers” studios to amateur photographers’ lap-
top screens and smart phones. Social media spaces were populated with
photographs of the dead in a new form of subjectivity. In this new norm, a
community of virtual mourners and well-wishers who shared the experience
of grieving and the display of memory and history produced a new photo-
graphic subject who enjoyed acclaim in a global public sphere. Here, the new
meaning of the deceased’s photograph as a fetishized hero of the social media
public who maintains a permanent presence in the lives of the living is under-
scored by the viral impetus activated by social media. It can even be said that
social media have emerged as highly influential modernist frames of immor-
tality: they enable the commemoration of the deceased in the public sphere
and the construction of their digital afterlives (Recuber 2023).

IMAGES OF THE DEAD

Earlier scholarly research on funeral photography was shaped by Stanley
Burns’s (1990) Sleeping Beauty: Memorial Photography in America, among
other books. Burns amassed the world’s largest private collection of early
medical and postmortem photography, with more than one million historic
photographs. Sleeping Beauty contains eighty images from Burns’s collection
and a chronology of attitudes toward death and mourning in America. Jay
Ruby’s Secure the Shadow: Death and Photography in America (1995) explores
the social conventions of American postmortem memorial photographs
from 1840 to 1995. Portraying the dead as if they were alive was a somewhat
common practice in the nineteenth century.?> Ruby showed how photogra-
phers borrowed from the long-established artistic tradition of mourning and
posthumous painting to develop various styles in postmortem memorial
photography.’ Ruby, for example, notes photographing the deceased imme-
diately after death, before the decomposition of the corpse, allowing a natu-
ralistic impression analogous to sleep. The same visual analogy of sleep was a
subject of study in Photography and Death by Audrey Linkman (2011). In this
book, Linkman provides a compelling account of nineteenth-century prac-
tices of photography and death with a major concentration on the Western
world, starting immediately after the invention of photography in 1839. She
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recognized the impact of high child mortality rates in the imagined prox-
imity between sleep and death in mid-nineteenth-century photographs. Her
descriptive investigation into photographing the dead as though they were
asleep as well as her analysis of the sitting practices and production processes
added a new dimension to earlier literature on postmortem photography.
These photographs eventually found their way into regular family albums.
While Burns and Ruby did not explore the theoretical aspects of postmortem
and funeral photography, Linkman expanded the narratives by briefly touch-
ing on the relationship between death and the internet and how memorial
websites have emerged to change mourning and commemorative practices. I
am indebted to Linkman’s brief theoretical reflection on death, photography,
and the internet in undertaking a theoretical exploration of how the internet
has come to produce a heroic persona of the deceased, extend their life, and
expose their hidden body in the public sphere.

In his much-celebrated book Camera Lucida, Roland Barthes ([1980]
1985) argues that in every photograph of living individuals, their future death
is visible. For Barthes, photography “must be discussed in terms of death, a
witness of something that is no more, a photographed moment that is gone.”
Barthes recognizes the trauma of loss that accompanies this moment: “This is
an enormous trauma for humanity, a trauma endlessly renewed. Each read-
ing of a photo and there are billions worldwide in a day, each perception and
reading of a photo is implicitly, in a repressed manner, a contract with what
has ceased to exist, a contract with death” (356). When critically analyzed,
Barthes’s ideas enable us to see how photography plays a key role in com-
memorative practices across different parts of the world. According to Bar-
thes, the “punctum” is what makes the photograph transcend time and space.
It reveals a hidden tragedy that was already destined to occur even when
the photo was captured. In Nwankwo Nwafor (Okachamma)’s commemora-
tive photograph discussed in chapter 7 of this book, fourteen members of the
family seen flanking the corpse are now dead and marked with the inscription
“RIP” The photograph, when taken in 1986, thus concealed “its embodied
catastrophe” (Barthes 1981, 96), which the inscriptions now reveal. Barthes’s
intimate perspective on photographs lies at the core of his argument—for
him as well, photographs awakened his memory and connected him to the
people in the snapshots. He suggested that our affinity with photographs is
invariably a subjective one, as the advent of photography coincided with the
intrusion of the private into the public domain and, consequently, the disclo-
sure of privacy. Immersed in the excessive stimulation of the media, Barthes
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intentionally selected images that provoked agony in him, for they preserved
his individual recollections (Barthes 1980, 148). Hans Belting contends that in
the photograph captured during the existence of the departed, life has already
become embalmed. In Okachamma’s photograph, many lives were already
embalmed. If “death has no place in such pictures, then this is also true of
life” (Belting 2017, 159).

This book is not about ancient African commemorative sculptures, but it
is necessary to review a few pieces of literature to suggest how contemporary
commemorative photography could have emerged from that previous tradi-
tion. John Mack’s book The Artfulness of Death in Africa examines how Afri-
can commemorative arts capture and convey the essence of the deceased, but
also how they are visually embedded in the larger context of mortuary and
funeral practices. Mack discusses photography as an ancillary but significant
element of the commemoration process. In his argument, there is a tendency
to invoke the tropes of the Western anthropological episteme, as argued by
Kasfir. Hence, he relates that photography was relegated to an otherworldly,
detached experience by Ghanaians: “In Ghana, photographs are referred to
by the Akan/Asante word saman, ‘ghosts of the dead’ Negatives are especially
troubling. They turn black skin into white, the color of the dead, and then the
process is reversed, and the image is duplicated in the form of a print” (Mack
2019, 109). While Mack regards photography as an alienating and fetishis-
tic practice in the Ghanaian context, I examine the ways in which African
commemorative photography constitutes an embodied, performative, heroic,
and experiential mode of agency that warrants greater scholarly attention,
especially since it has been practiced for more than a century. Mack, likewise
briefly, attends to the modern application of photographs in commemoration:

The application are numerous: they very often announce a death in local and/
or national media, as they do elsewhere, but often filling many newspaper
pages on a weekly basis, including photographs republished on the anniver-
sary of someone’s demise, sometimes twenty or more years later; they may
be displayed outside the house of someone who has died; they are used on
funeral invitations, associated brochures and receipts for those making a
donation to funeral expenses; they may be reproduced on T-shirts, hand-
kerchiefs and memorial cloth, or pinned on the clothing of mourners; they
have been reproduced on stickers, buttons, bottle openers, and key rings; the
image of the deceased may be printed on plates and posters associated with
funerary processes; they may be carried in front of a wrapped corpse at a
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second burial ceremony and be displayed on graves, memorials, and shrines.
(2019, 109)

By listing the many ways photography has spread in commemorative
practice, Mack shows how it has become not only a social and cultural mor-
tuary practice but an enduring means of commemorative art. Mack argues,
“In adopting such photographic conventions, it is clearly the social stand-
ing and the role the individual may hold that is commemorated rather than
the individual in him or herself” (Mack 2019, 110). African commemorative
sculptures as well celebrate the accomplishments of the deceased rather than
aiming for verisimilitude. A royal sculptural portrait commemorates the
prestige, dignity, and personality of its subject while enhancing the spiritual
and aesthetic value of its office. For example, in southwestern Nigeria, the
thirteenth-century Ife commemorative portrait sculpture is distinguished by
prestigious sartorial paraphernalia such as beads, anklets, decorative crowns,
and bangles, among other decorations. The Ife’s sense of the fashionable
found greater sophistication in the body of their king, in accentuating the
king’s dignity, which he must flaunt in public. The fashion ensembles seen on
the king’s body should not be found on the bodies of ordinary persons.

Similarly, in Akan of present-day Ghana, a Scottish merchant who visited
the Fante in the nineteenth century described the commemorative ensem-
ble made in honor of the Fante elite: “Upon the death of a great man, they
make representations of him sitting in state with his wives and attendants
seated around him. These act as monuments to the memory like the statues
of the great men in the Western world” (La Gamma 2011, 77). The Congo
ndop commemorative figure embodies the majestic aesthetics of Kuba royal
ancestry. Its formal features reflect the power, influence, and royal parapher-
nalia of the office of the late king. For example, in the ndop commemorating
the early seventeenth-century dynastic founder King Shyaam the Great of
the Kuba kingdom, the Shyaam’s identity “as a hero and Woot complement
is denoted by the inclusion of three rows of cowrie shells in his belt and by
the incorporation of an open square pattern known as “‘Woot’ on the upper
surface of the royal cap” (Blier 1998, 233). Not the visual likeness of the king,
but what the royal institution would remember as the emblem of the king’s
authority, was emphasized. Likewise, the Akuaba funeral figures from Ghana
downplay verisimilitude to emphasize important elements that heroize the
Queen Mother, such as the segmented neck showing fat rolls, a symbol of
prosperity, the coiftfures, “coiled tendrils of hair arranged in arced bands,’
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or “elaborate conical mounds of coiled hair” that suggest the majestical and
magisterial elegance associated with royal femininity (La Gamma 2011, 85).
Similarly, among the Okpella in Edo of midwestern Nigeria, a typical com-
memorative mask of a dead mother is a wooden helmet mask that epito-
mizes a woman of status and affluence who has taken a title in the Olimi
celebration. The mask has a sculpted superstructure that mirrors the predi-
lections and accomplishments of the woman being memorialized (Borgatti
1979). In the same way as these traditional figures emphasized the heroic
attributes of the deceased through recognizable vignettes, recent commemo-
rative photographs reinvent such attributes. Acting as heroic monuments of
the dead, such photographs can be found in funeral albums, posters, book-
lets, newspaper obituaries, videos, and social media photographs, among
other places. These photographs serve a similar function to historic Afri-
can commemorative sculptures, although the photographs emphasize both
the physiognomy and heroic attributes of the deceased, whereas the ancient
sculptures downplayed resemblance for civic status.

Some recent research has examined the complex roles visual images are
beginning to play in Nigerian funerals and commemorative practices (see,
for example, Tkwuemesi and Onwuegbuna 2018; Smith 2018). Ikwuemesi
and Onwuegbuna (2018, 197) discuss the use of photography, videography,
and graphic production in funerals, but they omit family photographs from
their investigations. Other studies have also overlooked how a photographic-
conscious public could reinvent the commemorative ritual found in tradi-
tional African sculptures. For example, among the Igbo of southeastern
Nigeria, there is an emphasis on individual achievement that renders the
funeral arena a highly visual and spectacular space for the validation of suc-
cess. A new trend among the Igbo is the circulation, at burials and funer-
als, of printed pamphlets and books containing photographic depiction of
the deceased’s accomplishments. For the bereaved, returning from the city
or diaspora locations to bury the dead entails the huge financial and social
responsibility of conspicuous consumption and conspicuous redistribution
(Basden 1983, 118; Smith 2004, 2018, 73; Uchendu 1965; Onyibor 2012, 2019).
Such acts of conspicuous consumption should be understood in terms not
only of providing food items or other goods during funerals but also of the
production of photographic materials that deploy multiple visual devices to
commemorate the dead. The manipulation of the photograph of the deceased
in commemorative posters and booklets to convey visual signs of achievement
is an essential method to glorify the dead and transcend visual disgrace and
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social invisibility. Individuals desire funerals that are conspicuous, not only
through attendance by large crowds of mourners but also through explosive
visual image campaigns, including photos published in elite magazines and
funeral booklets or posted on social media. Smith (2004) offers a compelling
metaphor illustrating how funerals manifest the conversion of wealth into
social prestige and political power. He argues that “spending money to secure
social and political honor and prestige is perhaps more crucial than ever”
(Smith 2024, 9). Smith follows Guyer’s (1995) “wealth in people” to validate
a similar assertion by Lentz, regarding the Dagara of Ghana, that “funeral
celebrations have to be lavish in order to demonstrate the deceased’s excep-
tional social and political standing” (2009, 191). This book also shows how
wealth is transformed into prestige through images of glamour in newspa-
pers, posters, booklets, magazines, and social media. These avenues act as a
public sphere where the status of the deceased and their families are heroized
and monumentalized.

Marleen de Witte (2011) has investigated the role of photographs and
changing technologies of remembrance in the Asante funeral culture of
Ghana, in one of the most relevant research projects dealing with the visual
culture of African funeral rituals. She investigates how images are produced
in Asante funerals, how such images circulate, and how they invoke concepts
of wellness, remembrance, materiality, and spirituality. De Witte, again, ana-
lyzed how media such as newspapers, radio, television, video, and photogra-
phy have expanded the sociocultural discourses of funerals, further revealing
how the dead body necessitates the mass reproduction and public dissemi-
nation of images of the living body in the public space. Her study analyzes
such elaborate displays of luxury and wealth focused on the dead body and
the mass reproduction of pictures of the deceased as part of the changing
modes of creating personhood, ancestorship, and remembrance (see also
Adu-Gyamfi 2010). She argues: “At death, imaginations of good life are turned
into images of good life, represented by the body of the deceased—images
in flesh and in photographs, but also in cloth, paint, plaster, and cement”
De Witte, like other scholars, recognizes a growing need to investigate and
interpret the multiple appeals to the visual in African funerals, although she
as well pays little attention to the use of family photos. Other relevant stud-
ies include Elizabeth Hallam and Jenny Hockey (2001), Death, Memory and
Material Culture, Michael Arnold et al. (2018), Death and Social Media, and
Antonius C. G. M. Robben’s Death and Anthropology. The above books, in
one way or another, touch on the subject of death and photography but do
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not specifically unravel how colonial relations shaped the commemorative
photograph. I look more deeply at the complex meanings that emerged when
photography featured as a visual culture of colonial modernity, with the result
that, ultimately, memorialization has been reconstituted as a new type of pho-
tographic event capable of reconfiguring the meaning of public space.

This book demonstrates how interdisciplinarity can address the chal-
lenging and specific scholarly concerns in African studies by blending dif-
ferent disciplines in a unique way. My goal is to explore the intersections of
visual culture, the public sphere, print culture, and art history and how they
shape scholarly inquiries around commemoration. Patricia Hayes and Gary
Minkley (2019, 2) have suggested that “not only does photography feature in
the history of different disciplines and in relation to almost any subject or
thing, it also has been a catalyst for different clusters of interdisciplinarity.”
However, despite its unimaginable ubiquity, photography is often received
with ambivalence, especially with respect to its “indeterminacies, subsidiar-
ies, desires, prefigurations and postfigurations; and its metaphors, emptiness,
shadows, and silhouettes” (3). Thinking about ambivalence may help frame
the complex interdisciplinary networks I explore in this book, ranging from
the place of photography in visual culture and art history to the public sphere
and print culture.

WHAT IS A MEMORIAL OR COMMEMORATIVE PHOTOGRAPH?

There are two major categories of photographs I discuss in this book. First,
there is the memorial or commemorative photograph, which I define as a
photograph that is taken while the individual is still alive and then “framed”
or decontextualized after death so as to indicate that the sitter is now
deceased. Second, there is the postmortem or mortuary photograph, which
is taken after death, although it can equally be deployed for memorialization
purposes. Both types may be used in the context of funerals, and the social
uses of both types are fundamental to memory and history. The introduction
of digital photography and social media has created an additional function
for memorial and postmortem photographs: ultimately, to fill a gap created
by loss (Meese, Nansen, et al. 2015). I examine the connection both types of
photographs have had with death, funeral, and commemoration in Nigeria
since the nineteenth century. I recognize that every culture experiences this
connection in different ways in different historical epochs. For example, in
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her work on postmortem photography of the Victorian era, Nancy Martha
West (2000) argues that photography’s association with death and loss varies
across historical periods, reflecting shifting cultural, technological, and aes-
thetic concerns. West’s study indicates that during the early to mid-twentieth
century, photography was overtly linked to the discourse of mortality, a
notion that has recently been supplanted by a more abstract reflectivity (Mur-
ray 2008, 154). In terms of the history of photography in Nigeria, some of
these funeral photographs occupy a pivotal moment in time, during a period
of transformation from slow, painstaking labor in studio portraiture to the
swift and casual click of the snapshot. Both studio photography and amateur
snapshots are constituted as part of the visual economy that gave impetus to
commemorative photography.

THE PLACE OF PHOTOGRAPHY IN MORTUARY CYCLES

The centrality of the photograph in mortuary cycles has gained increas-
ing recognition not just by scholars but by a growing number of mourners
who now deploy photographs throughout the funeral and, especially, in the
funeral procession, where they constitute an obligatory part of the funeral
dance (see Jindra and Noret 2011). In difficult circumstances of disappearance,
dead bodies have been replaced with photos, while decorations of the funeral
parlor have been possible using family photographs (Jindra and Noret 2011).
Family photos transferred into obituary booklets can afford us the opportu-
nity of sustained engagement with the role of photographs in funerals and
commemoration, especially since these albums are beginning to construct an
agentive process that inhabits multiple spaces of the social as well as the ritual
world. Again, their gradual incursion into the funerary rites of southeastern
Nigerians could echo the attendant temporality and symbolic materialization
of life through the appurtenances of visual technologies.

In Nigeria, obituary booklets are printed pamphlets that accompany burial
and funeral rites. In the past twenty years, these pamphlets have contained
relatively few (about five) pages announcing the order of funeral activities.
The pamphlets have been produced through lithographic printing or pho-
tocopied and bound together. Recently, these pamphlets have transformed
into, in some cases, one-hundred- to three-hundred-page full-color books,
reflecting the wealth of each family. Such publications now boast a section in
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the middle referred to variously as “photo speak,” “photo gallery,” or “photo
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album,” among other terms. Even less affluent families endeavor to include a
few photos in the most modest form. One of the reasons for this trend seems
to be the exuberant sociality that came with elite accumulation and class rein-
vention during the economic decline of the 1980s and 1990s. Another reason
is the late capitalist expansion in printing technology during the late 1990s,
when the Nigerian economy opened to large-scale business exchanges with
China. I explore the notion of the “global family photo album” specifically by
interrogating the apparent rise to prominence of previously concealed family
photographs, which have surfaced through channels such as funeral posters,
booklets, and social media platforms. Notably, existing scholarly literature
on family photo albums in Africa has predominantly focused on the com-
plex social meanings associated with their collective dissemination during
significant life events, including weddings and other communal gatherings
(Buckley 2000-2001; Mustafa 2002, 2005-2006; Buggenhagen 2014).

THE PUBLIC SPHERE OF SOCIAL MEDIA

Little has been written on how social media have enabled ordinary citizens
to compete with the rich in discourses of commemoration. “In Memoriam”
newspaper advertisements of earlier periods in southern Nigeria offered only
the rich the opportunity to publicly heroize their deceased. For example, in
the Daily Times newspaper of January 19, 1966, on page 13, “Mrs Beatrice
Taiwo Smith (Nee Johnstone)” was commemorated as one “who crossed the
veil 21 years ago” (Fig. 1).

The subscription for this announcement was paid by her daughter
Beatrice Taiwo (Jr.) and her husband, Akin Smith. In comparison, Ifeanyi
Nrialike posted a photograph of his late father, who died forty years before,
on his Facebook page in 2020. Juxtaposing these commemorations is import-
ant for understanding the transformation of the commemorative public
space and the nature of access afforded to ordinary citizens. In 1966 Lagos,
those who were able to see Beatrice’s mother’s “In Memoriam” twenty-one
years after her death were only those who could buy the newspaper in Lagos
while the issue was available, whereas Ifeanyi’s Facebook friends around the
world gained access to his late father’s photograph. The advantage of Ifeanyi’s
Facebook resides in its immediacy. While Beatrice would have been required
to go through the onerous processes of getting a photo, sending it through
surface mail to the publisher, and waiting for many weeks for the publish-
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Fig. 1. A photograph of the late Mrs. Beatrice Taiwo Smith (née Johnstone) was published in

the Daily Times of Nigeria, January 19, 1966
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ers to make a decision and publish the photo in the newspaper, Ifeanyi just
requires internet access to launch his late father’s photograph on his Face-
book page in seconds. Instead of requiring the tedious bureaucratic paper-
work of human officials, public tribute is now a swift and seamless process
powered by technology.

While Beatrice’s friends were required to travel to the newspaper stand to
purchase a copy of the newspaper to view her late mother’s commemoration,
Ifeanyi’s friends needed only internet access and a click to view his late father’s
commemorative photograph. Whereas Beatrice’s photograph and commem-
oration did not afford an interactive space for sorrowful compliments from
friends, Ifeanyi got immediate complimentary condolences on his Facebook
wall and would continue to do so as long as the photo remained on his Face-
book page. Thus, social media comes with a new promise of immortality and
reshapes how we think about the social, challenging and transforming the
public sphere. As this book shows, as the public sphere opens up to more
voices, a historic gap is bridged.

In recent times, social media pages of family members have been filled
with commemorative photos from the pre-internet era (see Nwafor 2024).
Thus, I have written about how the Nigeria Nostalgia Project (NNP) Face-
book page acts as a public monument where commemorative photographs
of Nigerian nationalists are “emotionally and politically charged to assume
new status as heroic traces of Nigerian political leadership that have become
obscured by the unfortunate and infamous escapades of today’s political
class” (Nwafor 2024, 81). These photos act as public monuments that allow
future generations to remember and bond with their ancestors. Social media
become a memorial monument, an ancestral screen, just like the ancestral
sculptures that act as commemorative monuments of the dead.

Many texts and online platforms have explored how digital media have
transformed the ways people mourn, memorialize, and interact with the dead
online (Brubaker et al. 2013; Wright 2014; Degroot 2012; Arnold et al. 2018;
Kasket 2012; Meese, Gibbs, et al. 2015; Stokes 2012). For example, through the
circulation of commemorative analog photographs that have been digitized
and posted on the NNP, we find a new discourse and intersection of visual
history, art history, print media, and social media. Here I suggest that this
is a new commemorative practice that raises critical debates about photo-
graphic temporalities, postcolonial historiography, and the new media. What
is unique about the NNP is that individuals scan their analog photographs of
their deceased, which were taken before the advent of digital photography,
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and post them online, raising the need to explore a provocative theory of
“scanning commemorative history into the present” In addition to evaluat-
ing many texts that discuss online photo practice in terms of the experiential
immediacy of the digital mode deployed on Facebook, Instagram, and the
mobile social networking platforms (Hajek 2012; Fiefer 2013; Gibbs, Carter,
et al. 2014; Dilmag¢ 2018; Haroche 2011; Henaff 2011), I examine the transfor-
mation of commemorative analog photos to digital photos and what it means
for the expression of personal subjectivity online. Through commemorative
photos online, individuals make and remake connections between the local,
the national, and the global, between the mundane and the extraordinary.
Going beyond some texts on photographic practices on Facebook (Miller and
Sinanan 2017; Hand 2012; Agbo 2018, 2019), which deal scantily with Africa
and national identity, this book discusses commemorative photographs
posted online as “archives in motion” (Ressaak 2010), an archival material-
ity (Mbembe 2002) that articulates power and agency (Derrida 1995). Other
recent studies have reinforced Africans’ agency in colonial photographic
discourses and explored postcolonial subjectivities, identities, personhood,
and fantasies through photography (Paoletti 2024; Vokes and Newbury 2018;
Bajorek 2012; Haney 2010a; Abiodun 2013; Peffer and Cameron 2013; Buckley
2000, 2006; Werner 2001). Some of the most recent texts on African photogra-
phy, (Paoletti 2024; Bajorek 2020; and Hayes and Minkley 2019) have charted
a more radical course by highlighting previously underappreciated photo-
graphic practices in Africa, including the digital turn. Giulia Paoletti (2024)
and Bajorek (2020) raise one of the major theoretical ideas that I explored in
this book: intermediality. Paoletti, following Bajorek, for example, empha-
sizes the need to rethink photography as a form of intermedial transaction in
the African context. She argues that Senegalese photography deviates from
Western notions of mimesis, objectivity, and indexicality, terms that have his-
torically informed Western theoretical frameworks of the medium.

Bajorek examined the role photography played in forging new decolonial
identities and “reconfiguring new media networks” as Africa emerged from
the twilight of colonial rule (2020, 14), while Hayes and Minkley’s text prob-
lematizes the “methodological implications of photographs and photography
in their African setting” (2019, 3). In this book, I make an argument similar to
Bajorek’s and extend the above literature on photography to show how south-
ern Nigerians have produced and reinvented themselves and imagined a new
community of heroes through commemorative photographs. A generational
transfer of memories is enabled through these photographs. Many young rel-
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atives of Nrialike’s father who did not know him but heard about him were
able to see his photo for the first time and commented in that regard. Just as
on the NNP, discourses of Nrialike’s bereavement and mourning eventually
shifted from shared grief to narratives of glamour, sociocultural and political
connectedness, and family gossip. In this way, social media acts as a resurrec-
tion space where the dead and the living eventually re-commune.

Hajek (2012, 375) has asked the question, “What happens when photo
albums go digital, and private snapshots become available to all?” This is a
question that is at the core of this book: What happens to private family photo
albums of the deceased when they are made available to all, in the public
sphere, through newspapers, magazines, funeral posters, funeral booklets,
and social media? The answer to this is provided through my exploration of
the impact of digital media and social media networks on collective and indi-
vidual identities. As Van Dijck (2008, 60) observes, “We use photographs of
family and friends not just to fix memory and yearn for the lost times that this
memory evokes,” but “to constantly reassess our past lives and reflect on what
has been as well as what is and what will be” In southern Nigeria, there is a
shift such that visual spectacles are now yardsticks for measuring a successful
funeral. This explains why each funeral is surrounded by videographers and
photographers, two agents who serve each family’s desire to see and be seen.
Through ubiquitous photographs of the funeral, “Each family constructs a
portrait of itself—a portable kit of images that bear witness to its connect-
edness of individuals considered as members of families” (Sontag 1977, 5).
In this book, I illustrate how families construct their histories and perhaps
the history of their communities through the family photo published in the
funeral booklets and on social media. Further scholarly works on obituary
posters in Ghana and Nigeria have shown different levels of contestations
around history, kinship, and sociopolitical relations (Adotey 2018) or how
obituary posters can serve as a source of biographical information (Omoruyi
1988; Adjah 2007). Behrend (2000, 70), citing Miller (1995), has observed
how an innovation by Likoni studio photographers of Kenya produced a pos-
teriori experience out of the local consumption of global elements. Behrend
further notes how “the scenarios Likoni photographers create give presence
to, and praise, above all, the foreign and the global—a richer, cosmopolitan
world that appears to be at the subject’s disposal” My book draws on this
concept of the “global” to investigate and extend Behrend’s argument beyond
the analog discourses to show how southern Nigerians are deploying the tool
of global technology to transform their local commemorative experience



Introduction . 25

into a cosmopolitan, globalized experience. In this context, “being global” is
theorized as a continuous search for social belonging through the apparatus
of social media technology. Appadurai (1986a, 1990, 296) has described this
uniquely modern situation as “the global cultural economy”™

METHODOLOGY

In the material cultures of death, the interplay between the tangible and
the intangible, the visible and the invisible, influences memorialization and
remembering (Hockey and Hallam 2001, 106). The visual materials that I
analyze throughout this book, such as sculptures, posters, photography, and
video, which provide multiple means of documenting and retrieving experi-
ences of death in southeastern Nigeria, are products of different, historically
contingent technologies. Visual-historical and anthropological perspectives
have therefore proved most effective in approaching them. Relationships
between texts, visual images, and material objects have been analyzed through
ethnographic fieldwork, archival research, and scholarly writing. I draw upon
rich photographic archives of obituary photos of private individuals in analog
and social media, most of which have not been explored. Comments and
texts that follow these photos, which weave uncommon political narratives
of grave national and international concern around the digital remains of
the deceased, suggest that something deeper is happening. For example, spe-
cific photos of dead Nigerians have been repurposed to champion the cause
of domestic abuse and gender subordination, political victimization, or the
country’s failed security apparatus and failed medical system, among others.
This development gives commemorative photography the force and cause of
sociocultural revolution.

However, a prevailing paradigm in research that borders on African com-
memorative practices is the concentration by authors on recovering texts
and objects that deal with social history and public memory, with minimal
insight into mundane objects and private lives. I have shifted my attention
in this book to private family photo albums (see Rose 2016), private burials,
and funeral arrangements through my attendance at more than one hun-
dred burial and funeral ceremonies in southeastern Nigeria. I personally
observed, studied, and analyzed more banal visual cultural practices such as
photographing funerals—which is regarded as, and in fact remains, the most
unstudied ritual aspect of the funeral by scholars in Nigeria and West Africa.
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A NOTE ON CLASS

At this moment in history, photography has become affordable and ubiqui-
tous—in other words, it transcends the strict categorization of class. More
generally, I align with Karin Barber’s approach to class categories in Africa.
According to Barber,

Everywhere in Africa, social mobility, aspirational self-positioning and the
uncertainty and fragility of economic and occupational status all mean that
neither the elite nor the non-elite are ever boundaried, empirically enumer-
able categories. Members of an elite group almost always have poor relatives;
the most disadvantaged often have pathways to the better-oft though client-
ship or communal solidarity. Subjectively as well as objectively, the bound-
aries of social strata are fluctuating and indeterminate. Neither elites nor
non-elites are a monolithic group; rather, they are often unstable congeries of
social groupings, between which there are many fault lines as well as shared
interests. (2018, 11)

She recognizes the constant movement and exchange between favored
and relegated cultural forms, as well as the shifting power relations and
shared assimilation that seem to characterize the class category as a site of
struggle (to rephrase Hall 1981). Therefore, the penchant to strictly identify
a category as “rich” or “poor” in Africa must be resisted. Barber continues
that “the temptation to identify certain genres, themes or styles as inherently
and permanently ‘popular’ is one which Africanist scholarship, also, needs to
be wary of” (2018, 11). Here I would turn to the example of Jude, a computer
technician I interviewed, who used editing software to rework photographs
of all classes of individuals who contracted him, including those perceived
as the not-so-rich. Sometimes, a clear class distinction would be achieved
through the number of colored photographs and specific editing techniques
Jude deployed in the photos of the rich, which may not be so painstakingly
applied in photos of the not-so-rich. This enabled me to differentiate the two
classes of individuals. In another type of example, the insinuation of wealth
exhibited through the immense size of the photographs on funeral billboards
immediately reveals the class of the deceased. However, there are instances
where the not-so-rich would go out of their way to mobilize funds to achieve
photographic acclaim rivaling that of some rich individuals. It was also dif-
ficult to establish a class distinction in images that embody symbolic aspira-
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tions of power and success. For example, computer technicians retouched
images of the deceased with the sartorial markers of the rich, such as akwa
isi agu (lion’s head dress), mkpo (staff), okpu mmee (titled red hat), ugbene
ugo (the eagle’s feather), among others. With this costuming through photo-
graphic retouching, underachievers transformed into heroes and climbed the
elevated ladders of the rich. It is important to note that in funeral ceremonies,
enormous funds are expended in such a manner that even the poor some-
times appear rich. In any case, whether symbolic or practical, wealth remains
critical to my analysis, also when thinking about visual technologies that
deploy images of symbolic wealth to rupture the distinction between classes.

THEORETICAL ORIENTATION

This book is grounded in the theory of the public sphere (Habermas 1974),
the social life of photographs (Pinney 1997; Peffer and Cameron 2013, 15-19),
and photographic materialities (Edwards 2009). Traditional frameworks of
photographic history in Africa have largely ignored how its technical devel-
opment and artistic accomplishments influence the wider social and cultural
perspectives (see Ryan 1997, 18). As Allan Sekula (1982, 86) has pointed out,
“If we accept the fundamental premise that information is the outcome of a
culturally determined relationship, then we can no longer ascribe an intrin-
sic or universal meaning to the photographic image.” Equally John Tagg has
challenged a uniform history of photography: “Photography as such has no
identity. Its status as technology varies with the power relations which invest
it. Its nature as a practice depends on the agents and institutions which set
it to work . . . and its products are legible and meaningful only within the
particular currencies they have” (Tagg 1988, 23). Photography embodies a
form of discursive authority that shows how visual perception is both histor-
ically and culturally constructed. Representation is a multifaceted cultural
phenomenon, and, hence, photographs need to be interpreted as instances
in wider dialogues of “ways of seeing,” which demand historical contextual-
ization (Ryan 1997). Ryan suggests that the photographic image acquires its
indexical power not merely from its ontological relation to a prior reality but
from the technical and cultural processes and discursive structures by which
itis rendered significant (Ryan 1997, 19; see also Edwards 2009). In this book,
I emphasize an approach to photography as a culturally constructed way of
seeing that is tied to the intertextuality of photographic discourse. I want
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to join Ryan in arguing that photographs, in their transcendent capacity,
extend beyond mere visual representation. The ostensibly explicit bound-
aries defining various modes of semiotic expression—such as text, photog-
raphy, cartography, and artistic forms—are essentially linked to the histor-
ical contexts in which they emerge (Ryan 1997, 26, 19; Edwards 2009). The
commemorative photographs I examine demonstrate a convergence of the
linguistic and the visual, employing framing strategies, symbolic representa-
tions, and ways of seeing that facilitate the interpretation of photographs in
diverse, intricate interactions with semiotic systems. This book is informed
by a contextual approach that situates the images within their broader his-
torical and cultural milieu and argues that commemorative photographs—
constructed, disseminated, circulated, and consumed within a specific social
network in southern Nigeria—disclose the creative imaginaries of colonial
and postcolonial culture as much as they do the material spaces or individ-
uals captured in their frame.

Strother (2013) has shown how Africans embraced photography to rep-
resent their cosmopolitan aspirations while colonial ethnographers “misrep-
resented them by recycling them as postcards and ethnographic illustrations
for consumption overseas as exotic or unflattering ethnic types” (Peffer 2013,
16). In other words, certain Africans’ private photographs were popularized
through their distribution in the global economy of images.” One objective
of this book is to return to the objectives of African self-representation in its
own sphere. But here as well, photographs live multiple social lives: They are
not just transient material things but material things that add tangible value
to the status of the deceased and the bereaved family. For example, a photo-
graph, originally diminutive in size and meaning, is suddenly overblown and
extravagantly transformed into a giant and prominent obituary billboard; a
photo previously tucked away inside a family album is ubiquitously adver-
tised in newspapers, social media, obituary posters, and funeral booklets.
A silently forgotten photo is excavated and publicly exhibited online. In the
theory of the social life of photographs, the status of a hero or accomplished
individual in a society can never be socially consummating except when pub-
licly visualized in the above-mentioned multiple visual contexts. Nuances of
heroism and visibility are, therefore, intertwined.

One important theoretical idea that has emerged through my studies is
the concept of personhood. This concept enables me to explore how individu-
als participate actively in the game of social life, especially how “dead persons
continue to interact meaningfully with living persons and continue to play
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a part in the lives of their living intimates and their community” (Arnold et
al. 2018, 7). The social life of the dead is sustained virtually via “pre-recorded
social media interventions” (Arnold et al. 2018, 8). This book examines how
this process extends the temporal frame of the deceased. Locally, heroes are
understood as having transcended the challenging predicament to live a ful-
filled life in Nigeria. They are also interpreted as having impacted the lives
of surviving relatives so positively that they “touch our hearts, fill us with
admiration, and make us reconsider our view of the world” (Cherry, 2023).
A deeper philosophical exploration of the hero image draws on important
literature that reimagined heroism as a concept that lacked a universal tem-
plate for judgment (Fiske and Taylor 2008). Igbo individuals have addressed
their deceased as heroes in photographs, on social media, and in other visual
culture forms for being altruistic, self-sacrificing, inspiring, helpful, unblem-
ished, and beautiful.

CHAPTERIZATION

Chapter 1 introduces the premise of this book and touches on the significant
theoretical concerns, methodologies, and overriding scholarly arguments
surrounding commemorative photography.

Chapter 2 dwells on the meanings of the obituary and commemorative
notices in the newspapers of nineteenth-century Lagos before the introduc-
tion of obituary photography. Using Jiirgen Habermas’s notion of the public
sphere, I show how obituary notices in nineteenth-century newspapers of
colonial Lagos did more than just capture death; they equally introduced gos-
sipy anecdotes and sensationalism to define the colonial public sphere as one
that is characterized by insinuations of social and economic class with occa-
sional interjections of anti-racial and anti-colonial sentiments. In this public
sphere, the dead were heroized as important members of ancestral progeny.

Chapter 3 shows how memorial photographs became entangled in the pol-
itics of the colonial public sphere in nineteenth-century Lagos through what
was then known as subscription and unveiling. Memorial photographs were
brought into public through their printing on multiple surfaces, including in
magazines, almanacs, earthenware, and pamphlets, among other placements.
On the other hand, citizens heeded calls for subscriptions for memorial
photographs in colonial newspapers and contributed moneys used to print,
enlarge, frame, and mount the photographs on the walls of Glover Memorial
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Hall. I show how the above activities engendered a robust visual and verbal
culture that was not just critical for the discourses of the colonial public sphere
but significant in perpetuating the deceased in the public memory of colonial
Lagos. Subscription and unveiling of the photograph with grand ceremonial
fanfare performed by important colonial officials, such as the governor or dep-
uty governor of the colony inside Glover Memorial Hall, marked part of the
cult of attention essential in commemorating colonial citizens. The material-
ity of the photograph, its tangible thingness, was subsumed into the colonial
status symbol and invested with multiple significations of power and multiple
subjectivities, in spite of the surface where the photo was printed.

In chapter 4, I use funeral posters to investigate how wealth is conceptu-
alized as an imaginary and symbolic display of fame and power. In funeral
posters, individuals have attempted to visually announce the exit of their loved
ones by decorating the dead with various insignia of prestige. In doing this,
families satisty their yearning for accomplishment in their own eyes. I exam-
ine how meanings are constructed through these posters and their captions by
examining the implications of a heroic figure in traditional Igbo society. The
complex decorations and performativity of photos of the deceased, in light
of the general proliferation of funeral posters across the length and breadth
of many town and city intersections, amount to a visual spectacle that is sig-
nificant in the discourse of the public sphere. The public exhibition of these
funeral posters at the village intersection and the accompanying public spec-
tatorship underscores the funeral photograph’s situatedness in everyday life.

In chapter 5, I show how European colonists exported what is known as a
funeral booklets, a print practice of documenting the dead, to the Lagos col-
ony in the wake of the colonial encounter. I argue that these funeral booklets
constituted a new form of the public sphere in which to announce one’s pres-
ence and seek visibility. I employ the concept of intermediality to enable an
understanding of how the hitherto hidden family photos reappear in funeral
booklets in Nigeria. Scholarly texts on family photo albums in Africa have
centered on the social meanings surrounding their collective and individual
circulation in weddings or other social functions (Buckley 2000-2001; Mus-
tafa 2002, 2005-6; Buggenhagen 2014). No known book has examined the
rising practice of including family photo albums in funeral booklets and how
this, in different ways, exemplifies a different photographic consumption that
relies on intermediality. I show how this trend reflects a new social life of the
photograph, one that advocates and emphasizes its mediatized affordances
and power of affect (Spyer and Steedly 2013). I argue that in migrating from
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family albums into funeral booklets, photographs assume a new public life,
defining meanings and shaping identities (cf. Schneider 2013) across fami-
lies, communities, and national and international networks. Funeral booklets
thus forge new subjectivities; they become socially itinerant actors engen-
dering further questions around family status, aspiration, and morality (cf.
Werbner 2002). Photographs printed in funeral booklets allow each fami-
ly’s photo album to cross the border, actively constituting the family as part
of the social milieu that is sine quo non in the photographic proliferation.
Thus, “The practices involved in creating personal photographic albums dis-
rupt emergent notions of individualism” (Vokes 2012, 15) and shape family
subjectivities.

In chapter 6, I provide the first substantial review of how cultural under-
standings of commemoration in Nigeria have been expanded through pho-
tographs and videos on social media. While the community produced the
individual as an ordinary citizen whose presence is obscured in the public
sphere, I argue that social media reinvented the commemorative photograph
of the deceased as a hero of the internet public sphere. This realm destabilized
notions of nationhood by creating an imagined community of citizens who
countered the linear official narratives of nation-states. The chapter shows
how the monopoly of visibility achieved by the rich in the 1990s through
elite magazines such as Ovation was transcended by the poor through social
media. In addition, I show how the Igbo culture of extravagance in funerals
has been reproduced on social media. In other words, it is in the moment of
sharing hitherto hidden family photos of the deceased on social media that
the family exhibits its imagined prestige, influence, and venerability.

In chapter 7, I reflect on my ethnography and chronicle the methodolog-
ical approach to this research by telling the stories of funeral photographers.
Through storytelling, I developed a unique visual anthropology of burial and
advanced theories of the funeral altar and funeral dance.



CHAPTER 2

The Public Sphere of Obituary and
Commemoration in Colonial Lagos

In the 1880s, a shift in the colonial administrative policy occasioned the cre-
ation of the northern and southern “protectorates,” specifically in 1882, over
an area known as Nigeria today. This was an effort by the British colonial gov-
ernment to counter the competitiveness sparked by French colonial powers
in Africa. The Berlin Conference of 1884-1885 had already defined the strict
rights of European powers as to their “spheres of influence” in Africa. The
northern and southern protectorates of the area known as Nigeria today were
joined in 1914 by the General Frederick Lord Lugard-led colonial govern-
ment to establish the Colony and Protectorate of Nigeria. But before Nigeria
was created, between the 1880s and 1920s, colonial newspapers in Nigeria
became a space where Africans could perform selthood, build political align-
ments, and hold constituted authorities accountable. Colonial newspapers
were not purely products of unequal power relations between the colonialists
and Africans but a space where power was negotiated and where different
groups debated colonial policies.!

Some of these literary practices shaped the culture of obituary publica-
tions in colonial Lagos newspapers (Peterson and Hunter 2016; Krautwald
2021, 5-28). In this chapter, I explore the significance of obituary and com-
memorative notices in the newspapers of nineteenth and early twentieth-
century Lagos, prior to the advent of obituary photography. Employing Jiir-
gen Habermas’s concept of the public sphere, I demonstrate that obituary
notices in the colonial Lagos newspapers of the nineteenth and early twenti-
eth centuries transcended mere documentation of death. These notices also
infused gossipy narratives and sensationalism, thereby shaping the colonial
public sphere. This sphere was marked by insinuations of social and eco-
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nomic class distinctions, interspersed with occasional expressions of anti-
racial and anti-colonial sentiments. I show that the colonial newspaper was
a public sphere where the dead were heroized as important members of an
ancestral progeniture.

A BRIEF NOTE ON COLONIAL LAGOS NEWSPAPERS

Stephanie Newell (2013) notes that newspapers are a significant source to
investigate the nature of political agency and sociocultural relations in Africa.
Researching obituaries in colonial newspapers advances the investigation of
social histories of death in Africa. While many studies examined how death
could be used to understand the changing urban, class, gender, religious,
national, and ethnic identities in Africa, others focused on the multiple ways
in which the dead body is produced through the print culture.? While Newell
suggests that new forms of subjectivity were produced in colonial newspa-
pers through anonymous writing, I argue that obituary publications allowed
Africans to reassert their presence in the colonial public sphere. From the
late nineteenth to the early twentieth century, African and colonial elites in
Lagos used obituaries to convey their adherence to Christianity, warn of the
purported dangers of the African climate to frail European bodies, and confer
social value on the deceased’s life. Obituaries took a variety of forms, ranging
from brief announcements to elegiac poems and extensive biographical por-
traits that enhanced the prestige of both the departed and their living next of
kin. Through these diverse print genres, Lagos’s educated political and social
elite asserted its prestige and status against lower-class Africans as well as
European colonizers.

Colonial newspapers often depended on the patronage and approval of the
imperial authorities or the missionary groups. Those who dared to challenge
the censorship regime faced the risk of being shut down or silenced. Only the
loyalist voices could survive and thrive in such a hostile environment (Hunter
and James 2020). I studied the archives of some of these newspapers, includ-
ing the Lagos Weekly Record (1891-1930), Lagos Standard (1894-1920), Lagos
Observer (1882-1884), Lagos Times and Gold Coast Colony Advertiser (1880-
1883), The Mirror (1887-1888), The Times of Nigeria (1914-1924), and Nige-
rian Chronicle (1908-1915).> The above-mentioned newspapers were under
the proprietorship and editorship of educated African elites and appeared
biweekly or weekly in Lagos from 1880 to 1920. The Lagos Weekly Record was
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a pioneering and influential newspaper that championed the causes of anti-
colonialism and African nationalism in Nigeria. It was founded and edited
by John Payne Jackson, an Americo-Liberian journalist who migrated from
Liberia to Lagos and became a prominent voice of the African elite. The Lagos
Standard was established by George Alfred Williams in 1894, while the Lagos
Observer was launched by Blackall Benjamin in 1882 with the help of Dr.
Nathaniel T. King and Robert Campbell. The Lagos Times and Gold Coast
Colony Advertiser—also known as the Lagos Times—was founded by Richard
Blaize and edited by Andrew Thomas and Mojola Agbebi. It was one of the
pioneer newspapers in Nigerian journalism, being the third newspaper in
the country, following Anglo African Newspapers and Iwe Iroyin. The Mir-
ror was a weekly paper that belonged to and was edited by P. Marke, while
James Bright Davies (1848-1920) owned and edited The Times of Nigeria, a
weekly publication that only maintained its frequency for six months. The
Nigerian Chronicle was the first newspaper to use the word “Nigeria” in its
name (Sawada 2016, 48). The publication was initiated by two siblings, Chris-
topher and Emmanuel Johnson, who were educated in Britain and occupied
prominent positions in Lagos society. The newspaper was issued weekly at
their Kumola House office on Shitta Street, which also housed a high-class
school. The Nigerian Chronicle had a distribution of four hundred to six hun-
dred copies, each priced at three pence. The readership of these newspapers
cut across the African elites and expatriates, but it is important to note that
obituary advertisements were mainly from African elites, while the death of
European expatriates seemed to be reported by their editors as news items
due to their close relationships with them. Many of the newspapers benefited
from the patronage of the colonial government and did not openly oppose
the anti-African policies of the colonial administration. Whereas some news-
papers such as the Lagos Weekly Record, the Lagos Standard, and the Times
of Nigeria at times exhibited a relatively oppositional stance toward the gov-
ernment, all Lagos presses aligned with the British and endorsed the Allies
during World War I. With the exception of the Nigerian Chronicle, which
maintained its style and even intensified its cultural orientation and predilec-
tion for philosophical topics, the Lagos press assumed a significant role as a
disseminator of British propaganda (Sawada 2016, 291).

Of course, announcing an obituary has a cultural history in precolonial
West Africa. In the Igbo region of Nigeria, for example, it was usually accom-
panied by a loud cry in the deceased’s household, a cry that was intended to
draw public attention to a tragedy. Depending on the status of the deceased, it
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was sometimes announced through the town criers. In announcing the death
of Ezeudu in Umuofia, for example, Chinua Achebe narrates how the sound
of a drum and a cannon announced the death of Ezeudu, an important man
in the village (Achebe 1958, 121). In a similar vein, it was reported that one
night the town crier rang the ogene, or gong, and requested all the clansmen
to gather in the market in the morning. At the gathering, Ogbuefi Ezeugo, a
noted orator, announces that someone from the village of Mbaino murdered
the wife of an Umuofia tribesman while she was in their market (Achebe
1958, 11). The drum brought the news of Ezeudu’s death while the town crier
announced the murder of the wife of an Umuofia tribesman. Thus, using
the drum and the town crier to announce death exemplifies the synergistic
relationship between the public and obituary announcements in precolo-
nial Africa. Here the public was embodied in the town crier’s and the drum’s
capacity for extensive information coverage across the communities. As a
public address system through which death was announced, the town crier
and the drum constituted one template for the connection between the public
sphere and obituaries in precolonial Africa.* Local practices verbalized obitu-
aries through many means, such as the town crier, oral praise poetry, dirges,
eulogies, and other oral genres (Newell 2016, 390). McCaskie thus argues that
the emergence of advertisements of death in newspapers and other printed
formats and their incorporation into the local funeral rite is a ritualistic and
aspirational modernity that builds upon a legacy of customary oral practice
(2006, 349). Although colonial newspapers claimed to serve the public, they
often became exclusive spaces for educated elites (Newell 2020). I look at the
ways in which elite African newspaper editors, authors, and readers trans-
formed obituary announcements from a public oral announcement in the
village public sphere to the public sphere of print publications in colonial
Lagos. Some authors have studied the printed publications that accompa-
nied death and funerals in Africa to show how these publications transcribe
oral mourning tributes, praises, and poetry into a new materialized chapter
in the deceased’s life (Gibbs 2005, 5; Adjah 2007, 33-44). In Lagos, obituary
publication in colonial newspapers was one way through which Africans
imbued death with social prestige and significance associated with the colo-
nial modernity of the print.

In their study of newspaper obituaries in Nigeria, Rouven Kunstmann
and Cassandra Mark-Thiesen have shown how the social identities and cul-
tural conventions of the deceased and their families were maintained and
affirmed in the public sphere (Kunstmann and Mark-Thiesen 2022). Death
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notices and obituaries disseminated social identities to a wide audience.
Newell has shown how many Africans utilized the new political possibilities
offered by anonymous newspaper writings in colonial Africa to assert their
subjectivities, especially during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centu-
ries. Although anonymity gave African authors certain freedoms to articulate
their views, it also deprived them of the opportunity to imprint their names
and announce their presence in the colonial public sphere. Obituary pub-
lications could be a means through which Africans wrote themselves back
into colonial text, announced their presence in the colonial public sphere,
and thereby reclaimed their subjectivity. Colonial Lagos newspapers allowed
readers to participate in “debates about moral, cultural, economic, aesthetic,
historical, and political issues” and helped engender a West African reading
culture almost unprecedented in any other colonial setting (Newell 2013, 16).
Although Lagos newspapers did not challenge colonial control, the insistence
on naming the deceased and enumerating their accomplishments was an
indirect riposte to colonial racism, which posited that Africans led meaning-
less lives that did not contribute to the development of their societies; every
obituary was thus not only a monument to the deceased and their family but
a beacon that signified the ingenuity, adaptability, and drive of Lagosians.

THE PUBLIC SPHERE

Jiirgen Habermas has argued that a bourgeois space emerged in the eigh-
teenth century to “mediate[] between society and state, in which the public
organizes itself as the bearer or [sic, of] public opinion” (1974, 49). This “pub-
lic sphere,” according to Habermas, is a nonhierarchical setting convened
within the spaces of coffee shops, salons, social clubs, and printed materials
such as novels, periodicals, and pamphlets. Within these spaces, compro-
mise and unanimous decisions are reached by means of unfettered, logical,
and critical deliberation among bourgeois citizens freed from the feudal
hierarchies of early modern Europe (Habermas 1991). However, this vibrant
public sphere waned after the nineteenth century because of the intrusive
meddlesomeness of the state and private corporations (Habermas 1991, 142).
Habermas’s public space differed from colonial space in fundamental ways:
While one is constituted by equal, rational individuals, European colonialists
defined colonial space as an environment of purportedly irrational and sub-
human colonial subjects. Bart Cammaerts separates “Habermas’s exemplary
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citizens” from colonial subjects and argues that while Habermas’s citizens
were “stripped of status” and “the strength of their rational arguments [was]
more important than their position in society or personal wealth,” African
subjects of the colonial era were widely perceived by their rulers as lacking
in rational capacity or civilized conduct, in need of intervention and tutelage
from agents of modernity and enlightenment (Cammaerts 2008, 25-27, cited
in Newell 2013, 37). Cammaerts’s dichotomy allows one to see how the colo-
nial newspaper’s definition of the public could not conceive of the idea of a
colonial citizen across racial boundaries.” Habermas used the public sphere
to explore the emergence of the bourgeoisie and nation-states in the eigh-
teenth century, a model that deviates significantly from the public discourses
in precolonial and colonial societies (Bhattacharya 2005, 132). While New-
ell suggests that “newsprint introduced an anonymizing function” whereby
“members of educated elites, school-leavers, clerks, men, women, and youth
could participate in the formation of public opinion,” thereby “masking the
markers of social identity” (Newell 2013, 15), I contend that the newspaper
obituary transcended anonymity through self-naming and the cultivation of
celebrity to exclude certain classes of Africans from, while enlisting others
into, the hierarchical colonial public sphere. In other words, obituary pub-
lications were one of the means through which Africans staked a claim to
prestige and status in the public sphere engendered by both African- and
European-owned newspapers.

Lagosians’ assertion of their upper-class status through newspaper obitu-
aries reflected both the persistence of local traditions in the public honoring
of the dead as well as the wider global rise of privileged middle classes, even
under colonial conditions. For example, Emma Hunter shows how the new
African elite who emerged during the height of colonialism in East Africa
used print media as a platform to express and spread their political visions.
Hunter contends that the advent of modernity, the development of national-
ism, and the global dissemination of Pan-Africanism and anti-colonial move-
ments gave impetus to the formation of these ideas. Hunter (2018) argues that
the print media produced the public sphere not just as a site of communi-
cation but also as a site of struggle and contestation over the meaning and
practice of democracy;, citizenship, and freedom in colonial East Africa.®

Further, Emma Hunter and Leslie James (2020) offer a useful model for
understanding these processes as a space produced through a combination
of multiple diverse forces. They argue that the colonial public sphere is con-
stituted through the infrastructure for communication, the addressivity of
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cosmopolitan and local public spaces, the performativity inherent in the
colonial text, and the periodicity of the printed material (Hunter and James
2020). Thus, the public sphere can become a powerful arena of social change,
where diverse groups can challenge the validity of existing norms or serve
the rationalization of political domination and the agency of instrumental
governmentality.” Mrinalini Sinha (2001) has provided a counternarrative to
Habermas by defining the colonial public sphere as one that produced visi-
ble differences of race and whiteness deployed to engender social inclusion,
social ineligibility, or subalternity. Drawing on Sinhas work, I argue that
the newspaper obituary served as a central space where the social statuses
of colonial elites were further reinforced and advertised and where different
educated African elites sought visibility for their families.

HEROES IN OBITUARY REPORTS

One dimension, among others, in which Lagosians asserted their presence in
the colonial sphere was through Christian obituaries in the newspapers. The
Lagos Christian community dealt with the exigency of death through their
belief that death was simply a pathway to heaven rather than an everlast-
ing parting from loved ones. The notion of salvation made accepting death
as a peaceful end easier. Publicly advertised obituaries, such as newspaper
obituaries, helped reinforce the notion of religious camaraderie necessary
for the eternal salvation of the departed. In this manner, many obituaries
were deemed to elicit greater interest from the Christian community than
the adherents of African religions and thus were preoccupied with Christian
sentiments. Reporting the obituary of Chief Okenla, the Lagos Observer of
September 14, 1882, wrote, “The Christians of Abeokuta and ourselves have
sustained an irreparable loss in the death of their hero, Chief Okenla”® Here
the Christians of Abeokuta were mentioned as the first bearers of the irrepa-
rable loss of Chief Okenla. In this way, the newspaper suggests that Christians
were first positioned to suffer the crushing pains of loss and were privileged
in the hierarchy of public emotions in obituary reports in Lagos.

Likewise, reporting the obituary of Miss Elfrida Esther Thomas, the Lagos
Observer of September 13, 1883, carefully analyzed how Thomas discharged
her duties: “It is well known that in the performance of her duties as a Sun-
day School Teacher, before her departure for Europe and after her return,
she acted always with energy, self-denial, and devotion.” The introduction of
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“Sunday school,” “self-denial,” and “devotion” may underline the preponder-
ance of Christian rhetoric and its attendant sympathy in most obituaries of
these periods. Even while narrating the roles played by the deceased in tradi-
tional institutions, languages that subtly implied Christian virtues were intro-
duced. Efforts to evangelize and convert the locals were part of the colonializ-
ing missions and were often seen to interject most colonial correspondences
not just in obituary reports but in other endeavors of life. The Lagos Observer
wrote: “John Owolotan, or Okenla as he is called, was made a Chief Warrior
of all the Abeokuta Christians in 1960.” The use of “Chief Warrior” seems
to mimic the prevailing description of individuals notable for leading wars
quite prevalent in Yorubaland during the nineteenth and early twentieth cen-
turies. It was fashionable to describe specific individuals as “heroes,” “great,”
or “chief warriors” to capture their outstanding roles in these Yoruba wars.’

The importing of war slogans into obituaries was to foreground the
impactful Christian life of the deceased and emphasize why it is more signifi-
cant than any other narrative. Reporting the death of Chief Okenla, the Lagos
Observer wrote, “From all accounts he died of heart disease, not as is being
circulated by the superstitious and ignorant, that his death is traceable to the
diabolical machinations which they suppose resulted from his bold defiance
of the heathen Chief Ogudipe, in his late attempt to persecute the Chris-
tians”** From this report, it was evident that the Lagos Observer was opposed
to the purported “heathenism” of local religious beliefs. The tensions seen in
such clashes between Christianity and traditional beliefs were even dissemi-
nated through obituaries. It is possible to conclude that newspaper obituaries
were vehicles of evangelism deployed by the elite converts to oppose local
thoughts they often perceived as rooted in “idolatrous” practices, “paganistic”
backwardness, and superstition.

OBITUARIES AND NUANCES OF CLASS AND STATUS
IN THE PUBLIC SPHERE

The vibrant intellectual atmosphere ignited in the Lagos colony by these
newspapers came with a new definition of the public sphere. This was a com-
modified form of the public sphere, dependent on payment, that constructed
a certain class status in the editorial pages of most of the newspapers. For
example, a select public for obituaries was included under the strict termi-
nology of “Advertisement” On page 3 of the Lagos Times, February 23, 1920,
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there was a rubric titled “Advertisement” where the price of subscription for
various advertisements was published. It reads, “Twelve lines and under, s5s.
Every additional line 6d, In Memoriam 4s, Birth 5s, Thanks for Sympathy
4s, One single column 25s, one-half column 155, One-quarter column 1o0s,
One-eight column 557" On another edition of the Times in 1915, a different
subscription rate was provided for advertisements: “Advertisers scale—Five
lines and under 2s. 6d., and 6d per line afterward for one insertion. Births,
Marriages. Deaths, Thanks for Sympathy, for one insertion, 2s. 6d. rates for
Contract Advertisement which can be arranged for”'? 6d was a day’s salary
of a carpenter, a low-income government employee, or a blacksmith (Sawada
2016, 81). The newspaper itself sold for three pence. It was assumed, therefore,
that publishing five lines of an obituary cost two shillings in 1915, while twelve
lines cost five shillings in 1920."

What this means is that anyone publishing more than five lines in 1915
would have paid an additional fee of six pence. The newspapers thus created
a prestigious and class-exclusive public space for the dead. One way news-
papers constructed this space was through longer poems to remember the
dead. Longer poems were also published in the “In Memoriam” columns
to remember the dead. While these poems were sometimes too long, and
their subscription considered unaffordable due to their exorbitant subscrip-
tion fees, they were thought to be published at the discretion of the editors
who had a personal acquaintanceship with the deceased. The reading public
was furnished with citations of poetry about death and loss from verses and
lines from hymns such as “Brief Life Is Here Our Portion,” “The Saints of
God, Their Wanderings Done,” and “For the Soul[s] Thou Holdest Dearest,
Let Prayers Arise” (Sawada 2016, 169; Newell 2022, 401). A close study of the
newspapers suggests that the length of the obituaries strictly adhered to the
newspaper’s subscription rates. Thus, it was thought that only the wealthy
could afford such prices to either publish or be published in the “In Memo-
riam” section. Because of this overly constraining financial factor, the less
affluent restricted their obituaries to only a few lines. Even though many obit-
uaries were defined by textual brevity because of financial constraints, within
these few lines, the essential elements of the dead’s social class were high-
lighted. For example, the Times of Nigeria reported these obituaries: “Dissu
Martins: Prosperous merchant of Martins Street, died at his farm, Yaba Road,
Wednesday, 11th Instant. Member of the Ansaru-un-Deen, famous Muslim
Society of Lagos. Aged, about 60 years”'* The Times of Nigeria would employ
similar prestigious wording in narrating the obituary of the late Rowland
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Cole, the Sierra Leonean who was the former postmaster general of the Gold
Coast. It described Cole as “a successful man of business” whose wife assisted
in “conducting a very prosperous trade while he was in the public service'®

An analysis of these lines indicates that while the obituary announcement
of the late Martins is just five lines, it captured his most prestigious attribute
and framed his social capital with such phrases as “prosperous merchant”
and “famous Muslim Society of Lagos.” These words of admiration immedi-
ately identified Martins’s social worth. On the same page of the newspaper,
the obituary of James Alfred Agbaje, which is just seven lines, identified him
as “a prominent citizen of Lagos” and father of “Dr. Savage and Mr. Spencer
Savage” who “retired after a long and flourishing business career”*® While the
space is constraining to allow for an expanded narrative of Agbaje’s social
worth, the insertion of his educated son, Dr. Savage, ascribes that flair of class
and social importance to his persona. He would immediately be associated
with a class of what is known as baba dokita in the Yoruba language, meaning
“doctor’s father” In the African context, the social worth of parents is often
measured by the success of their children, while children are often considered
wealth in certain local parlance. Yoruba popular thoughts have reinforced
“the superiority of children over wealth,” such that “success or wealth, with-
out children among the Yoruba, is either incomplete or devalued” (Omobow-
ale et al. 2019, 22).

Among the Igbo, the local idiom nze bu na nwa means “The child exudes
chiefly authority;” while Nwakaego translates as “The child is worth more than
money.” The importance of wealth and power in colonial Lagos is evidenced
by the omission of the poor and powerless who are not connected with the
newspaper publishers and editors from the public sphere convened by obit-
uary pages in most newspapers of the eras under study. Where the obituary
publication of an individual exceeded certain prescribed subscription lines,
it was assumed that the individual was wealthy or might have a certain famil-
ial relationship with the editor or publisher. However, some obituaries were
obviously published out of the discretion of the publisher or editors, perhaps
because of the position the individual occupied among the elite circles. This
editorial preference for some obituary publications, according to Sawada, is
sometimes informed by the African custom of paying homage to deceased
heroes and “great men.” Editors deployed poetry and sensationalism to define
their subjective meanings of heroism in the obituary, while moderate-income
Lagosians seized the opportunity offered by the cheaper, short-verse sub-
scriptions in the “In Memoriam” section to inscribe their late wives, parents,
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spouses, and Western-educated Africans into the public sphere. Authors
drew on poetry printed in hymnbooks, religious pamphlets, or other aca-
demic texts to memorialize loved ones and family members who were not
public figures (Sawada 2016, 164-169).

Lay writers used the medium of newspaper print to memorialize loved
ones and insert them into the public sphere convened by these newspapers.
Obituaries were either presented in the form of short announcements, poems,
or lengthy biographical writing where names of surviving relatives were men-
tioned to give social worth to the deceased’s life. On Saturday, December 24,
1887, The Mirror reported the death of Mr. Martins, the keeper of the Jubilee
Restaurant, under the “News Item” section. The report mentioned Mr. Mar-
tins as only the keeper of the Jubilee Restaurant, without mentioning his fam-
ily; nor did it mention his father, mother, or siblings or any other informa-
tion that would identify and accord him that social recognition. The report
only stated that “he had been assisting in serving out refreshments to those
who attended the conventions at Phoenix Hall up to within a few minutes
of his death””” The obituary did not provide any significant family informa-
tion that would elevate his social standing. This obituary was published under
the “News Item” section of the newspaper rather than the “Advertisement”
section, where most obituaries were subscribed with money. This suggests
that it might have been published at the discretion of the editor and did not
emanate from Mr. Martin’s relatives—a logical reason why no name of any
of his family members was included. The “News Item” section contains short
news deemed less weighty than items to be given sustained attention by the
newspaper editors. There are other short news pieces contained in this sec-
tion. The brevity of Mr. Martins’ obituary announcement may not constitute
the condescending tenor of the obituary as reported by the editor but rather
the omission of his social accomplishment. The style of reportage, therefore,
seemed consistent with his social class (he was a bartender in the Phoenix
restaurant). Its terseness did not capture salient aspects that were given atten-
tion in the shorter obituaries subscribed in the “Advertisement” sections,
such as his children, parents, or a brief sensational remark on the cause of
a person’s death and his life’s accomplishments. Perhaps he was not married
and had no children, but the omission of his parents’ names may be inter-
preted as a sign of social anonymity in the African context, while the absence
of his obituary in the “Advertisement” section indicated that it was not sub-
scribed. The meaning of subscription here suggests that families used money
to negotiate for presence in the public sphere.
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At the same time, some Africans invoked prestigious pedigrees to post-
humously make up for marginalization in the colonial public sphere. In the
obituary of Africans, there seems to be a tendency to mention the highly
placed children, parents, or relatives of the deceased to pronounce their social
worth. For example, the Nigerian Times of April 5, 1910, reported the death
of Charles Randall Cole on March 28 and identified him as a native of Yoru-
baland along with his wife Berky, as well as his parents, who were also noted
as “natives of Yorubaland” The Nigerian Times mentioned Cole’s siblings and
noted that his parents were enslaved in Sierra Leone but returned to Lagos
in the 1860s. The newspaper reported that all six members of the family had
died, leaving only an elder daughter of Charles Randall Cole “who survives
them all and who is mourning the irreparable loss of members of her kin-
dred”'® The obituary took a historic leap into Cole’s life’s journey, how he was
ill for four months and eventually “succumbed to his illness”"

The need to capture the family genealogy was in line with the tendency of
Africans to launder the family’s history in eulogies. Naming all deceased rel-
atives allows Africans to reexamine and reconnect with ancestral genealogy
and advertise the family’s long-forgotten glories and credentials. Marleen de
Witte sees the listing of surviving family members as an indication of social
success, for the names reveal a network of dependents and influence (2011,
184). Sometimes it serves to recall the gift of longevity. While the manner
and narrative of the obituary reportage of the less affluent Lagosians may
convey an idea of unfortunate brevity, certain elements were introduced to
poignantly foreground their social class. The Lagos Weekly Record of June
18-25, 1921, reports, “Not lost but gone before. The Home call came to Miss
Caroline Adenike Fashanu at 1.30 PM on Tuesday the 21st instant, daughter
of Mr. J. A. FASHANTU, of 30 Martins Street, Lagos.”® J. A. Fashanu was an
important member of the Lagos colony who was also an active member of the
Lagos Branch of the National Congress of British West Africa and a commit-
tee member of the West African National Conference (Olusanya 1968, 325).
By mentioning the late Adenike father’s name, the family placed emphasis
on the humanizing attribute of Adenike’s obituary and strongly articulated
it through her father’s name. One assumes that a mention of late Adenike’s
other family members would have been possible if space were sufficient. For
example, in the Lagos Standard of February 20, 1895, the publication of the
death of “Madam Martha Meroke on Wednesday the 13th instant” mentioned
that she was the grandmother of Mrs. Mojola Agbebi of Bamboo House, Race
Course, and great-grandmother of Rev. E. M. Lijadu, Agent of the C. M. S,
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at Ode, Ondo.* Meroke’s longevity marked a salient component in the public
memory of her death, as seen from the conscious attempt to canonize her
centenarian status. To underscore Meroke’s longevity, the newspaper deemed
it necessary to notify the public that her daughter, Grace, passed on at sev-
enty, before Meroke. The mention of Merokes daughter, granddaughter, and
great-granddaughter seemed a deliberate editorial choice to emphasize the
nature of social status that progeny can bestow upon the deceased. In this
instance, the three-generational progeny foreground not just Meroke’s age
and social worth but suggest how her children value progeniture.

Even while reporting obituaries in a very short, single-line sentence, the
periodicals squeezed in the social worth of human life. For example, on page
3 of the Nigerian Chronicle of December 2, 1910, even though the obituary of
Hon. J. Mensah Sarbah B. L. C. M. G. was reported in just a single line, the
social worth of his life was captured by mentioning that he was “an unofficial
member of the Gold Coast Legislature” To underline the importance of class
and to prove that mention of the legislature was not in itself satisfactorily
socially elevating for Sarbah’s social class, on December 9, 1910, the Nigerian
Chronicle singled out J. Mensah Sarbah’s death, among the three reported in
the previous edition, for a detailed, lengthy elucidation. Titled, “The Late Hon
J. Mensah Sarbah,” the article notes,

The news of the death of the Hon’ble J. Mensah Sarbah C. M. G. Senior unof-
ficial member of the Legislative Council of the Gold Coast Colony which
reached us as we go to press last week created a very deep feeling. It was
only a few months ago that we were congratulating the Sister Colony on the
recognition bestowed upon her by the conferring of a Companionship of the
Order of St. Michael and St. George upon her illustrious son Mensah Sarbah.
In congratulating the Colony then, we felt that we are doing honour to our
own selves as men of the stamp of Mr. Sarbah are not the property of one Col-
ony but the common property of West Africans. By these achievements the
outside world has been able to see to what intellectual and moral heights the
West African can rise. His writings have enriched English literature as far as a
native can contribute to it. His “Fanti Customary Laws” is now the acknowl-
edged authority in Legal circle on Gold Coast customs and laws. Mr. Sarbah
had lived a strenuous life and lived for his country. His sudden removal is to
us a national calamity which we all mourn.*

The above indicated that the Nigerian Chronicle had initially treated Sar-
bah’s obituary scantily, alongside others, “last week” because the news arrived
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belatedly as the newspaper was “about to go to press” However, in the sub-
sequent edition, the death was extracted from the seemingly less newswor-
thy obituaries and given sustained attention. Of course, not all obituaries
were published in colonial newspapers. It is assumed that those obituaries
that made it to the newspapers were deemed important and recognized. In
another example, the Nigerian Chronicle of December 2, 1910, articulated the
social worth of Mrs. Sarah Abraham’s obituary through a mention of her son,
Mr. I. E. Abraham of Broad Street.” This suggests that the son may have placed
the obituary advert. The above two obituaries seem to underscore either their
subjects’ class, wealth, status, or affiliation with an important institution in
the Lagos colony.

ACCOMPANYING THE DEAD TO THE OBITUARY PUBLIC SPHERE

I have attempted to identify instances where the elite public sphere was con-
stituted by individuals who possessed the financial means to “advertise” their
deceased in colonial newspapers. In her study of Yoruba print culture in the
early twentieth century, Karin Barber has demonstrated how Yoruba news-
papers in the 1920s Lagos convened a progressive citizenry, equal in status
on the printed page (Barber 2006, 29; 2007). In contrast, I argue that Lago-
sians displayed wealth and social status through references to progeny and
social connections. Similarly, de Witte (2011) has employed the concept of
“wealth in people” to illustrate how the numerous names of people displayed
on funeral posters could be used as a mark of achievement. Dependents are
powerful criteria to measure social responsibility and clout in Africa. The
dependents of the big man and other recipients of his benefaction, more often
than not, constituted the followers of the big man, and listing them in news-
paper obituary seems a subtle strategy for announcing one’s social accom-
plishments. Therefore, the newspaper obituary unveils a fruitful interplay
between the social conspicuousness of the wealthy and the surrounding gaze
of eulogizing adherents (Nwafor 2021, 85). The bereaved see the public sphere
of the newspaper as a space that can bestow prestige upon the deceased and
their families, while the narrative style and length of the obituary serve as a
means through which this prestige could be exhibited and articulated.

Thus, colonial newspaper obituaries highlight the versatility of African
societies in adapting to the colonial modernity of the print while safeguarding
and continuing their most cherished cultural institutions. Despite the adop-
tion of a seemingly new medium (the newspaper), African/Yoruba practices
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of wealth in people remained largely unchanged. The concept of wealth in
people may provide ample room for further critical interrogation of the con-
cept of the crowd and wealth in Yoruba cosmology. Jane Guyer deploys the
concept of “wealth in people” to encapsulate the nature of studies of wealth
in precolonial African societies. Some studies on wealth in precolonial Africa
have touched on “the techniques by which pre-colonial war-lords built up,
motivated and remunerated their followings,” especially given the fact that
the concept of followership is broad enough to apply to, for example, “wives,
children, clients, political followers, religious acolytes, titled associates, occu-
pational apprentices and so on” (Guyer 1995, 89). Whether living or dead, the
Yoruba concept of the big man is measured by the number and rank of the
individuals who associate with the big man and particularly who accompany
him wherever he goes (Bascom 1951). The names of surviving relatives who
accompany the deceased in the obituary publication reflect the cultural and
social completeness sought in the public sphere of the newspaper obituary. In
this way, obituaries in the media would surpass the mere act of chronicling
facts. Rather, they might disseminate a particular ideology to their mass audi-
ences. In Yoruba cosmology, the prestige of the elite is measured by the size of
the dependent crowd (Cole 1975).

Patrick Cole noted that “emphasis was placed not only on how much an
individual had but also on how much of it he was ready to redistribute as
largesse among his followers and others around him” (Cole 1975, 199). Thus,
when certain individuals die, they are immediately perceived in the light of a
dignifying, transcendental, and heroic persona. Like an ancestor who is spir-
itually ubiquitous, such deceased individuals must also make a ubiquitous
presence through many spectacular public avenues. Newspaper obituaries
thus may become one of those avenues seen in this context as an extension of
the Yoruba cultural belief in the physical and spiritual transcendence, expan-
sion, and heroization of the dead.*

The above narratives are quite expository of new understandings of vis-
ibility, especially through the rituals of newspaper obituaries. These obitu-
aries were strategically conditioned to participate in the political discourses
of the public sphere. In Yorubaland, part of the political discourses of the
public sphere revolves around procreation, wealth, and the heroic attributes
of the advertised persona. Heroic tendencies are underscored by their associ-
ation with the capacity of the families to prove that their deceased was a hero.
Newspaper obituaries became a means of achieving this.
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CONCLUSION

While the public anonymity of print allowed correspondents and columnists
to achieve equality, as argued by Newell, obituaries enabled them to define
class hierarchies and race. Key to the emergence of a new class of elite society
through the high rate of subscription, the newspaper obituary advertisements
thus excluded the poor from this public sphere. A class hierarchy was intro-
duced, one that seemed to deviate from the Habermasian public sphere. The
newspaper obituaries defied the model of the Habermasian bourgeoisie pub-
lic and charted a different notion of the public characterized by a rhetoric of
class, progeny, and wealth. The newspaper became a signboard for the public
advertisement of family credentials by the editors and the surviving relatives.

The politics of visibility and conspicuousness constitute salient features of
obituary announcements. Newspaper obituaries during the colonial period
took death into the public sphere. Causes of death would do more than just
chronicle medical facts; they also offered glimpses into colonial attitudes
about the African environment and colonial policies as well as revealed sen-
timents toward the colonial mission of enlightenment and Christianization.
Thus, obituaries examined in this study were analyzed in terms of their rela-
tionship to the public sphere. In conclusion, it would be apt to suggest that
the colonial style of obituary announcement recognized the kinship network
in the African context and, as such, included the surviving children and rel-
atives of the deceased in the announcement. Perhaps the European lifestyle
of individualism determined the pattern of an obituary notice of Europeans
where mention was not made of their deceased relatives. In bringing the obit-
uary into the newspaper public sphere, death was returned to its precolonial
African context as collective grief and participatory mourning.

While this chapter examined newspaper obituary announcements as a
means through which Lagos residents of the late nineteenth and early twen-
tieth centuries negotiated visibility in the public sphere, reaffirming a com-
memorative tradition invested in cultural notions of heroism, chapter 3 will
explore similar attitudes in memorial photographs. It will evaluate the roles of
memorial photography in the pursuit of heroism while tracking the cosmo-
politan politics that attended the negotiation of the public sphere in colonial
Lagos. Within this politics, I will explore how Elizabeth Edwards’s concept of
materiality serves as an appropriate theoretical framework that is at the core of
sartorial and socioaesthetic practices of early photography in colonial Lagos.



CHAPTER 3

A Cult of Attention

Memorial Photography in Nineteenth
and Early Twentieth-Century Lagos

In nineteenth and early twentieth-century Lagos, commemorative photo-
graphs were entangled in the colonial discourses of power, prestige, and class.
A death or anniversary of death became one of the most reported events that
also constituted part of the existential infrastructures of colonial governmen-
tality. Commemoration extended beyond the discourses of remembrance to
foreground the institutionalization of colonial policies on the imperial out-
posts. Colonial newspapers frequently called for subscriptions to enable the
printing, framing, enlargement, and mounting of commemorative photo-
graphs in Glover Memorial Hall which was one of the first memorial halls
in colonial Lagos, Nigeria. Sometimes commemorative photographs were
printed in almanacs or other surfaces and presented to the public for sale.
Commemorative photographs were usually unveiled with grand ceremonial
fanfare performed by important colonial officials, such as the governor or
deputy governor, inside Glover Memorial Hall. This chapter begins by tracing
the deployment of memorial photographs within quotidian events and other
modes of visuality practiced by colonized subjects. It explores how such pho-
tographs were circulated on the parlor walls of the colonized as gifts that are
invested with the moral significance of religious piety, virtue, and memory.
The discussion then reviews the broader dissemination of these commemo-
rative photographs across everyday surfaces such as almanacs, earthenware,
pamphlets, and magazines. This visual proliferation, I argue, played a cru-
cial role in shaping discourses of public attention and in reconfiguring the
commemorative public sphere. The chapter further examines the intensifi-
cation of journalistic engagement with this phenomenon in colonial Lagos
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newspapers—a rhetorical strategy that ultimately contributed to the symbolic
reconstitution of Glover Memorial Hall. Within this practice, the concept of
the public sphere gained deepened interpretive valence, culminating in what
I conceptualize as a ‘cult of attention. Finally, I ask: How do the activities of
subscription and unveiling contribute to our understanding of the colonial
public sphere? What social and political messages emerge when the unveiling
of the commemorative photograph is presented as a spectacular and perfor-
mative public event?

THE COLONIAL CITIZEN’S PHOTO GIFT

Colonized people began to exchange photos through different channels to
either inaugurate a prominent citizen into the public domain or to commem-
orate a significant deceased figure. For instance, portraits of church ministers
who passed away were produced through a subscription by members and
sold among members. While this was a way to ensure the spread of evan-
gelism and the entrenchment of moral principles that attended Christian
ministration, it also occasioned a new kind of visual culture in the colonies,
in which memorial photographs became part of the “things that matter” in
mourning and the memorial process.

Photos of church ministers were sold to Christian devotees. In most
Christian homes, the parlor walls were described as befitting surfaces for
these photos of church ministers and expected to form part of the emotional
economies of religious devotion, conviviality, and familial relationships. As
noted by Brody (1974), similar practices were found elsewhere in the Western
world, where parlor walls were used for advertising success achieved through
international family networks. The colonial parlor wall became a powerful
surface where family lives were curated and significant memories were recon-
stituted. On the parlor wall, as a visual cemetery, portraits of deceased church
ministers and family members coexisted. The presentation of deceased rel-
atives was also common on nineteenth-century American parlor walls, as
described by Ruby (1995).

The fields of visual history and material anthropology are intertwined with
the mutual construction of social relations and cultural values. Thus, to truly
grasp the social dynamics and historical significance around commemorative
photography, one must also comprehend the complexity of material culture,
for it is a constituent factor of sociohistorical relations (Miller and Tilley 1996,
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6). Following Elizabeth Edwards’s concept of photographic materialities, one
observes an increasing “analytical interest in the socio-material practices of
photography” and “the agency of objects in human relations” (2009, 135).!
Here things such as photographs emerge as powerful and active players,
extending or replacing embodied experiences and connecting with spiritual
ones, such as, in the present case, a unique kind of memory embedded on
the material surfaces of things. Pierre Bourdieu established the foundational
premise of the sociomaterial practices of photography in the 1960s, enabling
a more recent reformulation by photography theorists interested in material
cultures and the anthropology of photography.? The dialogue between the
photograph and everyday tangible surfaces such as parlor walls, almanacs,
earthenware, and other materials has yet to be thoroughly examined by schol-
ars. Daniel Miller suggests that our contemplation should transcend the mere
symbolism of objects, which he believes favors a more rational engagement.
Instead, he insists we should ponder the concepts of historical longing, “how
things matter;” and the “things that matter” He proposes that the concept
of “mattering” carries a broader, more emotive connotation, one that more
readily guides us to the lived experiences of the subjects, thereby creating
room for personal perspectives (Miller 1998, 3, 11).

DISSEMINATING SURFACES FOR MEMORIAL PHOTOGRAPHS

By dwelling upon the more mundane sensory and material surfaces of banal
objects such as almanacs, walls, earthenware, pamphlets, or magazines, we
can untangle their more subtle connections with commemorative photog-
raphy. How these surfaces are culturally, religiously, and socially objectified
and animated through their material connections with the photograph needs
to be further disentangled (Miller 1998, 9). More analytical insights could
be gained from how mundane materials accumulate meaning over time,
especially as they emerge from a deep intersection of value and materiality.
Edwards (2009, 136) argues that “thinking about photographs in this way
reveals them to be not merely symbols of the past, a generic form of pastness,
but material forms that arise out of the intersection of experiences and imag-
inings of the past” My aim here is to demonstrate what Edwards describes
as “active materiality; and to expand on the significance of active materiality
in the colonial and postcolonial contexts. Debates surrounding their accu-
racy, verisimilitude, truthfulness, and authority were mired in the technical
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complexity of their production. In this chapter, I am interested in returning
the material back to the center of historical discourse and elucidation, for
according to Edwards (2009, 136), “It is the material that shapes existences
and experiences.” Hence, the camera, photo chemicals, colors, and the print-
ing processes were all entangled in the meaning of commemorative photo-
graphs. And while the parlor walls embodied deeper sociocultural histories
of the colonial state and family units, many other surfaces acted as important
channels that transported the memorial photograph’s unique aura across time
and space. Ultimately, these surfaces constituted the public spheres where the
visual politics of prestige and cosmopolitan selthood played out.

In Walter Benjamins “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Repro-
duction” ([1968] 1985d) aura is lost when the original image is mass produced,
but in this chapter, we see how memorial photographs imprinted on banal
surfaces in the early twentieth-century Lagos retained their aura (Richard
2011, 123). Howells (2011, 123) has challenged Benjamin’s auratic theorization
of the copied image by suggesting that “he failed to delve deeply enough into
the ontology of the photographic image. For, while a painting or an engraving
might be a work of total imagination or invention, the photograph is linked
umbilically (no matter how distantly) to its subject matter; a subject matter
which existed in time and space and upon whose physical existence at the
moment of inception the photograph is inevitably dependent” For this rea-
son, Howells (2011, 123) concludes that “the photograph’s analogous relation-
ship to the third-class holy relic in its religious sense is a source of its power,
and not weakness.” Howell’s position enables us to understand how the mate-
riality of the memorial photograph, its tangible thingness, was invested with
multiple significations of power and subjectivities.

The surface upon which a commemorative photograph was imprinted did
not appear to diminish the profound sense of reverence and awe elicited by
the image. For example, an article in Sierra Leonean Weekly News of March
7 1896, states: “We have received two samples earthenware plates beautifully
made, on one of which is printed the picture of the late Sir John Pope Hen-
nessy, K.C.M.G., and the words underneath it, “The poor Man’s Friend, as
a memento of the relief granted to the poorer inhabitants of the Colony in
18727 The newspaper further states, “Those who did not know Sir John in
person will now have the pleasure of seeing his picture” There is a suggestive
comparison between Sir John’s physical presence and “his picture” such that
“seeing his picture” would compensate for the lack of acquaintanceship with
him during his lifetime. Photographs serve as a tangible connection to the
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departed, capturing their essence and acting as a direct representation. This
quality of evoking presence in absence underscores their role as meaning-
ful artifacts. The earthenware embodies the new familiarity offered by Pope
Hennessy’s image and becomes a vessel for family memories, attaining value
beyond its function.

Upon the death of Reverend T. Truscott in Sierra Leone, a small-format
photograph was sent to friends and reprinted in a brochure containing a
eulogy. Both the photograph and the brochure were then also announced as
available for sale in newspapers. The Weekly News of April 20, 1889, reports:

A beautiful and true likeness of the late Rev. T. Truscott, was sent to us during
the week. It is a carte de visite vignette likeness under which are the words “In
Memoriam.” The numerous friends and admirers of this beloved minister,
who will like to have something to look at of “him whom they love™ will be
pleased, no doubt, to know that a few copies of this excellent photograph
can be obtained at a shilling a copy from the Rev. W. Vivian, Acting General
Superintendent of the UM.EC.*

The Lagos Weekly Record (LWR) of November 4, 1893, in an article titled
“In Memoriam address of the late Rev T. Truscott,” states, “We have received
from the author, Rev. William Vivian, a copy of an In Memoriam address
bearing the above title and delivered at the unveiling of the Truscott Memo-
rial Tablet in Centenary Tabernacle Church, Sierra Leone” According to the
newspaper, the brochure contains on its opening page a beautiful vignette
picture of the Rev T. Truscott, and the last page displays an illustration of the
Memorial Tablet “erected by the Native Christians among whom he labored”
The newspaper stated that in Sierra Leone and neighboring places, “Truscott
can never die” While eulogizing his memorable efforts at raising the Christian
congregation in the colony, the LWR, just like its Weekly News counterpart,
urged the Christian community to imprint Truscott’s memory on the sands
of time by purchasing “the Memorial Address at 3d a copy from the Meth-
odist Book Room, Broad Street, and at Mr. S. A Cole’s, opposite Tanimehin
House?” In these articles it is evident that photographs, their circulation and
viewing—also at cost—were strongly intertwined with narratives of memori-
alization and notions of immortality.

Such a practice of purchasing a popular figure’s carte de visite had
been prevalent in Western Europe during the nineteenth century and was
now being introduced in the colonies. As the imperial capitalist system
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expanded, its technologies were spread. The death of the minister, thus,
became an occasion to possess his “excellent” photograph in admiration of
his fond memories.

In another interesting example, the LWR of November 16, 1901, reported
that the people of Lagos proposed the distribution of copies of the West
Africa Magazine of September 14, 1901, at their town hall meeting because it
contained the photographs of Sir Alfred Jones. According to the article, the
photos in the magazine afforded those present at the meeting the opportu-
nity to appreciate Sir Jones’s much-applauded goodness. The LWR remarked
that “the picture of Sir Alfred Jones will be carefully preserved by many” and
that even the white cap chiefs, the Lemomu, and others also showed delight
and testified their appreciation of this photograph in the magazine. In cor-
roboration of my claim that the material specificity of the medium did not
compromise the photograph’s potential to provoke a response among view-
ers, it is clear that Sir Alfred’s photo was the only reason for the magazine’s
purchase and distribution among members. The statement that “the picture
of Sir Alfred Jones will be carefully preserved by many” seems to suggest that
the memorial photograph incited the citizens’ desire to preserve history and
that the insignificant and transient status of the magazine had been elevated
and bestowed with significance due to its photographic content.

OBITUARY PHOTOS IN ALMANACS

Announcing the publication of the Nigerian almanac of 1911, The Times of
Nigeria of December 1910 noted that “the almanac came with the usual quota
of reproduction of photographs of local subjects,” and that it “deserves to
occupy a place on the wall of every household throughout the country” The
almanac was a genre of the British Atlantic world. By the mid-nineteenth
century, Europeans and Americans had begun circulating promotional pic-
torial calendars to advertise their products (Aronson 2017 310). Colonial
printers inherited the form of the text from an established British model and
imitated popular British authors and titles. Colonial readers shared much
with British readers as well. They could all read a complicated calendar
table, would recognize many of the same titles, and probably shared a simi-
lar understanding of astronomy. By consuming titles and authors that mim-
icked British models and sharing the same historical calendar that formed
the foundation for British identity, colonial citizens of Lagos reimagined and
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reinvented themselves as part of a broader British Atlantic reading commu-
nity. Calendars and almanacs were eventually reinvented in the colonies to
serve commemorative purposes.

The Lagos Standard of May 26, 1906, reported: “The thanks of the editors
go to the great African firm of Adeshigbin Sons & Co of Lagos, West Africa,
who are the sole agents on the West Coast of a well-known Singer Sewing
Machine Company, in this country, for a handsome calendar containing a
beautiful picture of the African Prince Eleko and his white cap chiefs, and to
our old and valued friend Dr. Mojola Agbebi, M.A. PHD for an illustrated
copy of the Southern Nigerian Almanac.” The Lagos Standard extolled his
“fertile brain, and a most valuable contribution to African literature” Often,
compliments directed toward almanac publishers were essentially linked to
the almanac containing either a commemorative photograph or an image of
a notable figure. For example, in announcing the publication of the Southern
Nigerian Almanac of 1909, the LWR mentioned that it contains the “pic-
tures of Alake of Abeokuta, Prince Eleko and the white cap chiefs, late chief
Kuka of Jjebu Ode, Late chief Dada, Bale of Ibadan, the Oba of Ilesha Chief
Ogedengbe the famous war chief and members of the Ijesha Council, among
others”® A single copy of the almanac was sold for six pence. Likewise, the
Lagos Standard of June 2, 1909, while acknowledging the 1909 almanac from
the firm of Gustav H. Griesbauer, a firm represented in Lagos by J. L. Euba,
Esq., commented that “the Alamance will make an attractive wall”” In the
Lagos Standard of January 13, 1914, the same Adeshigbin Sons of Lagos was
eulogized for printing a calendar “presenting . . . the faithful picture of the
late Rev. M. L. Stone”® Similarly, the Lagos Standard of Wednesday, Septem-
ber 23, 1909, specifically has a title, “Almanack for 1909,” and a very short
accompanying text: “at Tawakaliatu Rabi Store on Martins Street opposite
the entrance to Raymond House, Almanacks containing the Picture of the
late King Tofa of Porto Novo for 1909.”° In the brief texts of the 1909 and 1914
newspapers, there appears to be a deliberate effort to underscore the photos
of “the late Rev. M. L. Stone” and “the late King Tofa of Porto Novo for 1909”
as the ultimate reasons for announcing the publication of the almanacs. This
emphasis suggests a strategic prioritization of these individuals’ commem-
orative photos to enhance the almanac’s public appeal. From the above, it
was evident that commemorative photographs were a significant factor in
the public consumption and popularity of almanacs. Discerning critics, in
fact, condemned almanacs that lacked high-quality commemorative images.
A good example can be seen in a letter to the editor of the Lagos Observer
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of March 2, 1882, by one Paulinus, titled “Mr. Bright’s Almanac” Paulinus
complained extensively about how he felt on receiving a copy of Mr. Bright’s
Almanac for that year, which contained a lithograph of “the ever-to-be-
lamented Rev. T. B. Macauley.” Paulinus complained of the ingratitude shown
to the late minister by his former pupils for not “paying tribute to the mem-
ory of one who, whether taken as a minister of the Gospel or as the instruc-
tor of youths, has ever been faithful and just” He particularly mentioned
how some individuals took to “criticizing the picture, feature by feature, and
have discovered possibilities of improvement.” These critics, however, were
ignorant of the very distinct processes, “different from photography [which]
the picture was made from.” During this time, the technological processes
involved in printing a photograph in a newspaper often left a hazy black-
and-white impression that made it difficult to differentiate a hand-drawn
print from a photograph. He remarked that while “photography is but the
shadow of the object impressed by the agency of the sun,” making its features
more faithfully reproduced, the lithographic process was liable to deviations
because it was the result of manual labor. In spite of the picture’s shortcom-
ings, the almanac quickly sold out. Paulinus saw this public demand for the
almanac as a sign of public appreciation to Mr. Bright for presenting them
with the “memento of a good and pious countryman as well as for undertak-
ing singlehanded and unaided to accomplish what should have been done
by a less grateful public” Throughout the article, Paulinus refers constantly
to “the public” as the sphere in which memorialization ought to take place
and in which, in this case, a laudable effort has been made that nonetheless
falls short. It is crucial to consider the rationale behind Paulinus’s detailed
explanation of the distinction between lithographs and photographs. In the
early twentieth century, the intersection of human agency and materiality in
photography constituted a crucial discursive parameter in newspaper adver-
tisements of photographic studios. For example, in the advertisement in the
Lagos Standard of Wednesday, June 11, 1913, there is a comparison between
photo enlargements and oil painting.

The most beautiful ornament in your home is the Artistic Enlargement of a
picture of some one who is dear to you—Send us your picture and Cash as
under and we will send you immediately Entirely Free one of our most artis-
tic enlargement which is equal to any Oil Painting. Send us your picture to-
day. Right Now while you think of it. G.T. Koerner Nachif., Asstd., Hamburg
Photo Studios, Hamburg 36.
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Between 1900 and 1940, Europe experienced what is frequently termed the
“golden era” of hand-colored photography. During this period, hand-colored
photographs emerged as cherished wedding gifts and favored souvenirs for
other events. By simply submitting a photograph, individuals could receive
a life-size colored print in return (Burns 1995). One would have understood
the reason why the advert in Lagos Standard was specific in emphasizing,
“Send us your picture and Cash . . . and we will send you immediately Entirely
Free one of our most artistic enlargement which is equal to any Oil Painting”
Initially, these life-size portraits were produced using large cameras; how-
ever, the advent of the solar enlarger in 1857 significantly improved the quality
of these images (Henisch 1996). Moreover, studios like Hamburg employed
advanced printing techniques, such as platinum or palladium printing, which
endowed photographs with a broader tonal range and a painterly quality.
These prints, renowned for their rich, subtle tones and exceptional durabil-
ity, were highly valued for artistic purposes, enabling photo studios such as
Hamburg to offer a harmonious blend of photography and fine art, resulting
in images that were aesthetically contemporaneous (Glaser 2017).

From the above, it is obvious that photo studios frequently provided artis-
tic enlargements of photographs that emulated the aesthetic of oil paintings.
This process involved various techniques designed to augment the photo-
graphic image, imbuing it with a painterly quality. The newspaper advertorial
clearly showed that by 1913, Hamburg was a bustling port city with a lively
cultural scene where photo studios, such as the Hamburg Photo Studio, were
among the numerous establishments that catered to the increasing demand
for portrait photography.

Thus, it was clear that human agency impacted materiality in both a litho-
graph and a photograph, blurring the distinction sometimes. Other forms of
commemoration had previously been suggested. Earlier, the Lagos Observer
of March 2, 1883, had reported that “a number of spirited young men, for-
merly pupils of T.B. Macaulay, have organized a committee for the purpose
of raising funds for a memorial to his memory.”"' The newspaper said they
would approve the memorial insofar as “the committee aims at giving a prac-
tical and attainable form to the memorial” By implication, the form intended
by the committee, “a full-length bronze statue, which is to cost 200 pounds
being the sum they are hoping to raise,” was neither practical nor attainable,
since, according to the newspaper, “Such a work is likely to cost, not 200 but
2000 pounds.” The authors suggested other “less pretentious forms which the
memorial can assume,” without offering further specifications. Presumably,
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the almanac described above by Paulinus, with its mediocre lithograph, was
conceived as a “less pretentious form.”

In both of these cases, the articles’ authors conceive their role to be
acknowledging the importance of commemoration as a public activity and
exhorting their readers as “members of the public” to participate actively by
giving money as well as by exercising their critical faculties to evaluate pos-
sible outcomes.

JOURNALISTIC DEBATE SURROUNDING COMMEMORATION

It is evident from these quotations that obituary publications in colonial
newspapers of Lagos served not only to inform about an individual’s death
but also to inculcate readers with the moral principles and religious norms
promoted by Christian devotees. Such publications also served to perpetuate
imperial memory in the colonies.

Another public commemorative form was the portrait gallery. Photo-
graphs of notable citizens were inaugurated into portrait galleries in memo-
rial halls; the inauguration served as a commemorative event. The newspa-
pers solicited donations to support portraits of the deceased and devoted
pages to debating how certain important individuals were commemorated.
The complex process of making and transporting these photographic por-
traits from Europe to the colonies was not only representative of imperial
capitalist sensibility but also indicated the kind of politics that attended pho-
tography’s expansion in the early days of its invention, and specifically, the
key role played by Europe in its spread. With photography constituting a key
component of the commemoration, campaigns started appearing in many
Lagos newspapers to defray the cost of commemorative photographs after
the launch of the African press in Lagos in 1880. Following this were many
reports in Lagos newspapers of the unveiling of these memorial photographs
during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.

The expense of enlarging and hanging such photographs was significant.
An advertisement in the LWR of September 10, 1904, announced that “the
proprietor of Lagos Weekly Record has concluded arrangements with a well
known firm of Great Britain which will enable him to offer to any of his read-
ers, a 3-Guinea Crayon Oval Portrait for 10/6.”'> It went further to announce
that “The Weekly Record Crayon Oval Portraits are life-like pictures 15 x 12
oval mounted on a Superb Plate, with oval Indian-tinted centre, outside mea-
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surements 20 x 16 inches. Being the latest most artistic and highest class of
work, ever presented to the public for the low sum of 10s 6d each”** In this
advertisement, there is an explicit emphasis on the public in the statement,
“Being the latest most artistic and highest class of work, ever presented to
the public” Here it is assumed that portrait photography’s ultimate desti-
nation is the public sphere, where the monetary investment in creating and
disseminating it is justified by its ability to shape public perception and dis-
course. Furthermore, the intersection of art and photography is also revealed
in the advertorial’s further elucidation:

The Oval Portraits are copied from any photograph (no matter how faded)
sent them by “Weekly Record” whether Cabinet, Carte-de-visite or any other
size or sort. They are worked on and finished by expert artists who use only
pencil, brush crayon, and therefore the minute detail of the most elaborate
photograph is finely produced."

It concluded that “the enlarged Portrait will be sent to the address given
together with the original photograph CARRIAGE PAID as soon as com-
pleted”® In the early twentieth century, a three-guinea crayon oval por-
trait is a type of portrait created using a combination of photography and
crayon, often enhanced with other media like charcoal or pastels. The process
involved enlarging a photograph onto drawing paper with a weak photo-
graphic emulsion to produce a faint image, which the artist then drew over to
create a hand-drawn effect. This is the premise upon which the Lagos pub-
lic expressed sentiments about a low-quality photographic enlargement. The
advertisement underscores the complex relationship between the colonial
margin and the imperial center, epitomized by the capitalist enterprise in
photography. The repeated reference to “Great Britain” as the production hub,
coupled with the phrase “Carriage Paid,” highlights the financial transactions
facilitating the transfer of goods from the colony to the metropole. This lan-
guage reflects the extractive nature of capitalism, which has historically lev-
eraged photographic technology to reinforce and perpetuate economic and
cultural dominance. This is the suggestive problem voiced by many Lagos
newspapers when they complain that Lagos citizens were unable to defray the
cost of photographic enlargement of certain deceased individuals, while those
who sponsored such subscriptions were hailed in overly laudatory terms.
For example, an article in the Lagos Standard of February 14, 1912, praises a
memorial photograph of Dr. R.Z. Bailey, noting that “the expense and trouble
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of getting the commemorative photograph, and obtaining permission from
the Committee for hanging it in the Hall, was the work of a single person,
the Genial and enterprising Dr. Adeshigbin Esq, senior partner of the firm
Messrs. Adeshigbin & Sons (the well-known Sewing Machine importers).”'¢
This outstanding feat leads the author to remember another occasion—the
commemoration of “Mr. G. Josephus Cole, the late postmaster of Lagos™—
when “a subscription list was opened and some money collected to defray the
expenses of an enlargement of the photograph in Europe. The Enlargement
was ordered and, in fact, did arrive in the Colony, but I understood that there
were some incidental expenses to be met before the photograph could be
available for hanging, and for meeting which expenses there were no longer
funds on hand”"” On the one hand, Cole’s failed commemoration stands in
the context of the replacement of native officials with white British colonial
officers, as will be discussed below. For the time being, however, this state-
ment serves to demonstrate the substantial costs associated with the produc-
tion and mounting of commemorative photographs. In these transactions,
Britain staged itself as the provider of technological advancements and the
collector of associated revenue, underscoring the earliest capitalist bearing of
commemoration in print technology.

At the same time as commemoration occasioned the importation of
new technology, it also offered colonial citizens an opportunity for self-
representation. In the newspapers, the nature of this representation was again
a subject of heated debate. For example, the Lagos Standard of November 27,
1918, reported:

Unveiling of Bishop Johnsons Photograph On Tuesday afternoon last. This
function took place at the Glover Memorial Hall. When Henry Carr Esq.
M. A. B. C Chancellor of the Diocese delivered a very telling address on the
work of the dead Prelate after which his Excellency the Acting Governor A.
G. Boyle unveiled the picture of the late Prince of the Church in his episcopal
robes.'®

The LWR reported the same unveiling of Johnson’s memorial photo and
offered a critique by first citing a quotation by Oliver Cromwell, “Paint me
as I am” Writing further, the LWR reported that “the enlarged photo of the
late Rt. Revd. Bishop Johnson in episcopal robes subscribed by the Chris-
tian Women of Lagos has been hung in the Glover Memorial Hall; to our
mind the color of the picture is disappointing in that it represents the sainted
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bishop a BROWN man, rather than a BLACK man: trust this defect will be
remedied at no distant date. The above quotation on the authority of Lord
Macaulay is, we believe, apropos of the subject”’” This quotation highlights
the mode of analytical consciousness sparked by a memorial photograph
among Lagos citizens. Again, I wish to emphasize that the quotation, “Paint
me as I am” by the LWR seems essentially linked to the awareness of the
experimental interplay between oil painting and photography by studios such
as Hamburg, as discussed above. In other words, the newspaper’s assertion
that “this defect will be remedied” might be an acknowledgment of the art-
ists’ expertise in retouching photographs to restore the original color of the
black skin. In her study of nineteenth and early twentieth-century Ghanaian
photographs of the Wulff family, Haney (2010b) has observed how similar
practice of retouching photographs redefined the meaning of the photo-
graphic material. According to Haney (2010b, 123), the photographs “record
layers of creative interventions: faces outlined with charcoal, hair darkened
with ink, some images left in tatters and others taped together, others overlaid
with pencils that cover now invisible printed traces.” This multimedia creative
intervention prompts a reconsideration of the ontology of the photograph
itself. The images, along with their iterative reproductions across and within
archival assemblages, imply that the photographic medium is inherently
polycentric—simultaneously layered, temporally cumulative, materially sus-
ceptible to decay, inscribed with intermedial traces, and continually reshaped
by a constellation of practices that extend beyond the camera’s mechanical
operation (Haney 2010, 123). I want to argue that materiality seems to drive
the cult of public attention and public appreciation of the commemorative
photograph. Thus, color has been an obsessional preference in the aesthetic
enhancement of photography by Africans. For example, Buckley, in his study
of historical photographs from Gambia, describes a preoccupation with the
aesthetic and visually engaging aspect of the photograph rather than what
made the photographs historical (2006, 61). According to him, the lighten-
ing of skin colors redefined Gambians’ political agency in performing vis-
ible selthood and amounted to what the Gambian government saw as “an
undesired expression of modernity” (Buckley 2006, 293). In the case of the
late Rev. Bishop Johnson, the LWR’s critique of his memorial photograph’s
skin color became a new way of seeking and asserting the racial identity that
came with a new imagination of the public self. The appearance in the public
sphere of the newspaper and the walls of Glover Memorial Hall amounts to a
public presentation of race exemplified through what, in the author’s opinion,
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should appear decidedly as black skin. Thus, while memorial portrait photos
allegedly served the uncontroversial roles of perpetuation of memory and
assertion of Christian values, they simultaneously came to assert the moder-
nity of blackness.

REMEMBERING HEROES IN GLOVER MEMORIAL HALL

One of the earliest attempts to conceptualize memorial halls in colonial Lagos
commenced with the death of Sir John Hawley Glover. Upon the death of Sir
Glover in 1885, a meeting was held on November 17, 1885, at the Breadfruit
School Room “for the purpose of considering the feasibility of raising a fund
to enable the inhabitants of Lagos to perpetuate the name of the late Sir John
Hawley Glover. Those present in the meeting were: viz, Messrs. J. A. Payne,
who was elected Chairman, I. H. Willoughby, R. B. Blaize, W. Shitta, D. C.
Taiwo, J. S. Bucknor, W. T. G. Lawson, Rev. J. Johnson, Rev. J. B. Thomas, and
W. E. Cole, who acted as the Secretary of the committee by general consent.”
In the meeting members of the committee “eulogized the deceased and
rehearsed his laudable acts, his generosity, liberality and large-heartedness,
and closed by urging each other to take up the matter as a duty”* The com-
mittee resolved to hold a “Representative meeting at the Court Hall, Tinubu
Square™ to resolve the matter regarding the fund to immortalize the name
of Glover.

Glover’s personality as the former governor of the Lagos colony propelled
the success of the Glover Memorial Fund, which attracted generous dona-
tions from Europeans, natives, and the colonial government.” A subscription
list was opened in many Lagos newspapers for the purposes of the memorial
fund. Contributors’ names were published with the amounts they donated.
Sometimes the names of the contributors were accompanied by messages
that memorialized their own family members, such as “In memory of his late
father” or “In memory of his late Grand Mother, Elizabeth Brown*

In June 1887, during Queen Victorias fiftieth anniversary on the throne,
the total subscription by Lagosians for the construction of Glover Memo-
rial Hall had reached the sum of £1,500. The foundation stone for the Hall
was laid during the Queen’s Golden Jubilee celebration at the old Customs’
Warehouse with the land adjacent to it, which was approved by the colonial
government of Lagos. The hall was completed in 1899, fourteen years after
Glover’s death. Lagos newspapers paid glowing tributes to Glover in suffi-
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ciently dignifying terms as an exceptional governor whose style of admin-
istration attracted official and unofficial commendations from natives and
expatriates alike. For example, the Lagos Observer described the town hall
meeting convened to discuss the Glover memorial as “densely crowded by all
classes of natives . . . many standing outside, filling every available space in
the windows and in the vestibule”? The emphasis on “all classes of natives”
accorded with similar reverential acknowledgments, in many Lagos news-
papers, of Glover’s towering influence among those he governed. Through
many letters to the editors, Glover was lauded in different ways and variously
addressed by his local nicknames, “Oba Goloba” or “Baba Goloba,” oba and
baba being traditional Yoruba titles meaning “elder”? Some attributed his
success to his profound empathy with the native condition and his predispo-
sition to always reckon with the natives in policies that affected their welfare.
Such achievements set a high standard for subsequent governors who were
expected to follow in his footsteps.”

In spite of Glover’s purported popularity with the native population of
Lagos Colony, he was removed as governor of Lagos in June 1872 “because
of his policy towards the Egba and accusations of extravagance” (Brown
1964, 139). It was reported that Glover had problems with local newspapers
during the 1860s. One such newspaper was the African Times. It was reported
that in 1866, Glover had an edition of the African Times confiscated by the
postal authorities and subsequently arranged for slow deliveries whenever
this was to his advantage (Brown 1964, 215).® Yet the editorial on the death
of Glover referred to him as “an Englishman in whom was the embodiment
of the qualities and virtues which make up the true gentlemen.” The edito-
rial claimed, “Never was a governor known to have had such particular con-
cern for Africa and the Africans, no not before, nor after him? Surely such
effusive praise was inconsistent with Glover’s dismissal as governor and his
apparent intolerance of the local newspapers. I want to argue that the report-
age of memorial projects in colonial Lagos newspapers may not present the
readers with an objective assessment of colonial power relations. In spite of
Glover’s reputed victimization of the African press, the newspaper report of
his memorial project eulogized his sympathy for the plight of the natives and
credited him with many achievements, including “solely raising the Houssa
Force from raw and hardy men of that tribe, disciplined them to an Armed
Police, and reformed them into their new name of Gold Coast Constabulary,”
claiming that this alone was enough to perpetuate his name, especially since
the achievements were at “no expense to the Imperial coffer”® The dialectic
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of memorial projects overall can be read from this apparent contradiction
between Glover’s record and the glowing tributes that attended his memorial-
ization. A desperate search for the ideal upon death occasions the production
of the deceased, through images and text, as an unimpeachable persona. This
explains why the photograph of the deceased was decorated with impeccable
design elements to conceal any imperfections and personal blemishes, as will
be discussed in the next chapters.

Other achievements attributed to Glover’s name include the estab-
lishment of a brick factory at Ebute Metta where natives were empowered
through informal education in the skill of brickmaking and missionary work.
The newspaper claimed that it would not relent until a fitting memorial was
mounted in Glover’s name for his effort at uplifting Lagos to an enviable and
respectable standard in the colonial hinterlands.”’ Glover Memorial Hall
eventually came to materialize as a memorialization space that seemed to
transcend ethnic, religious, and political differences. Its role extended beyond
memorialization to serve as a space for social events such as town hall meet-
ings, weddings, entertainments, and political gatherings.

One distinguishing marker of Glover Memorial Hall was how it gave
portrait photographs the desired prominence as material objects of value by
allowing memorial portraits of eminent Africans to be permanently hung on
the walls. One typical example was the memorial photograph of Edward Wil-
mot Blyden (1832-1912).

It is important to mention that walls have historically constituted them-
selves as barriers. In the case of Glover Memorial Hall, the walls could be
described as constituting racial and class barriers, especially when the politics
of representation is interrogated. Walls have also been presented as politi-
cal spaces where portrait photographs have lived complicated public lives.
In government offices, for example, walls are decorated with official portrait
photographs of incumbent leaders. These portraits are replaced as soon as
power shifts. For example, in the event of the “Rhodes Must Fall” protest ini-
tiated by the students at the University of Cape Town, which took down the
statue of Cecil Rhodes, marking the long contestations surrounding decol-
onization in the Global South and north, photographs of white academics
hung on walls of UCT were taken down and burned by the students (Nimis
and Goni 2018).

In many family homes, walls are utilized to demonstrate relationships
through framed family photographs. In estranged relationships, photographs
that once suggested intimacy are removed. In the twentieth century, parlor
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walls in Africa were spaces deployed to disseminate subtle messages of power
and influence through family photographs. These typical situations help in
assessing the walls of Glover Memorial Hall in colonial Lagos, as embodied
spaces where the politics of class and race were negotiated.

HANGING AND UNVEILING MEMORIAL PORTRAIT PHOTOGRAPHS
ON THE WALLS OF GLOVER MEMORIAL HALL

The walls of Glover Memorial Hall became a space for mounting memorial
portrait photographs of important colonial citizens. For example, while the
process of making and mounting Edward Wilmot Blyden’s portrait on the
wall commenced in 1912, its completion took place on February 28, 1914.
Blyden (1832-1912), described by some nineteenth-century Lagos news-
papers as “one of Africa’s greatest sons,** was born in St. Thomas, Virgin
Islands (the West Indies), and relocated to Liberia in 1851, where he had an
outstanding career as a writer, educator, and statesman. During his one-year
stint in Lagos as a government agent for native affairs, he was influential in
enacting a developmental policy that espoused cultural nationalism based
on racial equality. His personal convictions that the African race was a major
player in the racial discourse of progress were well established and enabled
dispelling contentions of racial differences between different groups in the
colony (Blyden 1887, 126-127, 316-317). He equally suppressed the increasing
discord occasioned by religious differences such that the questions of supe-
riority or inferiority between races, religions, and ethnicities were extremely
restrained. In Blyden’s view, an essentialist view of Africa’s progress was pos-
sible and could be appropriated for Africa’s racial peculiarities. This view
was widely embraced by the African elites in British West Africa (Zachernuk
1991). Examples of Blyden’s influences were recorded in the “Weekly Notes”
column of the LWR in 1904, where Africans were charged to rise above Euro-
pean modernity and chart a course of “a healthy development of the physical
and mental” well-being, which would command the respect of others.*

An inaugural meeting was held at the Glover Memorial Hall on August
3, 1912, six months after Blyden’s death, to discuss the nature of the memorial
that would be instituted in his memory.** Among other suggestions, a big
portrait photo of the deceased patriot was proposed to be mounted at a stra-
tegic location in Lagos. Another suggestion was a “Blyden Scholarship” and a
“Blyden Memorial School” intended to be of great benefit to indigent African
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youths of whatever tribe, creed, country, or nation.*® Eventually, a life-size
memorial portrait photograph was decided. This unanimous preference for
the portrait photograph was in line with the growing popularity of commem-
orative photographs in the colonies.

The undue delay that characterized previous memorial projects was wit-
nessed in Blyden’s memorial, which materialized in 1914, two years after the
inaugural memorial meeting. Notice of the unveiling was placed in many
newspapers, such as the LWR of February 27, 1914, which notes: “His Excel-
lency, the Governor General, Sir E J. D. Lugard, G. CM.G., C.B. D.SO., &c.
&c., having kindly consented to unveil the Blyden Memorial picture, this
function will D.V. take place at 5:30 pm at the Glover Memorial Hall Marine,
on Saturday next the 28th February” Amid the euphoria that greeted this
unveiling, a robust conversation regarding the African origins of memorial-
ization was activated in Lagos newspapers. Among other interesting topics,
debates over the capacity of the “negroes” to honor their ancestors were elab-
orated in the dichotomous characterization of “the hybrid Negro” and “the
aboriginal Negro” with some believing that the latter has a long tradition of
honoring ancestors through “hero-worshipping,” in the form of “the stories of
Sango, Oya, and other African deities” This is a problematic yet interesting
perspective that was inspired and sustained by Blyden’s ancestry as an African
and suggests once more that the African conceptualization of memorial was
tied to mythic stories of heroism and visual culture. Indeed, African memo-
rialization was tied to “hero-worshipping,” as recognized by the newspaper,
given the overwhelming attention Blyden’s memorialization attracted. Even
before the unveiling of Blyden’s memorial portrait photograph, a portrait bust
of Blyden was unveiled on June 19, 1913, in front of Wilberforce Memorial in
Sierra Leone. The Sierra Leonean bust was described by the Lagos Times as
the first memorial monument set up in Africa to “a negro, erected by both the
black and white races”” And this seemed to have spurred the Lagos angle of
Blyden’s portrait memorial. Of course, the choice of a bust or a portrait to offi-
cially memorialize an African during the colonial period in Lagos resonated
with the controversial meanings attached to these forms by different racial
groups. While in the Europeans’ perception, having a portrait made was an
honorific pastime for the bourgeoisie, the Africans considered portraits and
busts a visual materialization of an ancestral figure with cultural and religious
significance. The politicization of the portrait memorial became a recurring
factor in the subsequent memorial projects in colonial Lagos. Blyden’s memo-
rial was praised in many Lagos newspapers as an archetype of true African
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nationalism that would benefit posterity. Specifically, as the Nigerian Chroni-
cle newspaper of March 6, 1914, stated, “If we Africans are to play an import-
ant role in this world’s [sic] stage we must not place ourselves in a position
uncongenial to our environments or inimical to our interest, but that we must
go back to the standpoint of manhood of our fathers and not cut loose from
our ancestral mooring which unfortunately many of us have done*

In other words, Africa’s capacity to transcend its apparent setbacks and
become a key player in the global cultural dialogue could be enhanced
through reconnection with ancestral links. The outcome was unfortunate for
those who cut ties with their ancestors. Here, a conceptual parallel is demon-
strated with ancestral sculptural figures through which Africans envisioned
formal conceptualization of an aesthetic and artistic worldview.* These
memorial sculptural forms are being redefined in photographic memorials
in recent times.

THE CULT OF PUBLIC ATTENTION AND A ROBUST
VISUAL CULTURE

As previously discussed, the walls of Glover Memorial Hall also initiated a
robust conversation around a visual culture in which citizens were able to
critically assess the material worth and aesthetic merits of each photograph.
This new visual culture is what I describe as the cult of attention to commem-
orative portrait photographs.

Commentators did not hesitate to make critical comparisons between
photographs. For example, the Lagos Standard contrasted the late Bishop
Johnson’s photograph with that of the late Dr. Blyden, the two of which had
been hung next to each other. In the author’s assessment, “One who did not
know the bishop would take him for a Mulato from the colour of his face
and hands; it was hoped that the defect would be remedied” This is a criti-
cal observation that pays due diligence to photographic appreciation while
subtly problematizing its material production.”” This same reference to the
color of the black skin earlier mentioned in the late Bishop Johnson’s memo-
rial photo seemed a recurring point of critical concern. Especially for black
Africans, the color of the black skin is a crucial component of this cult of
attention, whereby a dark-skinned viewing public attends to the presence of
images of like-colored figures on the walls of power. As mentioned earlier,
the material manipulation of the photographs was aimed at a verisimilitude
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akin to oil painting, and the public was conscious of this human mediation.
This consciousness elicited some public comments demanding a remedy for
the photographic defects.

Again, it is possible to argue that the process of developing these pho-
tographs in the darkroom of early twentieth-century Europe was not just
a technical task but also a site of ideological production. The choices made
in the darkroom—such as how to frame a subject, what to emphasize or
obscure, and how to manipulate the image—could significantly influence the
narrative conveyed by the photograph. Moreover, the materiality of the dark-
room process, including the use of chemicals and the physical manipulation
of photographs, played a key role in shaping the representation of African
subjects. These images often reflected the biases and intentions of the colonial
photographers rather than the realities of the subjects themselves.

These unveilings were equally performative and drew official attention
from colonial officials. For example, “The unveiling of a portrait of the late
Mrs. C. A. Sapara Williams at the Glover Memorial Hall” was announced on
December 10, 1904, in the LWR. This unveiling was a ceremonial one, and
the portrait was realized through subscriptions by the members of the Ladies
Recreation Club, of which the late Mrs. Sapara was president. The unveiling
ceremony was performed by the deputy governor of the colony on Wednes-
day, December 7, 1904, in the presence of a sizable number of people. The
portrait was given to the governor for unveiling by Bishop Oluwole on behalf
of members of the club. The bishop paid a glowing tribute to the late Sapara
in an opening remark that was published in detail in the newspaper. Among
other things, the bishop particularly remarked how Sapara’s “picture will have
a place in this Memorial Hall,” to enshrine her legacies as president of the
Ladies Recreation Club. He referred to the portrait photograph as “the art
that can immortalize,” a “faithful picture,” and a “true index of her mind and
heart,” demonstrating that the photograph’s indexicality in the early twentieth
century was tied to the deceased’s physical and spiritual being.

The unveiling was an elaborate occasion that attracted the most influential
personalities of the Lagos colony. The deputy governor unveiled the portrait
photograph with a speech about how the late Mrs. Sapara endeared herself to
members of the club and the community through her selfless philanthropy.
Mr. H. Carr, assistant colonial secretary, remarked that “the portrait which
has been subscribed for by the Ladies Recreation Club and which has just
been unveiled to our view is a striking likeness and a fine work of art, sug-
gesting both the refinement of character and the kindliness of nature of the
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lady whom we are met together to honour” The interesting phrase “unveiled
to our view” suggests that the moment of unveiling served to constitute the
viewing public as such.

While many other unveilings were reported in colonial newspapers,
women were rarely commemorated. However, in another such example, the
“unveiling of a portrait of the late Lady Denton at the Glover Memorial Hall”
was reported by the LWR on February 9, 1901. Lady Denton was an influen-
tial woman who impacted many lives through her philanthropy and charity.
She trained orphaned children and empowered them with opportunities in
different crafts. In turn, the children she empowered contributed the sub-
scription that enabled the realization of her portrait. The unveiling ceremony
was performed by the governor of the colony, with many important colonial
officials in attendance, such as the Honorable J. A. Otunba Payne, the regis-
trar of colonial Lagos, who spoke on behalf of the unveiling committee.

The LWR of September 3, 1892, reported, after the meeting of the com-
mittee of subscribers for the Willoughby Memorial Fund, that it was “decided
that the sum of 8 pounds will be expended in procuring from England an
enlarged portrait of the deceased bearing a superscription rehearsing the cir-
cumstances through which he came to death; and the portrait to be hung in
the Glover Memorial Hall”*' In a related instance, during a meeting of the
subscribers of the Lovell Memorial Fund, where the secretary of the fund,
the Honorable E. A. Speed, was present, a resolution was reached that one-
third of the sum of 75.86 pounds realized from the memorial fund would be
“devoted towards obtaining from England, a portrait of the late gentleman
to be hung in the Glover Memorial Hall, with the permission of the Trust-
ees”** Similarly, on February 10, 1917, an extensive report titled “Report of the
Unveiling of the Photograph of Lieut. H. A. Child C.M.G. R.N. Late Direc-
tor, Marine, Nigeria” was published in the LWR.* This comprehensive report
was accompanied by funeral eulogies and encomiums covering the entire
newspaper and extolling Child’s memorable virtues. The opening sentences
started with “the imposing ceremony of the unveiling of the photograph of
the late Capt. Child has crowned with success the efforts of the Native Staff to
bring to light their esteem and affection for their noble leader.” It went ahead
to state that,

immediately upon the receipt of the news of Child’s death, a committee was
formed to consider ways and means for perpetuating the devotion of the staft
to their deceased Head of Department. It was intimated that the director lieut.
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J. Percival, N. N. R. Successor to Capt. Child would give the Native staff a free
hand in whatever they wished to do to preserve the memory of Capt. Child.
Many plans were considered and rejected, but at last, it was happily suggested
that a large Mounted Photograph of the late Director should be purchased
and hung in a conspicuous place in every Marine Divisional Office and that
each subscriber should also be given a smaller one for his own personal pos-
session. This plan was unanimously agreed to and was instantly set in motion.

This statement suggests that the memorial photograph’s reproducibility is
informed by the degree of importance or relevance attributed to the deceased.
In Child’s case, the deliberate duplication and dissemination of his memorial
photo ensured that each subscriber possessed a personal copy, supplement-
ing those displayed in the various Divisional Offices. This is a way to extend
the commemorative photograph’s significance across institutional and per-
sonal archives. It is important to mention that a memorial was also mounted
for Child in England. The memorial was specifically listed as a memorial to
those who died in World War I. The circumstances surrounding Child’s death
as a naval commander in battle in Africa warrant significant emphasis due to
their broader historical and cultural implications. This event exemplifies the
photographic commemoration of a white British representative of the colo-
nial government, whose heroism was celebrated to an extraordinary degree.
The outpouring of praise for Child was so immense that it occupied an entire
newspaper edition, reflecting the colonial society’s prioritization of such fig-
ures. The text that accompanied his memorial in the UK, reads

AT THE OUTBREAK OF THE GREAT WAR ON THE EVE OF HIS
RETIREMENT / HE ANSWERED THE CALL OF DUTY / AND WHILE
SERVING WITH THE CAMEROON EXPEDITIONARY FORCE / LOST
HIS LIFE BY DROWNING ON THE BAR OF THE NYONG RIVER. / ON
OCTOBER 21ST 1914 IN THE 45TH YEAR OF HIS AGE. / HONOURING
HIS LIFE AND WORK / THIS TABLET IS ERECTED BY HIS / BROTHER
OFFICERS AND COMRADES.

Reflecting on the situation of World War I and its impact on colonial pol-
itics is essential to understanding the broader implications of Child’s death
within the context of military commemoration. World War I significantly
altered the geopolitical landscape, intensifying debates on imperial author-
ity and the role of colonial subjects in the war effort. The mobilization of



70 . EXIT OF A HERO

colonial troops and resources during the war highlighted the complexities
of colonial relationships and the shifting power dynamics between Africans
and Europeans.

Child’s military heroism, as a naval commander who died in battle in
Africa, stands out from other forms of heroism within the colonial govern-
ment. His death and subsequent commemoration in both Nigeria and the
UK serve as a poignant example of how colonial powers used military hero-
ism to reinforce racial hierarchy as well as justify and strengthen their rule.
While most African fighters who fought in World War I were not commem-
orated in a similar reverential manner, Child was elevated to heroic status.
This exceptionalism by colonial authorities sought to create a narrative that
emphasized the nobility and righteousness of their cause and exacerbated the
prevailing inequality that attended colonial relations. It also helped to legit-
imize and consolidate their presence and actions in the colonies, portraying
them as protectors and civilizers rather than oppressors. This contrasts the
more modest commemoration of other colonial figures and subjects, such as
Glover or Nathaniel King, underlining the selective nature and differential
treatment of individuals based on the colonial prescription of heroism and
perceived importance within the colonial framework.

SUBSCRIPTION AND UNVEILING IN MEMORIAL PHOTOGRAPHY

As portrait photographs gained prestige in memorialization during the
colonial period in Lagos, some individuals were deemed less worthy of a
memorial portrait photograph due mainly to the politics of race and colonial
bureaucracy. For example, the colonial government did not approve a portrait
memorial for the late Dr. Nathaniel King, a Yoruba medical doctor trained in
London, Edinburgh, and Aberdeen. Instead, King was given a memorial win-
dow, a form that had become relatively less prestigious.

To unveil is to unmask, to make public. It is within this word that I want
to address the concept of the public sphere and its relationship to memorial
photographs of the late nineteenth-and early twentieth-century Lagos. The
unveiling of the memorial photograph was only made possible through pub-
lic subscription. In a case where the public failed to raise enough money, the
unveiling was never realized. A typical example was that of the late Postmas-
ter Cole (cited above), who was not only a victim of a racist colonial policy
that ousted black men from their positions as heads of department* but also a
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victim of a failed subscription for a commemorative photograph. Mr. Joseph
Chamberlain, the European colonial minister, relieved black Africans of
their positions as heads of departments and replaced them with less qualified
Europeans. The Times of Nigeria described this as “immoral in principle”*
and criticized Chamberlain for suppressing the black race and stifling their
aspirations.* Cole was relieved of his duty as postmaster general. When he
died, his obituary in the Times of Nigeria attracted condemnation of Cham-
berlain’s racial maltreatment.*” Despite calls for a subscription for Cole’s com-
memorative photograph, enough money was never realized to offset the bills
of production. Thus, the photograph did not see the light of the day.

Subscription emerges as one of the processes that bring the photograph
into being. Money and materials are two components of a capitalist endeavor
on which the commemorative photograph relied to become fully manifest in
public. Money, in other words, is an inevitable constituent of the photograph’s
visibility. While the photograph was deemed less important while its subject
was alive, upon his death, its value became elevated and attracted a public
cause that was not only financially but verbally and performatively commit-
ted to. Photographs have a direct impact on our psyche, bypassing rational
thought and provoking the politics of photographic appreciation. In this pol-
itics, public photographs embody different meanings for different viewers.
This is because, according to Altheide (2019, 98), the significance of viewing
one’s own photo album is not confined to the album page but includes plac-
ing the photograph in a familial context: “The item simply calls forth these
memories and background understandings” Unveiling a memorial photo-
graph expands the scope of appreciation by suggesting that a less import-
ant photograph’s entry into the visual economy of the public space elevates
that photograph as recognizable and viewable material. As commemorative
photographs negotiate the liminal spaces of the public realm, each unveiled
memorial photograph acquires a social visibility that affirms the deceased’s
visual subjectivity. While the nature of visual subjectivity requires the dou-
ble sensation of seeing and being seen (Vigliotti 2016), unveiling practices
of nineteenth-century Lagos establish this “double-sighted” construction of
the deceased subject as the means to produce a public space, an inherently
heterotopic space. We can conceive the walls of Glover Memorial Hall as a
modern heterotopic museum where individuals enter the archives of public
visual memory via unveiling.

Beyond their function as memorial things of value, photographs were
woven into the memorial services of important citizens. Funeral processions
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were marked by photographic displays of the deceased. In a prominent exam-
ple, during the memorial service in connection with the funeral of the late
King Edward VII held in St. Stephen’s West African Episcopal Church on Fri-
day, May 20, 1910, the Lagos Standard of June 1, 1910, reported, the choir sang
a special hymn accompanied by a solemn procession of the Congregation
of Lay Preachers and Readers “bearing pictures of the late King draped with
black silk Ribbons and passing through Anikantamo, Idumagbo and Molo-
ney bridge streets, singing the Hymn ‘Hush blessed are the dead”* Here,
beyond its function as a politicized artifact entangled within the discourse
of print capitalism, the commemorative photograph also served as an object
deployed in performance.

CONCLUSION

During the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, commemorative
photographs garnered significant attention in West African colonies, espe-
cially Lagos and its environs. These photographs served as a nuanced channel
through which elite consumption practices were disseminated. Within the
Lagos community, subscribing to a commemorative photograph was per-
ceived as a significant financial responsibility essential for achieving visibility
and remembering the deceased and their kin. The subscription, unveiling,
and public critique of memorial photographs reconfigured the public sphere
and engendered an astute public well versed in visual appreciation. The
next chapter tracks ways in which commemorative photographs published
in funeral posters and billboards articulate a unique manifestation of cos-
mopolitan aesthetics and the public sphere. I show how discourses of hero-
ism in precolonial Igbo society are reinvented in line with the technological
advances that came with funeral posters.



CHAPTER 4

“Exit of an Icon”

Heroism in Obituary Posters from Southern Nigeria

This chapter argues that obituary posters and billboards in southern Nigeria
function as cultural artifacts that symbolize heroism and prestige, showcasing
the wealth, status, and public achievements of the deceased while engaging
with the public sphere. Given the ubiquity of funeral posters and billboards
across numerous town and city intersections, the photos of the deceased with
their complex decorations and performative elements constitute a visual spec-
tacle that holds significant relevance in the discourse of the Igbo public sphere.

PORTRAIT MODERNITY AND ANTI-COLONIAL NATIONALISM

Political activities in Nigeria after the 1930s concentrated primarily on how
to end British rule. The Nigerian Youth Movement, a national political party,
was formed in 1934, with members winning major elective positions in the
Legislative Council. After 1940, political activities became more inclusive,
and in 1944, Herbert Macaulay and Nnamdi Azikiwe mobilized more than
forty different groups to establish the National Council of Nigeria and the
Cameroons.' The British were experiencing increased tension from indepen-
dent agitators as well as soldiers who had fought on the British side during
World War II. Among the strategies deployed by the colonialists was the
use of photographs to garner mass support for political parties. Thus, in the
1940s, portrait photography emerged as one of the compelling anti-colonial
forms of visual culture in colonial newspapers owned by Nigerian nation-
alists. Portraits of politicians in enchanting poses were published and used
to promote party manifestos. Nnamdi Azikiwe (known as Zik) introduced
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this style of self-fashioning using portrait photographs in the West African
Pilot newspaper in 1937. Likewise, portrait photographs were also included
in the layout of the Daily Service newspaper in the 1940s (Kunstmann 2014,
518). By portraying the local elites, the newspapers challenged and subverted
the colonizers’ narratives of power and supremacy. The photographs depicted
how the subjects internalized Western sartorial styles and poses, but they also
revealed something else: their participation in what Ariella Azoulay (2014)
describes as the “civil contract of photography,” in which photographs “func-
tion as sites of resistance to the hegemonic views prescribed by the state”
(Kunstmann 2014, 519; Thomas and Green 2014, 3). As they envisioned the
dawn of independence, Zik and other nationalists launched their aspirations
in compelling photographs that challenged the colonial gaze and asserted
their own identity.

In 1937, after introducing a new pictorial journalism using photographs,
West African Pilot increased its readership to thirty thousand copies daily
(Duyile 1987, 141). Its success sparked other newspapers, such as the Nigerian
Daily Times, which adopted a similar pictorial style (Coker 1968, 34—44; Omu
1978, 87). In Zik’s newspapers, photographs accompanied obituaries, and
more Africans could access the public spheres of newspaper obituaries. In
the 1940s, the first set of obituary photographs started appearing in colonial
newspapers in Nigeria (Kunstmann 2014). At this time, the public sphere was
becoming more visually attentive to the concerns of Africans, as manifest in
the shift from the predominantly textual narratives of obituaries witnessed in
nineteenth-century newspapers to the inclusion of photographs.

In 1960, when Nigeria gained its independence from Britain, new post-
colonial citizens who imbibed an Afrocentric ideology ensured that repre-
senting the dead in print emulated a celebrity prototype established by Zik
and other nationalists. The appearance of one’s photo in print was seen as
a remarkable means to forge agency and achieve prominence in the com-
petitive public sphere of the postcolonial print culture. Photographic visibil-
ity was also a means of asserting the cultural identity of personhood. Many
photographs thus accompanied obituaries from the 1960s. In the January 21,
1967, edition of the Daily Times, two obituary photographs were published
on page 14 with captions, “In Memoriam.” One of the photos, showing Jide
Sode, captured his radiant smile and his elegant Western suit and tie, and
came with a textual inscription that revealed his name and background: “Jide
Sode, Chartered Accountant, ‘Former Secretary of Nigerian Union of Great
Britain Ireland, who died January 21, 1965, at the age of 29, following a car
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crash. I will always remember him and his promises. Rest in Peace: his wife,
Kumbi” (Fig. 2).
Another obituary titled “In Memoriam” reads:

In evergreen and affectionate memory of our dearly beloved mother, Late
Madam Durowade Ode (Omo Oseni Aderibigbe, Agbado Railway Station—
Alias Mama Bajaih) (fig. 3) of No 50. Aitken Road Sabon-Gari Kano, who
slept in the Lord on January 21, 1966, when none of your fruits was ripe for
you to have a taste. You are a mother too dear to lose and too good to be
forgotten. Your life was a pattern to follow. Your death was a painful grief.
Mother, rest in perfect peace. Always remembered by: Madam Adetokun-
boh Sijuwade, Alhadji S. A. Ola Adesina, Messrs. Olusoji Abiodun, Gbolahan
Bisola Adeniyi and Yinka.

Accompanying this narrative is a full-size photograph of their mother dressed
in an ostentatious headscarf, necklace, earrings, and a decorative long skirt
and a long-sleeved blouse widened at the edge. The photograph shows her
seated with legs crossed, sporting a wristwatch and rings, gazing frontally
at the camera. Atop this obituary photograph is another “In Memoriam” of
Salmon Beckley Folami with only a textual inscription and devoid of photo-
graphs. Almost all obituary photographs published in the 1967 edition of the
Daily Times were all “In Memoriam” of those who died years back, includ-
ing that of Jacob Taiwo Oshodi, who died ten years previously on January
12, 1957 and “Mrs. Beatrice Taiwo Smith (Nee Johnstone) who crossed the
veil 21 years ago.” Therefore, advertising “In Memoriam” in West Africa from
the 1960s was coterminous with the evolving modernity that came with the
new powers of photographic technology and the fashioning of family power,
wealth, and prestige. A new kind of public sphere was emerging, in which
photography was beginning to make a compelling intervention in the articu-
lation of racial, ethnic, and class identities of postcolonial citizens.

By the 1970s, full-page newspaper obituaries with accompanying photo-
graphs were already popular (McCaskie 2006, 349). A good example is the
Renaissance Newspaper of April 28, 1973, which dedicated an entire page to
the obituary of Dr. Reuben Chukwudinma Nzeribe (Fig. 4). Whereas in the
first part of the twentieth century, newspaper obituaries were relegated to
inconspicuous addenda within the “advertisement” pages, obituary publica-
tions of the 1970s began to occupy entire pages. This trend coincided with the
economic prosperity of the 1970s oil boom, which enabled many to climb the
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Fig. 2. A photograph of the late Jide Sode. Published in the Daily Times on January 21, 1967.
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economic ladder and gain the financial means for public visibility. In this era,
obituaries started to record funeral details and interment plans more swiftly,
so that it became common for families to announce the passing of their loved
ones through these notices well before the actual burial. Nzeribe’s obituary
(Fig. 4) includes a distinct section specifically focused on the funeral logistics,
a new development as compared with earlier eras.

The aspiration for public visibility was further fueled by the efforts of the
corrupt political elite, who printed magazines and campaign posters with
well-decorated photographs to woo voters (Nwafor 2021, 132). Prominently
situated in public spaces, the posters launched an obscure political figure into
public renown while simultaneously concealing the politician’s questionable
character. Over time, families recognized the poster’s potential to amplify an
advertised persona, leading many to adopt this strategy for promoting their
deceased relatives. Obituary posters started appearing in southern Nigeria
in the 1970s. The posters were usually life-size or above life-size and printed
on A1 paper with a photo of the deceased. The posters also contained infor-
mation about the burial and funeral. By the 1980s and 1990s, the traditional
roles individuals played in their families and communities were beginning to
be reimagined in visual culture. For most families, deceased family members
were regarded as accomplished and heroic individuals who toiled to raise
families, survived the civil war, or confronted the economic challenges and
instabilities of the postcolonial state. Thus, the posters were decorated to
reflect local nuances of prestige, honor, and respect and were captioned in
phrases such as “exit of a hero,” “exit of a legend,” “exit of an icon,” and so on.

It became commonplace for mourners to craft posters and other funeral
items where the deceased’s photo appeared with appropriate phrases that they
believed would inscribe the body into the realm of befitting immortality and
ancestry. Delaplace (2008, 333) has suggested that “photographs are used pre-
cisely to achieve a transformation of the deceased into an ‘icon.” The use
of “icon,” “legend,” “hero,” or “enigma” to caption certain obituary posters
by southern Nigerians reflects the reverence accorded the departed. To the
deceased is ascribed an omnipotent status, like that of an iconic ancestor.
According to one mourner I interviewed, “The dead will be happy wherever
he is that he was buried well” I use the words “icon,” “exit,” and “hero” to
examine various manifestations of the obituary photograph and their idio-
syncrasies within the narratives of heroism and fame, on the one hand, and
regret and loss, on the other. In particular, the word “icon” featured promi-
nently in most posters I examined. It becomes necessary to situate this word
within a larger theoretical discourse.



Late Medical Director of St. Anthony's

Fig. 4. A photograph of the late Dr. Reuben Chukwudinma Nzeribe. Published in the
Renaissance Newspaper of April 28, 1973.
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THEORIES OF ICONIC REPRESENTATIONS

The simultaneously banal and reverential use of “icon” by southern Nigeri-
ans to address their deceased is subtly suggestive of the broader theoretical
concerns of the photographic icon. In his examination of the uses of icons in
medieval Europe, Belting offers insights that could be equally applicable to
understanding the role of photography within Igbo culture:

Authentic images seemed capable of action, seemed to possess dynamis, or
supernatural power. God and the saints also took up their abode in them, as
was expected, and spoke through them. People looked to such images with an
expectation of beneficence, which was often more important to the believer
than were abstract notions of God or an afterlife. (1997, 6)

Belting’s theory of the icon is deeply rooted in his broader work on the
anthropology of images, which approaches high-art and popular images on
an equal level. He argues that icons should be understood not merely as art
objects but as entities with their own agency and presence. He emphasizes
that icons historically served as mediators between the divine and the human,
embodying a spiritual presence that transcended their material form. Belt-
ing’s approach thus disrupts the conventional art historical view that con-
fines images to mere aesthetic appreciation. He advocates for understanding
icons within their authentic religious and cultural milieus, where they serve
as dynamic agents in devotional activities and foster a profound connection
between the observer and the divine.

Bringing the idea of iconicity beyond strictly Christian art contexts,
Ryzova (2015) has argued that we tend to attribute iconic value only to prom-
inent individuals or events that have a significant aesthetic impact, but she
insists that, in fact, all photographs are potentially iconic objects. Iconicity
means the capacity to transport meanings across a broader reach beyond
indexical referents. In de-emphasizing the content of the photograph, ico-
nicity interfaces the image with social and religious values. Iconic photos are
thus appreciably more symbolic than referential and act as outlets for values,
dogmas, mindsets, curiosities, and obligations.

In this chapter, I argue that obituary posters captioned with “exit of an
icon” act in a similar way for their viewers. Like the icon, photographs of
the deceased in Igboland uncover windows through which we see the spiri-
tual, ancestral realm. Also, and not insignificantly in modern-day mediatized
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everyday life, obituary posters can work to reposition an unknown individ-
ual or family among the mourners in a local society. Markers of fashion and
accomplishment allow the image to confer status upon the mourning family.

IKENGA: OBITUARY POSTERS AND THE HEROIC FIGURE

In the 1980s, photographs were first incorporated into television announce-
ments of death. Families bought air spaces on the Nigerian Broadcasting tele-
vision station, where death was announced over a photograph of the deceased
(see Gore 2001, 330), conveying that the deceased lived a heroic life worthy of
public approbation. As time progressed, and to make a more impactful pub-
lic presence of the deceased on television screens, families replaced the still
photograph with videos of the deceased in their finest moments, with music
and narration that highlighted their achievements, status, and influence (see,
for example, Nwoye 1993; Sprague 1978, 54; Gore 2001, 330). The video was
believed to consolidate the deceased’s social relevance in their communities.
Many individuals who could not afford radio and television advertisements
reimagined their deceased in other visual forms that deployed photographs
to reinscribe the memory of the deceased into the center of the public sphere.
Obituary posters became a more affordable means through which the dead
were transformed into heroic icons. Obituary posters are more than just a
way of informing the public about death; they are a powerful expression of
how the deceased lived, loved, and left a legacy. By adorning the posters with
symbols of honor, achievement, and identity using digital technology, fam-
ilies and communities celebrate the lives of their deceased and affirm their
own sense of belonging and purpose. These posters thus also reveal the cul-
tural fantasies and anxieties that shape the perception of social status.?

The visual heroization of deceased figures in traditional Igbo society has
a long history. In Igbo cosmology, the hero is seen as a person who uses more
than his God-given powers to achieve extraordinary deeds. Mastering the
supernatural determines true heroism and distinguishes the hero from the
ordinary everyday person. Heroism was often invoked during wartime, and it
sometimes paralleled the Western concept of heroism in certain aspects, the
difference being that a hero in Igbo cosmology held sway among his contem-
poraries even in death. Death entrusts the status of ancestorhood to certain
persons. And ancestorhood is associated with heroism because of its omni-
present, omnipotent cosmological amplification. Sculptural figures often rep-
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resent heroic images of ancestors. For example, the Igbo Ikenga sculptural
figure is a spiritual and physical embodiment of the heroic persona. This
heroic persona is evident in ways in which the Ikenga sculpture was revered:
Ritual sacrifices and libations were poured on it daily to animate its supernat-
ural powers. Ikenga figures, seen as possessing a live soul that listened and
responded to its custodians, were revered in most clans as the iconic embod-
iment of the spirit of the dead. There are many types of Ikenga, but the most
famous variety is the “warrior;,” which depicts a well-developed human figure
with horns and a fierce expression (Fig. 5).

To understand fully the relationship between Ikenga and heroism in Igbo
cosmology, one must comprehend the relationships between the object and
the life process of its owner. Reincarnation is a central belief in the Igbo worl-
dview. After death, a person, provided that he lived an appropriate life and
was properly buried, returns to the land of the spirits, ala muo (Stevenson
1985). The Tkenga is closely associated with the Ogbo na uke, which stands for
aspects of man’s identity that are not confined to predestination. The warrior
Ikenga corresponds to the stage in life when men are expected to demon-
strate their military and heroic prowess, and they are owned by many young
men. Ikenga depicts the ideal young man: robust, wearing the warrior’s grass
skirt, and holding a knife and a severed human head, all symbols of heroism.
This pose used to be seen in warrior groups when they performed dances
(Basden 1938, opp. 401).

The knife is always held in the right hand, called aka Ikenga (the Ikenga
hand), and the Ikenga is also called a shrine to the right hand. In many Igbo
communities, those who killed in wars were admitted into a lower level of the
complex set of title societies. This grade was known as ogbu mmadu, “man
killers” (Talbot 1926, 3:828; Basden 1921, 256). Recently, the overt violent
visual element has been de-emphasized, and the knife and head have merely
become metaphors for aggression.

The above clearly illustrates how “icon” and “hero,” used in the captions
of obituary posters in contemporary Igbo society, allude to the Igbo quest for
achievement as encapsulated in the warrior Ikenga. In funeral posters, we
see the Tkenga knife and the head replaced by chieftaincy paraphernalia and
emblems of authority such as a feather and an elephant tusk or other types of
staft (Fig. 7), as well as other signs of wealth suggestive of family and personal
accomplishments. The most characteristic of all the iconographic elements
of the Ikenga, the horns (opi), also carry the connotation of achievement
through aggression or boldness. An Igbo proverb says, “The ram goes into a
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fight head first” (Ebuli ji isi eje ogu); that is, one must plunge into a venture in
order to succeed (Chukwuma 1974).

The epithets “icon,” “hero,” and “legend,” among others, fundamentally
underscore the Igbo quest for heroic exploits and titles. Titles allow the
Igbo man and, to some extent, woman to express their achievements in the
socioeconomic sphere and to convert them into culturally acknowledged
forms of prestige and political power (Bentor 1988). Throughout his lifetime,
an upwardly aspiring man is expected to acquire increasingly higher titles
through his own achievements, for most titles are not hereditary. So an obit-
uary poster announcing “Exit of an Icon” or “Exit of a Hero” suggests that
the family did not inherit heroism but toiled to earn it. Each title has its own
price, significance, and insignia (Basden 1938, 135-140). By adopting a befit-
ting title of heroic significance for their loved ones’ obituary posters, survi-
vors demonstrate that the Igbo’s quest for achievement has been fulfilled.

In his description of the historical relationship between the image and
individual self-realization in Igbo land, Behrend remarks:

In the Tkenga carving we find an example of local self-evaluation, a kind of
materialized double of the successful person which had to be cared for, had to
be fed, sacrifices etcetera. The Ikenga represented an accumulation of success,
as well as the new composition of the represented person—the quantitative as
well as the qualitative changes in a man’s life—in one double, in one carving or
representation. Thus, the statue allowed the man a reflexive attitude towards
himself; however, it did not so much serve to produce self-knowledge as give
visual representation to the social success and prestige of its owner. (2002, 48)

An Igbo proverb says, “As long as my Ikenga is active, I can wrestle in the
land of the dead” (Ikengam di ile, njee mgba na ana mmuo); another says, “An
Ikenga that is inactive, cut it for firewood” (Ikenga adigh ile, awaa ya nku)
(Agbogu 1974, 51-53). The warrior Ikenga corresponds to the phases of the
personal development process when men are required to demonstrate their
aggressive preparedness for personal accumulation and heroic accomplish-
ments. A careful study of the obituary poster reflects the above qualities as
well and suggests that while the Igbo concept of achievement presents itself
as an evolving project of modernity, it retains the fundamental elements that
inform heroism in traditional Igbo society.

I participated in about one hundred funeral ceremonies, where I joined
photographers to select photographs for the obituary posters. The choice of
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Fig. 5. Ikenga wooden sculpture
displays different attributes of a
heroic persona in the Igbo society

photos in family albums reflected conventions where a cap is especially seen
as a mark of honor and prestige. Most photos chosen for obituary posters
either showed the individual dressed in traditional attire with a befitting cap
and staff or a religious attire with a befitting religious cap. In the absence of
photos that include such honorific elements, individuals adorn their deceased
using Photoshop. In recent times, while Ikenga has transformed into an art-
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work representing cultural authenticity as defined in terms of a static tradi-
tionalism in museums and cultural institutions around the world, I argue
that the Ikenga symbolism of heroism and achievement has evolved into the
modern form of the obituary poster.

PHOTOGRAPHIC REPAIR: CREATING VISIBLE SIGNS OF HEROISM

The use of state-of-the-art photo-editing software to create obituary images
that are suitably heroic epitomizes the evolution of this form into the pres-
ent. In one of my encounters with Chidi, who was preparing a poster for his
late father’s funeral, no photograph of his father was befitting of the obituary
poster. At some point, Chidi took selected photos of his father to Chidimma
Okoye, a computer technician working in a digital lab at Awka, Anambra
State. Chidimma explained: “I employed the digital tools of Adobe and Corel-
DRAW to repair the broken photos of Chidi’s father. Customers bring old,
broken, and damaged photos of their late relatives and ask me to repair them.
Most times when I repair them, they look more beautiful than the original
photos. I wear them a different dress requested by the families” (author’s inter-
view, 2021). In interviews with fifteen computer technicians, this concept of
“repair” was central. Again, my interactions with some other family members
of the dead were revelatory. For example, Uche Onwusi remarked, Papa chiri
echichi, o ga-eyibe ya akwa isi agu, meaning “Dad was a titled chief so she
[the photo editor] should adorn him with isi agu dress” Onwusi said that his
initial fear of printing his father’s damaged photo was allayed when the pho-
tographer told him that he would repair the damaged part and clothe him in
a chieftaincy dress. “She indeed repaired them,” said Onwusi, pointing at the
facial distortion of his father’s photos and the isi agu dress. Likewise, Madam
Ikeokwu remarked, ntupo nile juru Nnem w’ihu puchara, which translates as
“All the pimples in my mother’s face disappeared” A few individuals expressed
concerns, in local Igbo parlance, about the tendency toward ichofe ya mma
oke, “over-beautification” However, this worry was not expressed by many.
From the editor’s perspective, Chidimma said that she has a primary
responsibility to make “ugly” photos look “beautiful” and to elevate the sta-
tus of the deceased through dress. The “repaired” photo would eventually
appear on the poster. Chidimma said that sometimes the deceased had only
one surviving photograph that was severely damaged by time and weather,
which the owners requested her to “repair” Obituary photographs are thus
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enhanced through digital manipulation in ways that bring attention to their
constructed artificiality. The families create a fantasy impression of the actual
family situation. The image looks airbrushed, skin tones are too even, limbs
elongated, and, as a result, the image of the deceased becomes a “synthetic
ideal” (de Perthuis 2008, 171). By the same token, underachievers are techno-
logically heroized.

It is important to recall that the concept of repair features prominently
in the funeral business in southeastern Nigeria. Morticians also “repair”
damaged bodies to get them ready for burial. Meanwhile, the family’s public
image likewise undergoes a repair, as the family endeavors to repaint and
redecorate their houses and the surrounding area before the funeral. A typ-
ical example is seen in Figure 6 during the burial of the late Mrs. Chris-
tiana Nkechi Okaphor in Adazi Nnukwu of Anambra State. The children
contracted a local event manager who decorated the entire premises. The
dusty brown floor was covered with an artificial green rug, while every other
surface, including the chairs, walls, and tables, was bedecked with decorative
pink-and-white silk cloths.

There is a local belief that a corpse must not be brought into an unkempt
compound. Before the corpse is brought home for burial, the entire family
convenes a meeting to renovate old buildings and, in certain instances, build a
new house. The old life is renewed for the eventual arrival of the dead. Every-
thing about the corpse is renewed—it is dressed in its best clothes before
being placed inside the coffin—while the photos are beautified, in other
words, mounted with decorated frames (Figures 7 and 9). The repaired family
image that is thus enabled allows the family name to be inscribed within the
honorific realm. Here repair is both physical and powerfully symbolic.

While the quest to enact repair is pursued through the beautification of
the material surface of architectural edifices, it is also pursued through the
reconstruction of the material surfaces of photographs. In Belting’s analysis
of photo retouching, “Digital construction of body images via data set abol-
ishes all resemblances to a real body and, as a result, the distinction between
death and life” He further states that “electronic images . . . exchange the mor-
tal body for the invulnerable body of simulation, which conveys immortality
upon us. But this immortality is only a new fiction with which we conceal
death” (2011, 122). However, I would argue that in appropriating the digital
software of CorelDRAW or Photoshop to actualize the Igbo sense of achieve-
ment in the obituary poster, a new visual language of beauty is enacted. In
making the funeral poster of the late Nonso Nnabuife, the computer tech-
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Fig. 6. The entrance of the house was decorated for the funeral of Mrs. Christiana Nkechi
Okaphor in Adazi Nnukwu, Anambra State

nician states, he “repaired” the photo to eliminate skin blemishes; he pho-
toshopped the dresses and bodies in a resplendently decorative style that
aimed to advertise the family’s credentials. The computer technician believes
the late Nnabuife’s family credentials must be defined by sophistication and
elegance—especially because of Nnabuife’s career as a professor—which must
be advertised on the obituary poster by imbuing it with a heroic significance.

Generally speaking, for both men and women, two different photographs
are needed for the obituary poster: first, a photo of the dead in their youth
and, second, a photo at an older age. Both photos must be fashionable and
must reflect the reigning styles of each epoch.

The younger photos are usually superimposed in front of the older pho-
tos. A remarkable difference between men’s and women’s photographs is
that the men are dressed in Western suits in their youthful photos, while
women wear so-called traditional clothing in both their youthful and older
photos. In some of my interviews, smiling photographs are given high pri-
ority.> If a funeral is described as ogara ofuma, mmadu abiaka, meaning,
“It went well, many people attended,” then the assigned task of repair was
well enacted and consummated. In her research on “changing perceptions
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Fig. 7. Obituary poster of Chief George Nwoshi Nwobu at Awka, Anambra State

of death and burials in Nigeria,” Ogbuagu (1989, 98) notes that many indi-
viduals engage in extravagant funerals “in order to look ‘good’ before their
friends, relations, and workmates.” This behavior suggests that “social con-
siderations tend to overshadow those of the future economic welfare of the
individuals and their families”

Returning to the Ikenga figure earlier discussed, one may observe that
Ikenga is not supposed to be an image of verisimilitude; by representing the
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self in a state of fulfillment, it is a shapeshifter that helps to mediate the pas-
sage of the dead from this earthly world into the next. It is the repaired image
of impure and battered personhood, a visual transformer of the invisible per-
sona. Likewise, in obituary photos, imperfections that would potentially ruin
the transfigurative process are redeemed. In the new performative fiction of
the obituary photos, we find the repaired image of the dead, whereby a patch
from the past is stitched to the fabric of the future. In the obituary poster, the
dead are reinvented to assume a new role in the world of imagined heroism,
sartorial elegance, and spiritual transcendence.

SOME CASE STUDIES

Late Chief John Iliemenam Nwabude

The production of the late Chief John Iliemenam Nwabude’s obituary poster
(Fig. 8) is described by Jude, the computer technician:

I noised the photograph to remove all the pimples and blemishes. I removed
all the wrinkles. I even wore him isi agu cloth because the children said they
want him to look beautiful. In fact, any photograph that is not “pimped” and
treated would be deemed imperfect and bad by the owner. (Author’s inter-
view, August 2014)

From Jude’s narrative, it seems an index of the Nigerian, and perhaps
technology-driven, society that a shabby, scraggy-looking world must be
substituted with a world complete with simulated images of dainty dresses,
unblemished skin, and effusive displays of wealth. Indeed, in certain situa-
tions, such attributes lie beyond the realistic realm of the dead individual.
In Figure 8, it can be seen that Jude’s expertise seems to have constructed an
artificial body inserted into an artificial background to announce that the
subject has transited into eternity. Jude photoshopped the late Chief John
Iliemenam Nwabude with a red cap, eagle’s feather, and isi agu dress. Isi agu
dress translates as “the dress with the lion’s head” and is seen as an expression
of heroic exploits in Igbo society.

Ogbu agu means a lion killer, referring to a typical heroic achievement in
traditional Igbo society. Adorning the deceased with isi agu, therefore, sug-
gests a visualization of the heroic persona upon death.
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The Late Ajie Cletus Onwuha Ochije

Just like the Tkenga, where a similar heroic tendency is exemplified in the
dress and forms of the sculpture, this quality is observed in the funeral poster
of the late Ajie Cletus Onwuha Ochije, aged ninety-five years (Fig. 9). This
poster, titled “Glorious Exit of an Icon,” exemplifies some of the most visible
attributes of the Igbo hero seen in Ikenga. The computer technician said of
the poster: “I brightened it and noised the body. I added the staff and wore
him the aka [beads] and the isi agu [the dress with the lion’s head]. I also
added the staff to his right hand” Again, the right hand, referred to as aka
Ikenga in the Tkenga sculpture, is the manifestation of the spiritual and physi-
cal force required to conquer. For this reason, in some Ikenga, the right hand
is exaggerated to visually launch that force. To substantiate the belief that a
heroic hand cannot be left empty, Ochije is handed a staft, which is also a
contemporary equivalent of the machete held in the right hand of the Tkenga
figure. Tkenga (literally “place of strength”) has also been described as “an
Arusi and a cult figure of the right hand and success found among the north-
ern Igbo people. He is an icon of meditation exclusive to men and owners of
the sculpture dedicate and refer to it as their ‘right hand, which is considered
instrumental to personal power and success” (Basu and Chika-Kanu 2020).
As in the case of Chief John Iliemenam Nwabude, the computer techni-
cian photoshopped the isi agu dress onto Ochije’s body and attached the eagle
feather to his red cap. When we compare the Ikenga’s horns and Ochije’s eagle
feather, we see two upward projections that signify an elevated status for a
titled individual. The eagle feather, known in the Igbo language as ugbene ugo,
refers to the rare feat of killing an eagle, accomplished by only few hunters.
The lion and the eagle are the two most powerful animals signifying heroic
achievement in Igboland; the lion is represented by the isi agu dress, while
the eagle is represented by the ugbene ugo (the eagle’s feather) on the cap. The
two mark a consummation articulated in visual form with the Photoshop
tool. The photoshopped lions on Ochije’s isi agu dress are presented in regal
golden color against a black background and complemented with beaded
necklaces. Ochije’s shadowy photograph lurks behind his original photo to
suggest the incarnation of a spiritual essence; according to the technician,
the editorial process aimed to achieve a double. Most funeral photographs I
encountered passed through this editing process, all in an attempt to enact

Fig. 8. Funeral poster of John Iliemenam Nwabude at Awka, Anambra State
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Fig. 10. A photoshopped funeral poster of Mazi Chinwendu David Okoro

a consummate image of the deceased and align with the dual perception
of beingness in the Igbo cosmology, especially enunciated in the phrase ife
kwulu ife agwudebe ya (When something stands, something stands beside it).
Tkwuemesi (2023, 127) articulates this as “a symbolic verbalization of the dual
essence of being” Beingness in Igbo cosmology transcends mere existence
through the dual and balanced complementarity inherent in Igbo thought, as
exemplified, especially, by the interplay of two fundamental forces: enu (sky)
and ani (earth). Ani shapes the very essence of reality and constitutes a more
significant force in the discourse of spirituality. This explains why the tradi-
tions are known as omenani or omenala (literally: that which happens on the
ground) as against nso ani (literally: that forbidden by Earth), that is, taboo
or abomination (Nwafor 2014).

In another related case, Chief Okoro’s family crowned him as chief by pho-
toshopping the red cap and the isi agu dress (Fig. 10). While the late Okoro
did not receive any chieftaincy title in the traditional institution, the entire
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community believed he deserved to earn the title, and thus everyone called
him chief. Upon his death, a segment of his family decided that he would be
adorned with isi agu as a parting gift and an endorsement by the community.

THEORIZING THE POSTER’S DIGITIZED PUBLIC PRESENCE

It is possible to insist, unarguably, that we are witnessing in recent times what
one can call the indigenization of the new digital technology: that is, the
development of locally specific photographic practices by individuals who
have adapted and domesticated new digital technologies. Joanna Sassoon
(2004, 198) described acts of “translation” achieved in the process of digitiz-
ing analog photographs. In her view, “The nature of the photographic object
and institutional practices that surround it means that translation from the
material to the digital becomes a cultural, rather than simply a technological
process.” This cultural process is seen throughout this book in the editing
mechanisms adopted by individuals to fulfill the cultural and the religious, as
well as the social and civic responsibilities, to the deceased. Sassoon invokes
Benjamin’s notions that “no translation would be possible if, in its ultimate
essence, it strove for the likeness of the original” In other words, there is a
silent, universal consensus that fundamental changes occur during the trans-
lation process and that successful translation serves to express the “central
reciprocal relationship” between two products (Benjamin [1968] 1985c: 73,
72). It is my argument that in this process of translating a personal analog
photograph to a commemorative digital photo intended for public viewing,
mourners also (re)shape the public sphere as a meeting place between the liv-
ing and the dead, in which their own relatives—however ordinary—become
worthy of fame.

When I visited the photo editor Jude in his studio, he emphasized that
skin retouching helped to produce an effect of beauty. This warrants further
analysis. In fashion photography, sign systems communicate the image of a
persons status without regard to whether it is real or a kind of disguise (Evans
and Thornton 1989). In their catalog accompanying the exhibition In/sight, a
survey of African photographers from 1940 to the present, Okwui Enwezor
and Octavio Zaya write of photography’s “false sensation of presence” as well
as the “fallacy of photographic images as stable, fixed information” (1996,
21). The authors note, with respect to the commercial photographer Seydou
Keita, that his “portraits foreground the fallacy as a fallacy. Models do not
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stand as illusorily clear iconic objects within colonial systems of race, sex, and
gender. Instead, photographers and models engage in the open-ended ambig-
uous play of revealing and masking quotidian and fantasy identities” (see
also Keller 2008, 102; 2013; Pinney 2003b, 215). Although Keita had a unique
vision, his work can be seen as representative of the development of studio
portraiture in mid-twentieth-century West Africa and therefore serves as a
suitable context for the obituary photographs in our study. Here the surviving
relatives and a group of individuals collaborate to enact a false impression of
death. Death is presented in an image that brims with life, or we can argue
that, as Belting would put it, “we mask death’s visage with an image of life”
(2011, 122). The obituary photographs are made to smile, to look gorgeous
and accomplished, by concealing physical along with biographical imperfec-
tions. Quotidian identities are masked so that the fantasy identity of heroism
can be revealed; the heroic mask is unveiled following the event of death. As
the product of the efforts of a team composed of the family members and
photo editors, the obituary photograph is presented as the dead’s final public
show of greatness, splendor, and fashionability. Belting (2011) describes the
photographic image as part of the cult of the dead and as a medium that re-
establishes the presence of the deceased. In the context of public display, the
bereaved do not perceive the picture as a mere representation of the deceased.
Instead, they continue to engage with it as if it were a heroic, living entity
deserving of the same respect and discretion accorded to the living. Belt-
ing asserts that the image is endowed with the power to replace the physical
body, thereby acquiring a form of “Being” as a surrogate for the corporeal
presence. Consequently, the image transcends its role as a mere substitute
for loss, embodying Being through its representation of the body (Belting
2011, 87). In the communities under examination in southeastern Nigeria, the
positioning of heroic images of the dead in public space makes the elevation
from individual to abstract embodiment of Being into a public phenomenon.

At an intersection in Umubelle village at Awka, southeastern Nigeria,
well-framed posters of the dead were mounted days before the burial cere-
mony. Passersby and the public were thus invited to partake in a public photo
exhibition (see Fig. 11).

Some passersby who beheld the photos for the first time stopped and took
a glance or a more prolonged study of the photographs (a practice typical of
art exhibition halls). During this process, some of them expressed shock. They
asked questions about the dead, pertaining to their family background and
networks, when they died, and general information about the funeral as spec-
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Fig. 11. Obituary posters mounted at Umubele village intersection, Awka, Anambra State

ified in the poster.* On public display at the village intersection, the trans-
formed image of the deceased retains its embeddedness in everyday life. It is
important to mention that such exhibitions adorn almost every major inter-
section in eastern Nigeria. The images of the deceased are no longer contained
within the home; now they are “at large” The ubiquity effect is enhanced by
the printing of the image on many other items that mourners carry with them
away from the funeral. In recent times, with the help of modern digital and
printing technology, there is no limit to where the deceased’s photo can be
printed, including clothes, ballpoints, handkerchiefs, plates, and umbrellas.
Through the ubiquity of their image, the deceased can be felt to have attained
a spiritual omnipresence that is simultaneously “hereafter” and “here”

In mobilizing discourses of life and death, the photos of the dead are often
dislocated formally from the earthly realm and shifted unto the heavenly
abode or embedded in a timeless backdrop suggestive of immortality. One
interesting aspect of these photos is their rejection of the chronotropic inte-
riority of the surface (Pinney 2003). The refusal of depth by the monochro-
matic background achieves a suspended movement purposefully designed to
signal a transition, specifically, the end of the earthly voyage and entry into
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the spiritual realm. The photographs thereby simultaneously evince sociality
and a ghostly detachment.

Returning to the poster of Chief George Nwoshi Nwobu (Fig. 7), we see
that in the younger photo Nwobu is presented as a cosmopolitan youth, while
he is shown as having climbed the ladder of success in the older photo, in
which he is dressed in white lace and a red cap, with a titled fan. A picture
of Jesus Christ has been inserted on the flat background at the top left cor-
ner. The poster conveys Nwobu’s dual identity as a distinguished figure in
his native Igbo society, evidenced by his titled attire and the alias of Ezedi-
oramma, meaning “the king with unanimous approval,” and a faithful adher-
ent of Christianity, represented by the image of Jesus. A well-dressed Nwobu
represents himself when he inhabited the social world of the living on earth,
at two distinct and mutually distant points in time, while a sea of mono-
chromatic background represents the timelessness of eternity.” This compo-
sition enacts the Igbos’ sense of cosmic duality: the mutual independence
between ndi di ndu (the living) and ndi nwuru anwu (the dead) or between
ana mmadu (the land of the living) and ana mmuo (the land of the dead).

THE EVOLUTION OF A NEW PUBLIC IMAGE IN OBITUARY

By 2021, a new form of photo exhibition was introduced in funeral photogra-
phy. When I attended the funeral of the late Professor Tina Okoye of Agulu in
Anambra State, I discovered that the sitting room and the adjoining entrance
were dedicated to her photo exhibition (Fig. 12a).

Tina’s children selected photographs that heroized their mother’s accom-
plishments across different facets of life. The photos were digitally printed,
and an illusion of decorative wooden frames was created with Photoshop.
The photos were mounted on the walls of the sitting room. In a small
adjoining room, three photographs were also displayed, one of which at the
entrance showed Tina adorned in her PhD gown. A similar pattern is seen
at the funeral of the late Mrs. Christiana Nkechi Okaphor (Fig. 13). The late
Okaphor’s portraits conferred upon the formerly battered walls a facade of
reverence, although they could not conceal the underlying decay. Okaphor
stands in the photo, symbolically framed and decorated with purple, brown,
and yellowish backgrounds, gazing meaningfully at the compound she left
behind. In two of the photographs, she wears a long blue-green gown, a yel-
low or white blouse, a white or yellow headscarf, and carries a handbag, but



Fig. 12a. Funeral photographs of Professor Tina Okoye. The photoshopped photographs
were displayed on the walls of the house.

Fig. 12b. Funeral photographs of Professor Tina Okoye. The photoshopped photographs
were displayed on the walls of the house.
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Fig. 13. Funeral poster of Mrs. Christiana Nkechi Okaphor at Adazi Nnukwu,

Anambra State

photography has uprooted her from the earthly space and suspended her in
a purple or golden background to appear like one about to rapture to heaven.
In the other photograph in the middle, a dark, brownish, cloudy background
envelopes three images. As images at the center of a public event, Okaphor’s
photographs are no longer ordinary photographs tucked inside an album.
The photographs are now extraordinary images of exceptional import and
elevated stature. In the previous case as well, the oversized photographs of
Tina Okoye seem to enlarge the respectability and social relevance of the
Okoye family.

Indeed, the technologically mediated obituary photo recasts the “Igbo”
funeral as a constantly evolving project of modernity that gets entangled in
the cultural crisis of digital identities, self-invention, and the social world. The
rise of such visual expressive forms and their increasing technological medi-
ation in cultural practices such as funerals are aspects of a more general shift
toward what Keane (2002, 65) describes as a new “representational economy.”
To fully grasp this idiosyncratic accent of digital visuality in Igbo funerals,
it is important to reflect on the relationship between the postcolonial state,
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photography, and society (Buckley 2006; cf. Comaroff and Comaroff 2001)
and between politics and performance (cf. Gunner 2001). For, as I argue, the
art of digitally reworked obituary photos is a political, technologically medi-
ated, and visually spectacular act emerging from crises of self-invention. Here
I am interested not merely in the reasons behind the rise of obituary posters
in Igbo funerals per se but also, above all, in how these posters are articulated
as public visual spectacles: drawing motley curious crowds at various village
intersections, with an unusual capacity to push their visual expressive forms
into a somewhat increasingly photography-conscious public (including mar-
ket women, farmers, and passersby, among others), evoking a discourse that
resonates beyond the spheres of the funeral.

TRIUMPHANT ENTRY INTO THE PUBLIC SPHERE THROUGH
OBITUARY BILLBOARDS

After my interviews with ten family members who mounted giant billboards of
their deceased in Anambra State, I discovered that such giant billboards were
inspired by the families’ desire to position their deceased within an expensive
and exclusive realm. In Igbo cosmology, the public space is an exclusive space
where only heroes make a triumphant entry. According to Ugwuanyi and
Schofield, the Igbo public space, also known as the village arena, “was in the
past and (in some places) is at present the centre for political, cultural, reli-
gious and economic meetings and a meeting point for human and spirit, for
the dead and for the living” (2018, 11).

As one of the most important spaces in the framing of the Igbo landscape
architecture, the arena has been constituted as a complex space for social and
political alignments that is key to the existential survival of any Igbo commu-
nity (Ugwuanyi and Schofield 2018; Aniakor 1984, 2002). Encompassing mul-
tifaceted dimensions of the Igbo social existence, it has become a dynamic
space where the interplay of communal and individual agency converges and
where the invocation of ancestral powers resonates across time and tradi-
tion. It is a space where familial bonds are strengthened, ritual oaths admin-
istered, masquerade performances reenacted, and judicial and religious obli-
gations enforced (Aniakor 1980, 2002; Okolie 1992; Anigbo 1996; Ajaegbu
2014; Achebe 1958; Nwabueze 1984; Shelton 1971; Onyeozili and Ebbe 2012).
J. Kelechi Ugwuanyi and John Schofield have conceptualized the Igbo public
space as a combinatory force or power negotiated between permanence and
temporality, a dialectic that unfolds within the liminal states of transition,
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where the intangible and the material converge. The concept of iputa nogbo in
Igbo refers to “the act of making a giant and heroic leap into the public space.”
Those who summoned the courage to take the leap earned a triumphant ova-
tion from the crowd. Making a giant leap into the public space entailed ful-
filling certain onerous tasks that only those considered heroes could fulfill.
However, it is important to note that the death of certain underachieving
individuals instantaneously elevates them to a dignified, transcendent, and
heroic stature.

To become like an ancestor that is spiritually ubiquitous, the dead must
also make a ubiquitous presence through many spectacularly visual avenues,
such as obituary billboards. From this elevated position, the dead person
is ready to receive public offerings that will usher her or him into a glori-
ous ancestral realm. My interviewees repeatedly alluded to one point: Their
deceased were heroes and must be treated as such. For example, with the
assistance of the commissioned photographer who edited their mother’s
photos, Nwudi’s family selected many photographs of their mother from
across many years. The final production of their funeral billboard and posters
revealed the inclusion of multiple photographs of their mother at different
stages of her life (Fig. 14)—from the 1970s to 2013.

Likewise, Elizabeth, the daughter of one of the deceased whose gigantic
billboard was mounted in Nnewi, Anambra State, says:

My father’s burial and funeral was one of the grandest in town and we are
happy that we gave him a befitting funeral. We had a wonderful giant bill-
board. In fact, it is as big as Ngige’s father if you know how big Ngige’s late
father’s poster looks like. The grand occasion and the billboard confirmed
that my late dad was an important person in my town. The billboard could be
seen from anywhere in the town.

The above narratives are quite expository of new modes of satisfaction
derived from visibility. Chris Ngige was the former governor of Anambra
State who had a society funeral for his late father. The obituary billboard of
his late father was about sixteen feet wide, and it was positioned across the
major cities in Anambra State. Elizabeth’s competitive tendency with respect
to the billboard’s size indicates a widespread acknowledgment of obituary
billboards as markers of affluence and prominence. In the case of the Nwudis,
conspicuous insignia of wealth, as signified by fashion, were as important as
the ubiquity and magnificence of visual display.

By 2020, obituary photographs became so magnificent that they com-
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from different epochs
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peted with giant political billboards in Nigeria. Political billboards gained
currency in Nigeria during the 1980s when they were mounted to announce
the imposing presence of a political contestant and attract followers to his
or her candidacy. Vokes (2019b, 320) has described the emergence of bill-
boards in Africa as a “new public political visual culture” with a proliferating
impetus for photos across different visual media. In responding to the future
aspiration of political modernization in Uganda, Vokes notes how billboards
have enabled the image to become “more mobile and more easily mediated”
(310). What is striking in Vokes’s study is the identification of the potent force
in “this new visual culture, with its ability to engender (or at least amplify) a
sense of ‘fantastic possibilities’ that touches people within the most intimate
arenas of their social life” (320). I want to suggest that obituary billboards
as well employ “public visual artifacts as a means of generating an effective
response to” a family’s social aspirations (Vokes 2019b, 320). Obituary bill-
boards are increasingly shaped by visions of postcolonial modernity in which
families imagine progress as a grandiose project confirmed through photo
promotion. In this reading, obituary billboards are a form of visual culture
that has become publicly political, especially in how they attach an exagger-
ated importance to the socioeconomic influence of the families.

By turning over a page, a viewer not interested in a photograph can avoid
viewing it in any print media. Similarly, while social media photographs can
be intrusive to individual privacy, there is also a private mechanism to block
such photos by unsubscribing, unfriending, disabling pop-up windows, or
adjusting the spam settings on email. Viewers lack these amenable conve-
niences in obituary billboards. It is complicated to shut one€’s eyes each time
one passes a dreaded obituary billboard, especially one that overly monop-
olizes public space. Photos of the deceased on gigantic obituary billboards
become a visual strategy deployed by families to advertise their credentials
unavoidably to many viewers. The obituary billboard of the late Herbert
Kingsley Nnaedozie Ezisi was described by Ugochukwu, his townsman, as
Okwulu Okalisia (the Igbo word for “one who is taller than everyone else
when standing”). In other words, the billboard’s gigantic size outcompetes
any other structure around it. Encapsulated in the metaphor of Okwulu Oka-
lisia is a seeming fact that, in obituary billboards, families and the deceased
appear as big, important, and influential as possible in the public sphere. In
Okwulu Okalisia, we see how the obituary billboard of Ezisi (Fig. 15) inter-
rupted public visual traffic and, as such, attempted to command the public
sphere in his community.
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Fig. 15. A funeral billboard of Herbert Kingsley Nnaedozie Ezisi captioned “Iconic Exit” The
billboard was mounted at an intersection in Agulu, Anambra State.

One can argue that according to the logic of Okwulu Okalisia, Ezisi’s
wealth can be assessed by the grandiosity of his obituary billboard, its aes-
thetic embellishment, and its photographic idealization. Therefore, in obit-
uary billboards, one can argue that families vie for the political offices of
visibility. Visibility and ostentation thus constitute salient features of obit-
uary billboards. As previously discussed, in Igbo society, seeing and being
seen are designed to launder not only the image of the dead but also that of
the families of the deceased. Wealth is not only interpreted in terms of one’s
material possessions; it is also translated in one’s capacity to achieve impos-
ing visibility in the public arena. As with obituary posters—and to an even
larger extent—mounting obituary billboards in public spaces extends death
into the public sphere. This process stands in stark opposition to the tendency
in Western societies to deny the fact of death, so that public expressions of
grief are essentially taboo and death is sequestered, removed from the public
sphere into the individual’s private world (Giddens 1991; Mellor and Shilling
1993). Death in Africa on the other hand is an occasion for public mourning;
it is an invitation to see and be seen. The public square becomes a space where
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the dead are positioned as public monuments or altars where mourners tra-
verse and pause to pay homage.

Funerals, like any other rituals in the southeastern part of Nigeria, have
entered the conspicuous consumption discourse of contemporary Nigerian
society. Photography essentially fits into the discourse of conspicuous con-
sumption such that Heike Behrend (2013) deployed the term “conspicuous
display of wealth and prestige” to describe the photographic ritual among the
people along the Kenyan coast of Mombasa. It was generally agreed among
many of my respondents that the degree of wealth expended on a funeral
determines the level of bliss the dead will enjoy in the hereafter. If enormous
wealth is lavished at the funeral, the dead rejoice, but if there is moderate
spending, the deceased grieve in the grave. The circulation of such popular
narratives helps to substantiate the compelling influence notions of wealth
have had on southeastern Nigerian Christian funerals. By late 2000, not only
were funeral invitation cards a general practice, they defined the taste and
glamour of contemporary southeastern Nigerian funerals and symbolically
placed the survivors and celebrants on a pedestal of affluence.

It is widely understood that the inclusion of photos in funeral items comes
with extra monetary charges. Again photos seen on funeral items enact cer-
tain idiosyncratic “bourgeois” disparities when individually analyzed. For
example, an invitation card or a T-shirt of the dead devoid of a photo sug-
gests a parsimonious celebration. In contrast, those imprinted with a photo
are highly regarded as a mark of class. Likewise, colored or black-and-white
photographs are assessed in terms of the family’s financial accomplishment.

CONCLUSION

At the end of Nnabuife’s funeral, Ezimma, his wife, remarked, “Nonso will
be happy in his grave” This statement recurs in most Igbo funerals that are
considered successful. And this confirms my submission that the dead are
never dead if happiness can be ascribed to them (see, for example, Stevenson
1985). The living deploy all the processes mentioned above to negotiate their
own forms of existence. If the dead are seen to partake in such negotiations,
then the dead are never dead. The deceased is perceived as a silent observer.
Indices of wealth delineate and divide contemporary southeastern Nige-
rian funerals into classes. Funeral posters and billboards with befitting pho-
tographs have become one of these indices that help individuals to imagine
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their social world, measure their financial worth, and reclaim their fashion-
able status in the public consciousness. While funeral posters and billboards
herald the entry point of such reclaiming, invitation cards and other items
imprinted with the photo of the dead feature as their enduring index. This
chapter has thus challenged the internal contradictions in these funeral post-
ers and billboards, transforming them from something that merely docu-
ments the momentous periods of the dead’s life into something that actively
performs a role in conspicuous consumption and the assertion of heroism.
Every funeral object is seen as a surface where the image of the dead can live
a consummate unique social life. From obituary posters to billboards, bro-
chures, and caskets, from stickers pasted on almost every object to invitation
cards, the obituary photograph seems to have transformed itself into a ubig-
uitous image. This tendency toward ubiquity emerged among southeastern
Nigerians to define new paradigms of elite consumption in funerals. While it
is becoming increasingly fashionable to stage a befitting funeral ceremony, it
seems such funerals are considered unduly parsimonious without an effusive
overflow of photographic images.

In this chapter, the shifting aesthetics in the commemorative visual cul-
ture reflect an intensification of the Igbo cultural aspirations through funeral
posters. Here, as funeral photographs navigate the sociopolitical and cultural
evolution in the public sphere of posters, billboards, walls, and other sur-
faces, they become mobile surfaces where the complex metaphors of heroism,
beauty, novelty and sartorial discourses are creatively inscribed. In the next
chapter, these complex metaphors of heroism and the public sphere will be
further pursued within the context of the funeral booklet.



CHAPTER S5

The Funeral Booklet

Documenting Heroic and Worthy Lives

This chapter asserts that funeral booklets serve as significant cultural arti-
facts that transform private family narratives into public memorials using
intermediality. These booklets not only document and celebrate heroic and
worthy lives but also reflect the complex interplay between traditional and
modern practices, social status, diaspora experiences, evolving print technol-
ogy, and family dynamics. The public life of the booklets allows the deceased
to forge new subjectivities, becoming socially itinerant actors that provoke
further inquiries and shape identities across family, communal, national, and
international networks.

HISTORICAL EVOLUTION

The concept of a funeral booklet seems like a print culture popularized by
colonial modernity. For example, Brown (2012) has noted the prevalence of
privately printed memorial books in the Christian tradition during the nine-
teenth century in Western Europe. These memorial books typically included
a photograph in the frontispiece, either a tipped-in original photograph
or reproduction, along with some combination of texts that might include
a biographical sketch, sermon, and recollections from friends and family.
Brown argues that these works use texts, not pictures, to narrate the life of
the departed. Only one image is needed to evoke their memory. Even though
these printed works were shared with many mourners outside the family cir-
cle, they still expressed personal and intimate grief. This practice of docu-
menting the dead seemed to be exported to the colonies in the wake of the

107
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colonial encounter. In the Lagos Weekly Record of November 4, 1893, on page
2, the only semblance of what appears to be a funeral booklet was referred
to as an “In Memoriam address” The newspaper stated that it had received
from the author, Rev. William Vivian, “a copy of an ‘In Memoriam address’
bearing the above title and delivered at the unveiling of the Truscott Memo-
rial Tablet in Centenary Tabernacle Church, Sierra Leone” According to the
article, the address contained a beautiful photograph of Reverend Truscott on
its opening page, while the last page displayed an illustration of the Memo-
rial Tablet “erected by the Native Christians among whom he laboured”” It
was noted that the “In Memoriam address” also contained a biography of
Reverend Truscott as well as his “work and worth” The newspaper recom-
mended that its readers purchase the address at “the Methodist Book Room,
Broad Street, and at Mr. S. A Cole’s, opposite Tanimehin House.” Even before
its publication in November 1893, incessant demands for the “address” had
necessitated an advert by the publisher in October issue of the Sierra Leonean
Weekly News to state that the “address” was not ready: “Beloved Truscott: The
Memorial Address by the Rev. W. Vivian is not ready. Contains a fine portrait
of The Late Rev. Thomas Truscott and a photogravure of The Memorial Tab-
let. Price Three pence. To be had at the Mission House” (8).

ON INTERMEDIALITY

By analyzing the funeral brochure of the late Rev. Thomas Truscott within
the context of the historical development of a new visual culture surrounding
death, we can begin to elaborate a theoretical foundation for understanding
photographic practices as they expand beyond the conventional paradigms
of studio photography. Individuals select preferred photos of their deceased
from old analog family photo albums for inclusion in funeral booklets. The
concept of intermediality enables understanding of how photos previously
hidden in family albums reappear in funeral booklets. Scholarly texts on fam-
ily photo albums in Africa have centered on the social meanings surrounding
their collective and individual circulation in weddings or other social func-
tions (Buckley 2000-2001; Mustafa 2002, 2005-6; Buggenhagen 2014, 82—
84; 2023). None has examined the rising practice of the inclusion of family
album photos in funeral booklets. Intermediality, a term that has been used
by scholars working in cultural studies and media theory to describe rela-
tions of explicit inter-referentiality between and across media, has been the-
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oretically expanded by Jenifer Bajorek in her study of photography in West
Africa. Bajorek calls for shifting the discourse of intermediality away from
“an overwhelming concern with two-dimensional images toward a much
broader understanding of photography and its histories” (2020, 99). These
histories involve the relationship between photography and other “specific
spheres of artisanal production” in West Africa. However, while Bajorek spe-
cifically considers the reciprocal transactions between tailors, photographers,
and printed textiles, she also notes the presence of a “much broader field of
intermediality than has typically been acknowledged in dominant histories of
photography” (103).! It is in this broader field that I would locate the journey
of a photograph from a family album in the living room into the public view
of the funeral booklet.

The concept of intermediality has enabled commemorative photography
in Africa to be deployed in the political bureaucracy of nation-states and
institutions. For example, Gore (2001) examined how the commemorative
photographs of Oba Ovanranwen Nogbaisi taken by J. A. Green were mass-
produced to address multiple concerns within the administrative authority
of the royal institution. Oba Ovanranwen Nogbaisi ruled Benin from 1888
to 1897 until the British “punitive expedition,” when Oba Ovonranwen was
eventually captured and the photographs were taken. The photographs were
“subsequently reproduced across a variety of mediums, including posters,
calendars, almanacs, cups, plates, and commemorative cloths issued by the
royal family” (Gore 2001, 325). The use of commemorative photographs
is here seen through the prism of mass production in various media and
their efficacy in the political discourses of nation-states. Oba Ovonranw-
en’s commemorative photograph became a source of legitimation for the
subsequently reigning Oba, who is identified with the achievements and
exertion of the political and ritual authority of his predecessor. Gore (328)
argues that “these processes of conflation in the articulation of the Obaship
of the Edo Kingdom are a key aspect of the commemoration through which
memory and the past are constituted.” Werbner describes this as “the ongo-
ing processes of memory work” (1998, 2). Commemorative photographs of
Oba Ovonranwen invest the next Oba with a legitimacy that predates both
colonial and postcolonial states. Thus, photographs taken in the event of
conquest transform into instruments of royal legitimation and empower-
ment. To compare a modern example, I have observed Nigerians sharing
old memorial photographs of nationalists on three Nigerian Facebook pages
(“Nigeria Nostalgia Project 1960-1980,” “Tudun Tsira,” and “Asiri”) to engen-
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der a new online history that provokes substantial popular responses (Nwa-
for 2024). Similarly, Oba Ovanranwen Nogbaisi’s photographs taken during
the punitive expedition have also generated interesting online debates that
persistently question the role of visual evidence in historical inquiry. No
known scholarship has investigated the social media responses Oba Ovan-
ranwen Nogbaisi’s photographs have generated. Overall, there is a significant
scholarly gap with respect to the intermedial dialogue ensuing when analog
photos are scanned into online media.

Yéku and Ojebode (2021) delve into the intersection of digital technolo-
gies and photographic practices, focusing on “the reproduction of historical
memory, and the transmission of personal memories and collective nostal-
gia” Their examination of the Nigeria Nostalgia Project (NNP) highlights its
role as a platform for reconstructing history through photographs. As pho-
tos shift from one medium to another on NNP, the stories evolve from indi-
vidual and private into a collective narrative within the public sphere. Yékt
and Ojebode (2021) have underscored the significance of this kind of public
sphere by illustrating how citizens use photographs and videos to “resist the
politics of forgetting” imposed by the Nigerian state (see Yéku 2022, 510).
Instructively, these authors identify the public sphere of the NNP reconsti-
tuting commemoration as a form of solidarity and respect for the dead while
serving as an arena for the critique of state power and decentered spaces of
activism.

John Peffer studied how South Africans used commemorative portrai-
ture to invert the repressive identification performed by the state in apartheid
passbooks. The same identifying photographs were revalorized into memo-
rial honorific pictures through enlargement and overpainting with props and
colorful, fine clothing. Peffer argued that this mode of photographic practice
opposed the sociopolitical history of the apartheid period (2015, 118). In the
insistent reappearance of images originally intended for bureaucratic control,
photography appears, in the words of Bajorek, as a “historical force in its own
right, one that is not confined to the sphere of the image or even . . . to the
field of the visual” (2012, 140). In a different cultural context, Michelle Caswell
(2014, 7) likewise describes “a new archive of responses” related to archival
photographs from the Khmer Rouge era in Cambodia. Caswell explores how
the mugshots taken at the Tuol Sleng prison evolved over time from mere
administrative records to potent tools for memory, justice, and human rights
advocacy. The above-mentioned theoretical ideas suggest a radical trans-
formation of the “original” photographic records into objects with complex
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social lives, or what Eric Ketelaar describes as “dynamic objects in motion,”
which continue to shift with each new use and contextualization. Ketelaar
(2001, 138) uses the term “activation” to refer to the consistent human media-
tion of historical photographs, whereby the photographs acquire new mean-
ing and new social lives.

As a black-and-white photograph taken in the twentieth century is jux-
taposed with the colored digital print in the pages of a funeral booklet in the
twenty-first century, the material and technological progression of the his-
torical photograph is implied. The photograph’s changing social life is clearly
evident in its new role in the funeral booklet. When photographs transition
from family albums to funeral booklets, I suggest, they negotiate new social
spaces, construct novel subjectivities, and provoke inquiries into family
dynamics, aspirations, and moralities (cf. Werbner 1991, 2002). Additionally,
they influence community and national networks and mobilities within the
Atlantic visualscape (cf. Schneider 2018). Especially, funeral booklets play an
important role in shaping family histories and demonstrating prestige.’

A VISUAL AND VERBAL HISTORY OF THE PUBLIC FIGURE

In this chapter, I examine the funeral booklets that share features similar to
Reverend Truscott’s “address” These features include textual documentation,
a biographical narrative, and photographic images. While Reverend Trus-
cott’s “address” contained only one portrait photograph, the funeral booklets
I analyze in this chapter demonstrate an enchantment with multiple photo-
graphs taken from the family photo album of the deceased.

The text in the booklet confers a heroic and biographical quality to the
photograph. In addition to mourning the dead through published tributes,
mourners also deployed their own personal photographs to suggest intimacy
by bringing their own subjectivity into the booklets. Viewing the funeral
booklet as a public space to announce one’s existence, mourners thus also
pursued recognition and visibility.

The recent funeral booklets I study have their roots in the nineteenth
century, but they also draw from the innovations in print technology that
emerged after the 1890s. These advances enabled the creation of a distinc-
tive style of the booklet that connects the past and the present. As suggested
in chapter 3, the complex practice of seeking renown through newspapers
by Nigerian nationalists during the early twentieth century also informs the
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current practice. In the 1970s, funeral booklets were presented as mere pam-
phlets of a few pages shared at the burial and funeral to give information
about the deceased (Lawuyi 1991b; Omoruyi 1988; Aronson 2017).° Lawuyi
explored the complex interplay of religion, culture, and society in Yoruba
funeral biographies. The absence of photographs in the above authors’ anal-
yses suggests that these visual elements were either rare or nonexistent in the
funeral pamphlets they examined. Authors of more recent studies, instead
of looking at the photographic aspect of the booklet, tend to continue to
study the texts in funeral pamphlets as “a useful historical source” (Adotey
2018, 60) or a source of biographical information (Adjah 2007). Building on
their fascinating insights, this chapter pays special attention to family pho-
tos as they transition from the private spaces of family albums to the public
sphere of funeral booklets. The photos in the booklets transcend their visual
form: They contain narratives of lives lived, the legacies of loved ones, and
expressions of selthood. As quotidian snapshots of ordinary lives elevated to
extraordinary public figures, they reveal the unique ways that the dead are
commemorated and the living are consoled.

In chapter 4, I argue that contemporary obituary posters comprise an
evolution of the traditional sculptural form of Ikenga. Likewise, the obituary
booklet can be seen to have evolved from the Nigerian praise singing tradi-
tion, which in Yoruba local parlance is known as oriki. It would be necessary
to explore the Yoruba oriki and see how this might have shaped a contem-
porary resurgence of such practice among the Igbo of southeastern Nigeria.
Karin Barber in her outstanding study I Could Speak Until Tomorrow: Oriki,
Women and the Past in a Yoruba (1991)* shows how Yoruba commemora-
tive poetry connects the dead with the living. According to Barber (1991, 20),
“By keeping alive the memory of your predecessors, you ensure that your
successors will keep alive the memory of you” Oriki serves the preservation
of communal bonds, facilitating both the recalibration and consolidation of
affiliations within the sociospiritual matrix. Oriki is therefore at the center of
a crucial political process, one that reveals a multilayered framework instru-
mental in the rise of “big men” in traditional Yoruba society. It also gives
narrative form to memories of big men and reinforces the centrality of this
dynamic of class relations to Yoruba communal existence. According to Bar-
ber (1991, 213), “Everyone had a different set of big men in memory. A few built
themselves up so conspicuously that they were remembered by many people”
Numerous others attained a fame that was more circumscribed and localized,
celebrated primarily within their immediate social circles and family units.
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In this depiction, a competitive landscape is populated by “a multiplicity of
individuals” striving for self-establishment, as opposed to a “clearly defined
universally recognized category of big men and another category of follow-
ers” Oriki fundamentally supports and channels the culture of bigmanism. It
is invested in a fluid blend of heroism and remembrance. Oriki of big men is
essentially an oral praise-singing that draws on commemorative poetry and
chants to reinforce notions of the “elite” in the Yoruba context. Traditional
Yoruba thought, according to Adeboye, (2003, 283) emphasized the pos-
session of ola, which translates as “honor” While the ultimate in individual
social aggrandizement in precolonial Yorubaland was to attain a position of
ola, there were several mediating social categories between the masses and
olola (possessor of ola) (283). These categories included the Borokinni/Gba-
jumo (celebrities), Oloro/Olowo (men of wealth), Ologun (powerful warriors
who came into the limelight in the nineteenth century), and Oloye (titlehold-
ers) (283). Barber (1991, 203) has observed that in terms of individual social
advancement in the traditional Yoruba society, what men hoped to achieve
was “not wealth as such or power as such, but a total state of sufficiency and
command over their social environment, a state called ola. Ola is [a] complex,
composite, shifting, and sensuously realized concept . . . [It] is ultimately the
capacity to attract and retain the gaze of other people” While Barber identi-
fies the elements of self-sufficiency, social command, and public acknowledg-
ment in ola, she leaves out an important aspect of ola, which is splendor. The
splendor of ola transcends all that is mean, poor, obscure, or inadequate and
rises above the inhibition of powerlessness or low esteem (Nwafor 2021). It is
simultaneously self-assured and magnificent. In certain respects, the concept
of the elite in Western philosophy corresponded to the notion of olola (and
ola) in traditional Yoruba thought. Underlying both concepts are principles
of high class, social influence, social superiority, and public acknowledgment.
As a dynamic category, values associated with eliteness are often modified
and appropriated within its limits as a response to changing times. In the case
of Lagos eliteness, many changes were foisted on it, not only in the realm of
values but also in lifestyle and consumption (Mann 1985, 284; Cole 1975, 63,
170, 199).

In colonial Lagos, those who constituted the elite comprised several
categories. There were the chiefs, whom we could call the traditional elite;
wealthy individuals who corresponded to the commercial elite; and the first-
generation educated intelligentsia, whom we could call the educated elite
(Mann 1985, 284). During the decolonization period, a new set of individuals
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acquired elite status. These were the politicians (284). Although educated,
their ticket to elite status was more attributed to the leadership role they
played. There were also elites comprising religious leaders in traditional reli-
gion, Islam, and Christianity. Many of the prominent individuals in Lagos
had numerous wives and, thus, children, whom they had an obligation to care
for at every special social occasion (284). Although polygamy was a common
practice in traditional Yorubaland, it acquired a wider appeal to the nouveau
riche in the twentieth century. According to Okediji and Okediji (2012 19),
“Although polygamy was valued in traditional Yoruba society for social and
economic reasons, it did not appear to be the preferred form of marriage for
many except those who were relatively affluent, and hence, were in a strong
position to maintain a big household” Hence, polygamy constituted a signif-
icant force in the oriki of big men and also emerged as a symbolic desire by
many families upon death, especially in narratives involving family expan-
sion. This will be shown in subsequent discussions where funeral booklets
became a space and occasion to amplify family pedigree, expand class, rein-
force self-sufficiency, and underscore the tenets of olola via photographic rep-
resentations of kinship networks.

Following Barber, Adeleke Ade¢kd deploys the concept of “visuality in
Orality” to demonstrate that the Nigerian Ovation magazine, in existence
since the 1990s, “reworks the Yoruba oriki praise chants into the photo-
graphic medium” (2012, 332). After Ovation, there was an unprecedented pro-
liferation of similar magazines, each emphasizing photographs over printed
words. They covered mainly social events such as weddings, funerals, and
birthday parties by deploying only photographs as instruments of communi-
cation (Nwafor 2021). In the photographs, “Funerals of the old are depicted as
culminations of high achievement, and the rare representation of the death of
the young often laments the unfortunate abbreviation of an unfolding great-
ness” (Adeekd 2012, 337). Ovation emerged to satisfy the yearnings of the
wealthy in such a manner that bodily and moral imperfections were erased
through a photographic endorsement. This tendency clearly reenacts Barber’s
notions of olola in oriki.

Adeeko suggests that the evolution of a hybridized visual form of praise-
singing in Lagos can be attributed to the inherent adaptability of Yoruba pan-
egyric traditions. However, it is imperative to consider the manner in which
the increasing cosmopolitanism of Lagos in the 1980s and 1990s influenced
lifestyle and aesthetic practices. In this context, oriki underwent a transfor-
mation into an urban cultural phenomenon, entwined with the patronage-
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driven prebendal politics characteristic of that era. It emerged as a cosmo-
politan urban genre utilized by residents of diverse ethnic backgrounds
within Nigeria to maneuver through the class war exacerbated by the ethical
decay associated with military dictatorship. In other words, the “infiltration
of praise-singing into Lagos-based popular culture” may not be solely inter-
preted within the context of Adeekd’s affirmative extension of the traditional
Yoruba panegyric form. Although Adeekd’s model of praise-singing could be
a useful conceptual model to approach the emergence of funeral booklets in
1990s Nigeria, one must carefully reflect on other possible influences on this
practice. One particular influence is the impact of the dwindling oil economy.

The decline in oil revenue in the 1980s resulted in the introduction of the
Structural Adjustment Program (SAP) in most developing nations, forcing
governments to cut budgetary spending and introduce austerity measures. In
Nigeria, for example, the Nigerian military introduced many counterproduc-
tive economic reforms that served as an avenue to enrich corrupt military cabals
and their cronies. This strategy impoverished the larger population and eroded
the middle class. However, while the middle class was occluded in the struggle
to access the economic benefits of the nation’s resources, the rich continued to
expand their economic base and social capital through their connection with
the military. In essence, the rich monopolized the economic means and polit-
ical connections required to inscribe one’s social presence, especially through
the preponderant visual media of television, newspapers, and magazines. Pho-
tographs may also have gained increasing recognition across different social
settings due to the influence of emerging print capitalism and the ubiquity of
handheld cameras, as well as the rise of Igbo highlife music in the 1990s.

In the wake of the economic meltdown of the Structural Adjustment
Program, Igbo highlife music celebrated the rich, announced their presence,
and endorsed their reckless and extravagant lifestyles. In their songs, high-
life musicians such as Oliver de Coque and Osita Osadebe adopted a style
that expanded and entrenched the social capital of the rich through praise.
Given that songs travel extensively beyond one’s immediate space, the flattery
style of these musicians helped consolidate the social dominion of the rich in
the public consciousness of Nigerians. Such increasing urge for material and
visual extravagance was irresistible and soon trickled down to the commons,
where it appeared as photographs printed on various occasions in different
formats, including as funeral pamphlets. In the early 2000s, funeral pam-
phlets had a few photographs aiming to imitate the photos of the wealthy in
Ovation and other high-profile magazines.



116 D EXIT OF A HERO

The pamphlets were initially produced in black and white and contained
the funeral order of service along with a few black-and-white photographic
prints of the deceased. By the mid-2000s, relentless in their effort to confront
and contest the unequal visual representation championed by the rich, the
middle class further attempted to reinscribe their social presence into the
public sphere. Soon, the funeral pamphlets graduated into a more elaborate
booklet containing a few colored photographs. The photos in these booklets
perform the conscious function of presenting to the public a flawless body
and soul of the dead, along with a fulfilled, progressive family. Perhaps in rec-
ognition of the above changes across space and time, the question could still
be, “What does family photography do? And what happens when its images
enter the public sphere?” (Rose 2016, 4). Numerous questions concerning the
role and place of family photos need to be addressed as they enter the public
domain: questions such as “What can the images in the albums tell us about
their owners, taken either as individuals or as belonging to a local culture?
How have the albums been used? What have they meant to their owners?”
(Sandbye 2014, 12). Bazin (1967, 14) sees the family photo album as a space
where “photography does not create eternity, as art does; it embalms time,
rescuing it simply from its proper corruption”

Family photo albums have been central to the construction of family
togetherness in Africa by serving as a material embodiment of the self as
well as a site for the production of narratives of the self (Vokes 2008, 2012).
In her work on photography in Dakar, Hudita Nura Mustafa (2005) observes
how photographs constituted part of the mutual material exchange among
women. Taking photographs dressed in sophisticated and dainty attires,
building photo albums, and exchanging photos among family and friends
became part of the sartorial modernity that enabled Senegalese women to
engage in self-performativity (sarise) often associated with concepts of gen-
der decorum and honor. Edwards (2005) has argued that as material objects,
photographs possess relational and experiential qualities, enabling them to
provoke empathy among humans. Through the photograph’s multiplicity of
possible interpretations, photographic identities are unstable and open to
critical reflection (Behrend 2013; Mustafa 2005; Vokes 2008). Richard Vokes
and Darren Newbury (2018, 2) have interpreted these complex photographic
identities as constituting a social world shaped by “fantasies, imagination, and
projections.” This social world is inherently irreducible and possesses a multi-
dimensional social agency characterized by its reproducibility, exchangeabil-
ity, and circulation (Smith and Vokes 2008).
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In the current social context in which the photograph has become a rad-
ically manipulable technological device, Kratz (2012), following Appadurai
(1986a), has argued that photographs have social lives (Kopytoft 1986; Pinney
1997; Hoskins 1998; Harris 2004). To fully understand what certain family
photo albums do and what they mean to different families, it is important to
examine their participation in the funeral booklet. The following section is
drawn from my study of one hundred funeral booklets, although six are cited
specifically. The selection was carefully made to reflect the generic pattern
adopted by the rest.

THE STRUCTURE OF THE FUNERAL BOOKLET

A typical funeral booklet comprises fifty to one hundred or as many as three
hundred pages, divided into five or more segments: the cover, the biography,
the order of church service, the family photos, and the tributes. The one hun-
dred funeral booklets I studied retained most segments, with slightly differ-
ent arrangements. In some, the family photos came before the tributes or vice
versa. For example, the funeral booklet of the late Ozo Chief Oyeoka Offodile
(1917-2014) is eighty eight pages long and made up of four sections. Pages 1
to 6 are Ozo’s biography, pages 7 to 22 are the order of the funeral mass, pages
23 to 37 comprise the family photo album, and the last segment, pages 38 to
88, is devoted to tributes. All the segments have photographs on some pages
to support some textual narratives. In the funeral booklet of the late Nonso
Nnabuife (1949-2017) (Fig. 17), the biography comes first, followed by the
family photo album and tributes. In the case of Nnabuife, the order of funeral
mass was printed as a separate booklet. In the funeral booklet of Madam Eliz-
abeth Onuigboegbunam Emoh (sixty-eight years old), the biography comes
first, followed by the order of the funeral mass, the tributes, and then the
family photo album. Photos of the deceased are printed on the cover and back
pages of almost all the booklets.

Nnabuife’s and Ozo’s booklets are printed with more expensive paper
and would be regarded as booklets of more affluent families. Less expensive
booklets are produced with ordinary paper and the photographs appear in
black and white to save cost. The photos are also printed in miniature size
and packed into a few pages to save costs. Typical examples are the booklets
of the late Madam Anna Nwadi Okon-Obiorah (seventy-nine years) and her
late husband, Okon-Obiorah (Figs 23 and 24). In Okon-Obiorah’s booklet,
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twenty-nine photographs are crammed into four pages. From these charac-
teristics, the wealth of each family can be determined.

THE COVER PAGE

The cover is one of the most crucial aspects of the funeral booklet. The cover
pages of both Nnabuife’s and Offodile’s booklets have their names written
in full with their religious titles, KSM, meaning Knight of St. Mulumba of
the Catholic Church. In the case of Offodile, an additional national award,
MFR, is added, which is one of the merit awards of the Nigerian presidency
in recognition of an individual’s contribution to national development. While
Offodile has the title “Ozo” prefixed to his name, Nnabuife has his academic
title, “Prof,” in his name (Figs. 16 and 17).

“Oz0” is the highest title among male age grades in Igboland, while wealth
is the first benchmark in the stages of Ozo title-taking. According to one
saying, Ichi ozo bu maka ndi ogadagidi, “Taking the Ozo title is an affair for
superior beings” In some communities, one seeking such title is expected to
deposit a minimum of three million naira ($7,000) to the institution respon-
sible for the title-taking. This money excludes the celebrant’s financial expen-
diture on food, entertainment, and incidentals that, in most cases, cater to the
daily meals of an entire community for at least one month.® In more than sixty
booklets I examined, the traditional institution is emphasized, and the Ozo
title is prominently reflected on the cover pages in the names of the deceased.
The exorbitant financial demand of the Ozo title-taking and its accompa-
nying grandeur make it an enviable position in elite society. Therefore, the
title and its accompanying visual attributes must be exhibited on the cover
of the booklet as a reflection of the late individual’s importance according to
community discourses of achievement. Ozo Chief Elias Oyeoka Offodile thus
belonged to the enviable society.

In another booklet of the late Innocent Ofor (1929-2013), the cover is
captioned “Chief Innocent Ezeanyaku Ofor, KSM” (Fig. 18). It is noticed that
Ofor’s cover has a photograph of him dressed in his Knight of St Mulumba
(KSM) attire. Even though Ofor’s name on the cover page is written with his
title of “Chief” in recognition of his accomplishment in his community, his
photo shows him in his KSM attire to underscore that he also achieved a reli-
gious title. A similar format was adopted in the late Chief George Nwabueze
Onwuegbune’s funeral booklet (Ogbuefi Nwachinemelu) (Fig. 19). While
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Onwuegbune is dressed in his Catholic Men’s Organization (CMO) uniform,
he wears a red cap decorated with an eagle’s feather and holds a chieftaincy
fan and an elephant tusk, four symbols of a titled chief in Igbo traditional
institution. Because it is unlikely that one wearing a CMO uniform would
simultaneously flank emblems of traditional institutions, I made an effort
to track the computer technician who designed the photograph, and she
revealed that the elephant tusk and the Ozo-titled fan were photoshopped.
In her account, she was instructed by the children to create a photograph
that would capture all the attributes of their late father to exemplify com-
pleteness in religious and traditional institutions. In chapter 4, we saw a very
similar artistic style where the Ikenga sculpture was armed with an elephant
tusk, a horn, and a matchet. The computer technician has become a con-
temporary version of the traditional sculptor, using Photoshop in place of
sculptors’ tools. Both aspire for one thing: to pronounce the heroic attributes
of an accomplished life.
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Fig. 18. Funeral booklet of Chief Innocent Ezeanyaku Ofor, KSM

The magisterial radiance of Jesus’s image, directly enclosing Onwueg-
bune’s photo, powerfully conveys the message of “transition to glory”—the
ultimate destiny of every faithful soul. Juxtaposing this photo is another
portrait-sized photo of Onwuegbune in his red cap, traditional white dress,
and a chaplet hung over his neck. In Ofor’s cover, “Chief” and “Knight”
address two enviable positions; “Chief” is traditional and conveyed in a writ-
ten text, while “Knight” is religious and conveyed through his well-robed fig-
ure, while Onwuegbune’s cover presents a visual convergence of cultural and
religious identities, encapsulated in a single photographic frame. This syn-
thesis is materially articulated through the sartorial ensemble: the Catholic
Men’s Organization (CMO) attire, the emblematic red cap, the eagle’s feather,
the chieftaincy fan, and the elephant tusk—all of which collectively signify a
negotiated identity grounded in indigenous authority and Christian symbol-
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Fig. 19. Cover of Chief George Nwabueze Onwuegbune’s funeral booklet. Chief George
Nwabueze Onwuegbune is shown robed in traditional and Christian attire at the same time.
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ism. As in the funeral posters examined in chapter 4, here the photograph is
used to communicate social position with the help of Photoshop.

All the cover pages of the one hundred booklets I studied bear the dates of
the church service, with the respective ages of the deceased written beneath
the photos. On the cover of seventy-five of the booklets, the deceased are
dressed in their traditional attires, while in ten, they are dressed in their aca-
demic gowns; the remaining fifteen have them in their religious dresses and
Western suits. The back covers of the booklets have photos of the deceased,
either in their younger or their older ages and dressed in their traditional,
religious, or other attire. For example, while the overleaf of Offodile’s cover
page has a photo showing him dressed in an ash-colored Western suit and tie,
the overleaf of Nnabuife’s cover page shows him dressed in traditional attire.

These photos show how the cover pages of funeral booklets are important
spaces for public exhibition of the deceased’s most striking credentials. The
first public impression of the deceased’s most sterling accomplishments in
fame and character is formed by the cover photo and its accompanying titles.
It can therefore be said that without a befitting photograph, the cover page of
a funeral booklet is incomplete. My interviews with eighty-eight family mem-
bers who own the booklets I studied overwhelmingly point to one fact: They
selected the best photos for the cover of the booklet from their family albums
to visually accentuate the beauty, grandeur, greatness, and achievements of
the deceased.

Ekemma said, “It took us more than one week to get the best photo for
this cover; the printer eventually collected all the photos and later sent the
one he thought was the best. That was the one where Papa dressed in his Ozo
titled costume.” Likewise, Uchenna narrated how his family could not choose
a befitting photo of their late mother for more than five days, but eventually
“settled for the picture where mum dressed in her traditional outfit” More
than twenty individuals told me that the printers and photographers eventu-
ally chose what they thought was a befitting cover photo for them. In com-
parison, thirty individuals told me it was a painstaking process of negotiation
among their siblings who made different choices. Ejike said: “Searching for
Mama’s photos was not so easy; the photographer who printed the booklet
eventually advised us to use a picture where Mama dressed in her PhD grad-
uation gown, which everyone accepted” Photographers have functioned in
dual or multiple capacities as printers of booklets. Some of them take up the
role of middlemen, while some are graphic designers and photo editors who
complete the designs and then take them to a printing press for the final pro-
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duction. Many of those I interviewed said that the photographers contracted
to photograph the funeral also produced funeral posters and booklets. This is
akin to what Liam Buckley observed among the Gambians.

Charles Ogu told me that he didn’t bother to select any photo for the
cover of his dad’s funeral booklet and that “the printer did the entire selection
and placement in relevant places.” This statement is reminiscent of the quiet
confidence sitters reposed in photographers during the early days of photog-
raphy: photographers directed the sitters’ poses, decorated them with cos-
metics, and then determined when the occasion was ripe for a photo shoot.
That some families allowed the photographers and printers to choose the best
photo for the cover pages of their deceased’s funeral booklets indicates that
many families are still confident in the photographer’s curatorial infallibility
beyond the studio spaces. It speaks to the type of influence wielded by pho-
tographers even in death.

In most Christian funeral masses I attended, once the booklets were dis-
tributed inside the church, most individuals made a prolonged study of the
cover page. My conversation with some mourners afterward revealed that the
cover photos elicited a strong emotional reaction. I watched as some women
looked at the cover photo and sighed painfully. The cover photo, therefore,
affords the mourners an opportunity for instant pictorial assessment and
emotional reaction. In my subsequent interviews with fifty individuals who
attended burials and got funeral booklets, they mentioned that they first
studied the cover by reading every word in it, viewed the photo to under-
stand who the deceased was, what he or she achieved, the deceased’s age, and
what the deceased represented to the surviving families. Many I interviewed
harped on the suitability of the cover photo. One said, “I always recognize a
less affluent family through the photos in the booklet. Once the photos are in
black and white, few and blurred, I don’'t need anyone to tell me that the fam-
ily is not so rich” In this way, photographs in funeral booklets embody and
disseminate sentiments of wealth and prestige. Recognizing these impact-
ful nuances of the cover photo, families attempt to launder the reputation
of their deceased using photographs and textual inscription with Photoshop
software. For example, the children of the late Ozo Offodile titled the cover
of his booklet “a portrait of excellence” (Fig. 16). Excellence is presented as an
all-embracing portfolio of achievement encapsulated in the singular portrait
photo of Offodile on the cover. Excellence is also exuded in the striking, high-
quality print.
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BIOGRAPHY

As with the photo selection and editing, the biography section of the booklet
can also be an occasion for the consultation of professionals. For example,
Nwamaka sought help from a professor who, in addition to being a friend of
her late husband, is also a writer. Nwamaka provided the professor with her
late husband’s curriculum vitae. According to Nwamaka, while writing the
biography, the professor occasionally called her to seek clarification. Forty
other families also confirmed that they did not write their deceased’s biogra-
phy but sought professional writers” services. Twenty-one families composed
the biography by themselves. Some were written by educated children and
others by spouses who could write very well. Chinwoke, an administrative staff
member at Nnamdi Azikiwe University, told me that he could not articulate a
compelling biography using the appropriate vocabulary that would be attrac-
tive to readers, so he sought the services of his friend, who is an accomplished
writer in the English Department of Nnamdi Azikiwe University. Overall, it
is evident that surviving relatives take biography seriously. The text is broken
into many sections: birth, education, career, religious life, community life,
marital life, retirement, ailment, and death. For example, Ozo Offodile’s biog-
raphy contained the following sections: “Childhood & Education,” “Career,”
“His Community and Social Life,” “Intellectual Works,” “Married Life and
Family” Innocent Offor’s biography was divided into “birth,” “academic
achievements,” “some of the posts held,” “spiritual life,” “family life” The late
Emoh’s biography included “birth,” “Marriage & social life,” and “Christian
Life” While the late Mrs. Belinda Obele’s biography was captured in just one
page without any subheadings, each paragraph highlighted the salient aspects
of “birth,” “family life,” and “Christian life” All one hundred booklets I studied
give more sustained attention to the section on the Christian life than to any
other category. In the one hundred biographies, there is no mention of the
personal flaws or shortcomings of the late individual. Instead, every narrative
pointed toward life’s achievements. Obstacles were narrated as an obstruc-
tion to the late individual’s noble ambition and were eventually surmounted.
For example, for most of those who lived from 1960 to 1970 in eastern Nige-
ria, their biographies describe how the Nigeria-Biafra civil war of 1967-1970
briefly truncated their careers. Such impediment was recorded in the biogra-
phy of Madam Emoh as follows: “The outbreak of hostilities and the eventual
pogrom which preceded the Biafran/Nigerian Civil war made mama and her
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entire family return to the Eastern part of Nigeria and settled in Onitsha.
When Onitsha was finally captured by the invading Federal troops, the family
fled for safety, with Mama carrying her sewing machine and some few valu-
ables to Nsugbe”” In the same vein, in the late Nnabuife’s biography, the event
of the war years was captured thus: “As was the case with many of his contem-
poraries, this academic period was truncated by the civil war of 1967-1970,
and in 1970 he went back to Colliery and completed his studies with Grade I
WASC?” While the war was not directly reflected in Offodile’s biography, its
consequence was captured in the statement that “his career was brought to an
abrupt end with a forced retirement, on March 1, 1971, by the same federal
government that decorated him with the highest national award. The reason
is easily inferred: The Nigerian-Biafran civil war ended in 1970, and Offodile,
coming from embattled Biafra, perceived as secessionist, was unjustly forced
to retire. In the middle of Offodile’s biography, ten photographs were inserted
to enhance the narrative in different sections. They included a photograph
showing Offodile and his thirty-two classmates at Christ the King College,
Onitsha, in 1938 (Fig. 20), and Offodile in his Ozo attire and knight regalia,
among others. The inserted photographs illustrate sections of the biography
that refer to the depicted events. For the late Nnabuife, a photograph of him
dressed in his academic gown and another in a mutual embrace with his wife
were inserted in the middle of the biography.

Most of the biographies show a predilection for dates, suggesting that the
bereaved are all conscious of the historical moment. The dates of important
events such as birth, marriage, the receipt of important recognition in society,
and death were all strictly captured. For example, in Offor’s booklet, the dates
and the landmark achievements were itemized and numbered as follows: “1.
Elementary Education at St. Mathew’s Umuchu and St. Charles Achina, 1937-
1945, “2. Teacher’s Grade II at St. Thomas Ibuzo, 1947-1951,” “3. G.C.E. ‘O’
level and ‘A’ Level, 1955-1957" among others.

The conscious attention to historical dates suggests how “biographies can
never be divorced from their temporal or spatial contexts [since] the individ-
ual is always within the historical web, not without it” (Rotberg 2010, 306).
Biographies can be a tool to put “human lives into history, and history into
human lives” (Perry 2017, 336). As such, they can be linear and readable and
still show the complexities of individual lives by studying them in “dialectical
relationship to the multiple worlds they inhabit, social, political, and cultural”
(Sorin 2012). As one consequence, it is impossible to record every detail of a
subjects life.
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BIOGRAPHY AND PHOTOGRAPHY

I propose an analogy between the representation of the deceased’s charac-
ter as performed in the biography and in the image section. By curating the
most favorable images of the deceased for the photo album, the photographer
and the families construct an idealized public persona, as do the biographer
and families in shaping the narrative of the life story. In both cases, the most
admirable aspects of the deceased’s life are extracted, and key moments are
pinpointed. The photographer and the biographer thus assume the responsi-
bility of curating the public life and history of the deceased.

The point of biography is to teach the reader which actions should be
praised. Photography and biography shape the public subject. Virginia Woolf
made this very point in her 1939 essay, “The Art of Biography” when she
stated that the biographer has to “sift the little from the big, and shape the
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whole so that we perceive the outline” (Woolf 1939; Bradshaw 2008, 116).
Likewise, the photographer edits, enlarges, and prints a “big image” from a
small image of the individual. Bowker argues that “any given biography will
embody the vision, prejudices, stock of knowledge and critical disposition of
the biographer” (Bowker 2006, 15, in Lenta 2007, 98). In the same way, every
photograph also reflects the critical disposition of the photographer who
selects, edits, and places it in context. Kalugin (2015) notes that “The hero of
a biography is a man who has exerted influence on the fates of “a nation or of
humanity” or is famous for “an extraordinary peculiarity of character or way
of life” (49). On the other hand, however, biography “legitimates an interest
in the everyday life of successful individuals, identifying and affirming the
social merits that aid in the attainment of public recognition” (347). In the
production of funeral booklets we observe a process of consensus-building
among the family and consultants with respect to which achievements are
worthy of public notice.

At the same time, the booklets I studied in southeastern Nigeria unfail-
ingly recognize the tension between traditional institutions and Christianity
and aspire to assuage this tension by acknowledging them as having attained
the pinnacle of both institutions. In other words, successful individuals use
their unrivaled position and role to reconcile this tension.

PHOTO GALLERY

The photo gallery section is put together by selecting images from the family
album of the deceased. Many families adopted similar patterns when select-
ing photographs for this section. Charles Ogu told me that he searched for
his late father’s photographs from the earliest days of his life to old age. This
span in the selected photographs, representing the lifespan itself, was typical
of the booklets I studied. For example, the printer for the funeral booklet of
the late Nnabuife said: “We often aim to show how the life of the deceased was
spent in the photographs, so we must start from the beginning of their life
to the end. Majority of the older parents we printed started with black-and-
white photographs and ended with colored photographs” (author’s interview,
2017). In the juxtaposition of outmoded black-and-white and modern colored
photographs, a chronological transition is demonstrated that recognizes the
essential role of history in articulating a visual biography. More insights were
provided by those who attended funerals. Okagbue Ezemuo (age seventy)
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said: “I cherish those black-and-white photographs once I see them in the
booklets. They remind me of the good old days and help me connect to the era
when we used to go to the photo studios” (author’s interview, June 10, 2019).
Bright Uzoukwu also said, “I struggled to get the booklet each time I attended
a funeral mainly because of the photographs. You see, those photographs tell
a lot about the person’s life and the struggles of human life. Sometimes, I see
how much work some people have done in this world and still end up in the
grave. This makes me think that the whole effort is worthless” (author’s inter-
view, July 20, 2019). More than eighty persons I interviewed emphasized that
the photo gallery was the main attraction in the obituary booklet.

In traditional Igbo society, families would present photo albums to their
guests as part of the hospitality practices known collectively as oji, or “kola
nut,” which stood metonymically for the respect and cordiality extended to
visitors. Frequently, visitors viewed the photo albums in the company of fam-
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ily members, who invariably offered explanations for the photos and iden-
tified people the visitor didn’t recognize. This moment of viewing a photo
album was always anticipated by every visitor and typically afforded an excit-
ing opportunity to learn about family genealogies, networks and affiliations,
and individual and collective modes of subjectivity. The traditional Igbo fam-
ily photo album was thus itself a semipublic artifact that was mediated in
conversation. When photos move from the family album to the funeral book-
let, they go through a higher-level selection process that ensures the selected
photos are the most suited for the public eye.

In the funeral booklets I studied, the bereaved indicated that some of
the photos in the booklets were carefully chosen from the hundreds of pho-
tographs in the family photo album. The photo gallery section was crafted
in a manner that depicted the deceased in different capacities as one who
fulfilled the conditions of a successful individual in society: the family, the
church, the traditional institutions, the community, and the nation at large.
“This is one of the factors that determine the type of photograph that will be
included in the booklet” (author’s interview with Mrs. Anachebe, daughter
of the late Chinwike Okeke, January 5, 2021). The photo gallery section also
typically contains photos of the deceased during some of their visits to their
children’s families in the diaspora, especially in the United States and Europe.
For example, in one of the late Offodile’s photos, he was shown playing with
his grandchildren in a park in Georgia (Fig. 22).

Again, photos showing the deceased participating in public and social
events were included on some of the pages. Remarkable events in the life of
the deceased were included. For example, a photo of Offodile’s retirement
send-forth party in 1974 was juxtaposed with a photo of one of his commu-
nity’s Association. Juxtaposed with the photos of numerous personal, family,
and social engagements is a chronological display of the deceased’s children,
each with their own families. This is seen as a family roll call whereby the
number of the deceased’s children and grandchildren and their social stand-
ing can be made somewhat familiar to outsiders. Images of Offodile’s affluent
family occupy about forty pages of high-quality and superbly printed pho-
tos. Less affluent families aspire to this benchmark, although in an essentially
more modest manner. An example of a modest photo gallery by a not-so-rich
family can be found in the booklet devoted to Okon-Obiorah (Fig. 23). This
booklet has only two pages of photos depicting the deceased with his family
and a few church activities.
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_ Fig. 22. Offodile playing
s with his grandchildren
in a park in Georgia
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It is instructive that the photos that represent Okon-Obiorah’s family also
include church members. Perhaps the expense of reproducing photographs
compelled them to select the photos they considered most important, so that
they prioritized their late father’s church activities. In Figure 23, nine photo-
graphs are cropped into one page, unlike in Offodile’s, where each page con-
tains, on average, two photographs, in some instances, one. Whereas Offodile
was visibly represented in the traditional institutions and community, no such
photographs can be found in Obiorah’s album. Two of the photos in Figure
24 captured Obiorah with two different reverend fathers and three different
Catholic church groups. Others showed him with his late wife at their son’s
wedding. The rest are portraits of himself, his late wife, son, and daughter-
in-law. While Obiorah’s booklet could be seen as deficient in announcing his
accomplishments across community, state, and national institutions, one sees
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Fig. 23. Funeral booklet
of Mr. Okon-Obiorah

that it pursues interests similar to Offodile’s, especially in its inscribing the
individual within a code of the heroic norm.

In the funeral booklet of Chief Boniface Okonkwo Nkwuaku (Ezebu-
nachi) (1930-2012), the middle pages are introduced with a cover captioned
“Photo Speak” Six pages in the middle are dedicated to family photographs
of the late Nkwuaku. Photos showing him with his children’s families feature
more prominently than any other photograph. A photograph shows the late
Nkwuaku posing with one of his daughters during her graduation from the
University of Nigeria, while another one shows the late Nkwuaku’s own wed-
ding. It is titled “Dad’s wedding day. B. O. Nkwuaku?” Similarly, in the funeral
booklet of the late Lady Victoria Nneka Ndinechi (1955-2007) the middle
page is also titled “Photo Speak” and is introduced with photographs of the
late Ndinechi’s wedding with her husband.
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Fig. 24. Funeral booklet
of Mr. Okon-Obiorah

THE PHOTO GALLERY AS THE PURSUIT OF ELITE CONSUMPTION

Most booklets have a section specifically titled “Photo Gallery” The concept
of the gallery here metaphorically announces a public space where the public
is expected to view the carefully curated life history.

The rising demand for the inclusion of family photos inside funeral book-
lets illustrates the pursuit of elite consumption and a need to publicize heroic
achievements by the bereaved. On page 34 of Offodile’s funeral booklet, just
above the photo of his retirement send-forth party in 1974, is a photo titled
“Group photograph of Mr. E.P.O. Offodile (the celebrant) with members of
Njikoka Judiciary staft” (Fig. 25).

A close study of this photograph reveals many layers of personal and sar-
torial histories as well as the stages of photographic convention in the region.
Most funeral booklets I studied included similar photographs. In Figure 25,
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A group phatograph of E.P.0 Dffadile (the celebrant standing) during the send-farth party.
Mr. 0.8. Dnyali siting at extreme right watching.
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Fig. 25. Chief E. P. O. Offodile (the celebrant) with members of the Njikoka Judiciary staft
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Fig. 26. Memorial photograph of Nwankwo Nwafor (Okachamma) of Mkpoghor village,
Ndiukwuenu Town, Orumba North LGA of Anambra State

most of the men are dressed in Western suits and ties. The two men sitting
on the extreme right ends adopted a similar sitting style, with one leg crossed
on top of the other and their arms resting on their knees. The same sitting
arrangement is adopted by Ifeatu and his late younger brother (both sitting
on the extreme ends of the front row) in Figure 26. This photograph was
published in the memorial booklet of Ifeatu’s late father, popularly known as
Okachamma. As mentioned earlier, the sitting arrangement is typical of mid-
twentieth-century Africa and an emulation of the early twentieth-century
Europeans. In Figure 25, the two women sitting in the middle of the front row
may have also been positioned in the same way to achieve balance. The men
standing behind could be seen to adopt the same systematic arrangement:
Those in dark suits and ties were positioned to achieve uniformity at the
extreme ends of the photo as they symmetrically enclosed those in mulfti to
create a balance. Such careful arrangements were performed routinely in the
early days of photography. Figure 25 is seen as a total deviation from today’s
posing style where photographers, confident in the user-friendly manipula-
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tion offered by digital software, abandon the painstaking drudgery of fixing
the sitter’s pose as undertaken by earlier photographers.

Ifeatu told me that he was working in the Ministry of Treasury when the
photograph in Figure 26 was taken. His brother was also a civil servant in
Onitsha, eastern Nigeria. Thus, Figures 25 and 26 reveal how the state civil
service forms a distinct class of elite identity, reflecting a certain sartorial con-
vention whereby the Western suit was predominantly adopted by men as the
official dress code in government offices. There is a marked deviation from this
dress style in present-day Nigeria’s political and civil service institutions, where
less emphasis is laid on Western suits in favor of “traditional” dress or infor-
mal clothes such as jeans and T-shirts. In effect, the photo gallery allows for a
chronological narration of elite styles as well as belonging to specific groups
and state institutions. The albums consummate the elitist narrative of texts in
the booklet, by pairing each achievement with a corresponding photograph.

In more than sixty of the booklets I studied, some of the selected photo-
graphs of the deceased in their youthful age seem to reflect the style of what
was then considered a bourgeois pose in Western European convention. For
example, Offodile’s sitting arrangement in his youthful photographs is very
much connected to the mid-twentieth-century pose among African national-
ist elites, in which the search for sartorial identity revealed a conflict between
identity and mimicry (Bhabha 1987).

A very important aspect of the photo gallery is the manner in which the
diaspora is narrated. For example, three photos of Offodile with his children
in Atlanta, Georgia, were cropped and used to form a repetitive design that
runs through the upper part of the booklet (Fig. 22)—this type of frieze is a
typical design strategy. By adopting this photo collage as the unifying theme
across the entire booklet, it narrates the diaspora as a conquered space of
heroic achievement. Silvester, Hayes, and Hartmann (1998, 17) describe how
European colonialists deployed photographs of Africa’s landscape to reinforce
the notion of a conquered territory. Their images depict “idyllic rural home-
lands and timeless tradition where Africans are given culture but not history”
I want to suggest, conversely, that in photo galleries such as Offodile’s, depict-
ing the subject’s activities in the diaspora, the modernity of Africans in con-
temporary Western territories is projected through a photographic process
that conceives time as fast-paced, radically futuristic, dynamic, and sophis-
ticated. For Offodile, the mastery of American geography and temporality is
a necessary component of the father’s heroic life, which is inscribed in the
photo gallery as worthy of public viewership.
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In this manner, many photographic depictions of the deceased’s visits
to their children’s homes in the United States or Europe announce a con-
quered geographic territory. The choice of this type of photo for inclusion in
the funeral booklet over hundreds of other family photos suggests how the
surviving relatives treasure their deceased’s international experience. Well-
traveled deceased individuals are positioned as international citizens beyond
local and national narratives of heroism. In other words, internationalization
is woven into the photo gallery as a trademark of a heroic and successful life.

In the funeral booklet of the late Lady Victoria Nneka Ndinechi, pho-
tographs that showed important family landmarks also emphasized the
diaspora, such as a photo titled “Mum’s first daughter Adaora and family
at Raalu’s baptism in U.S.A” In my entire study of more than one hundred
funeral booklets, it became evident that the absence of a photograph of either
the children or the deceased in the diaspora meant that none of the fam-
ily members visited or resided there. For example, while the late Ndinechi
did not appear in her daughter’s American photographs, it was still deemed
proper for the family to include them. Again, for the late Lady (Chief) Grace
Ugonma Odibo, LAUX (Nne Muru Oha Nee Edom) (ninety-six years), none
of the photos in the booklet were captioned except the ones she took with her
children in the United States.

One would not expect individuals to use the space of funeral booklets
to pursue certain ambitions. However, these booklets reproduce the cultural
sign of one who has achieved in all fields of endeavor. The effect is a history
that is collectively shaped and culturally legitimated, or what Pierre Bour-
dieu has termed “the essence of social memory” ([1965], 1978, 30), in sharp
contrast to the idiosyncratic and singular memories that each individual pos-
sesses (Zuromskis 2013, 54). In other words, the booklets perform the work of
shaping social memory (see Sandbye 2014, 12). The momentum of this pro-
cess can be seen in the growing appetite for the production and consumption
of obituary photo albums outside the old model of living room albums.

SELF-INSUFFICIENCY AS SELF-SUFFICIENCY
IN THE PHOTO GALLERY

In viewing these photos, one senses the utter distaste for the insufficiency that
must be transcended in the abundant display of signs of sufficiency. Photos
of numerous children, grandchildren, and great-grandchildren are seen as
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strong signs of this self-sufficiency. Each booklet must visually amplify the
larger family tree: nearly all the photographs emphasize not only the deceased
but also their children and families. Interestingly, images of children receive
more prominent attention than, in certain instances, those depicting the late
parents. Lawuyi (1991a, 234) concludes that the “fertility potential of both men
and women seems to be a widely publicized aspect of the funeral pamphlet”
Sufficiency is signified by togetherness, which can be both accomplished
and communicated through the medium of photography in funeral booklets.
In the Igbo worldview, a successful family life is one in which the family of
the dead achieves collective intimacy. This is affirmed through marriage and
often associated with a man who applied wisdom to avert family breakdown.
One of the most important questions asked by elders to ascertain the suc-
cessful admittance of young men into enviable elderly enclaves is O na-anu
nwanyi? meaning, “Is he married?” and if the young man is married, the next
task would be to adjudge whether he maintained a peaceful, happy home.
The dishonor of a broken home is abhorred and redeemed through a pho-
tographic construction of family togetherness. Gillian Rose (2014, 76) states
that “family photographs picture families together” and “photos as objects
register ‘togetherness’ as a central quality” The passion for countering pub-
lic opprobrium of disunity, where it exists, is seen in the seemingly unifying
family photos inside the booklets. Even in certain cases of broken families,
photographs are deployed to achieve a sense of unity and togetherness after
death. In some cases, a divorced wife can be seen in the photo gallery together
with her late husband and their children. The booklet, therefore, serves in
some cases to reunite an estranged family life, also in cases not involving
marriage. For example, some of Offodile’s children living in the United States
and elsewhere, including those who had not been together with their siblings
for many years, sent their family photographs through email and WhatsApp
for the unifying albums in the booklets. Rose (2014, 76) agrees that “sending
photographs maintains familial affiliations and shows togetherness” Some of
the photos in Offodile’s funeral booklet were supplied by each of his children
from their albums where Offodile appeared. As a selective record of a life,
each of Offodile’s children’s photos makes a set of claims about who the child
is. Each of the children constructs an autobiography of their separate families
to produce a biography of their late father (see also Zussman 2006, 4). Then
the narratives are merged in a way that suggests a family bond. Bourdieu
describes a similar effect occurring in family snapshots, in that “each snap-
shot helps to establish and maintain a bond between family members” and
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“serves as an index for the degree to which families are ‘integrated™ ([1965]
1978, 38-54, cited in Pauwels 2008, 35), but in this case, a reintegration occurs
after death for the sake of public display. As criteria for a photos inclusion
in the funeral booklet, distinctive, cherished elements in these family pho-
tos either directly document or imply the following: that the deceased has
conquered encumbrances to success within public and private spaces; can
be located in an elitist circle; has acquired the material rewards of life such
as cars, houses, children; and has transcended physical geographic barriers
to emerge as an international citizen. In sum, while photo albums in funeral
booklets can be seen as part of a broader strategy of rising visual modernity
in southeastern Nigerian funeral activities, this convention at the same time
bears strong resonance with traditional Nigerian praise-singing, in which the
dead are described as inhabiting an ancestral afterlife that is holy, untainted,
and saintly. A mourner during the funeral rites of the late Okeke said, onye
nwuo oburu ezigho mmadu, or “One becomes a saint upon death.”

PICTURING A SAINTLY ANCESTRAL FIGURE THROUGH
THE PHOTO GALLERY

Some contentions arose from the late Chinwike Okeke’s funeral booklet and,
equally, some other family booklets I studied. When Benson, Okeke’s first son,
demanded photographs from his siblings for inclusion in the photo gallery
section of the booklet of their late father, he specifically mentioned “photos
that would portray the family’s prestige such as photos of remarkable achieve-
ments” (author’s interview, January s, 2021). Each of his siblings submitted
photographs of their own families with their children. Benson told me that
he only accepted photos that showed significant achievements of each of his
siblings and relatives, such as photos of academic graduation, wedding, and
other landmark achievements. He rejected a photo of his cousin with their late
father during a public function. Benson informed me that the photograph’s
context was questionable and might not reflect their aspirations to be a per-
fect family. Benson, however, did not inform the cousin that this photo would
not be included. When the booklet was printed, his cousin accosted him and
demanded to know why his photo had been excluded. When Benson informed
him of the reason, he was furious and, according to Benson, “threw the book-
let at me and left in anger” His cousin claimed that excluding his photograph
from the funeral booklet translated to excluding him from the funeral event.
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As already suggested, in selecting photos from various members’ albums,
families engage in a political process and create a perfect vision of the family’s
cultural and social history. Certain gaps are widened, while certain affiliations
are reinforced. Excluded family members, such as Benson’s cousin, behold
their own absence. This sense is especially acute when the dead are perceived
to be great and effusively venerated through photographs. Eji ya ama otu onye
ha (“You understand an individual’s influence through the photos and trib-
utes”), exclaimed Ike, a relative of the late Chinwike Okeke. The Okeke family’s
construction of a perfect persona of their father prompted the extended family
members to identify with the family photos in the funeral booklet. This identi-
fication would not occur if Okeke were portrayed as a villain.

Chika’s family printed a separate booklet of the church program and then
printed a book that contained only photographs of the family without cap-
tions. According to Chika, “The bishop commended our family for not includ-
ing the photographs in the church programme booklet. The bishop expressed
joy that my family deviated from the convention,” which was to merge family
photographs with church program with result that church members usually
flipped through the booklet and looked at the photographs during the mass,
thereby getting distracted (Chika, author’s interview).

Chika told me that by the same token, the family didn’t want to com-
promise the high regard they had for their dad by distracting people from
enjoying and appreciating his family’s visual history. She said her father loved
education, and that was why they chose mainly graduation photographs of
most of his children. Chika said they also included their father’s religious
photographs because he was at the forefront of the establishment of Ikeduru
Diocese and eventually became the first church patron. Their father cher-
ished those activities, and they selected photographs that represented them.

The authority ascribed to the selected photos validates each family’s pro-
cess of self-making. At some point, the family photo gallery in the booklets
constitutes a shared space for family members and their relatives. Families
share the spaces of the albums by enacting a collective definition of what
must constitute their past, a shared interest in the importance of the fami-
ly’s history, and a shared sense of prestige that defines their collective self-
perception. But we also need to ask, with Benson’s cousin, “What is not
there?” In other words, how do such acts of exclusion participate in consti-
tuting cultural realities? The definition of family can be seen to collapse when
some of the members are unable to connect with the visual praises presented
in the booklet.
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Some scholarly accounts have centered on the implications arising from
the displacement of family snapshots as they are recontextualized from their
traditional contexts within albums and domestic spaces to the public sphere
of museums or galleries (Langford 2001; Batchen 2008). Beyond a mere archi-
val function, the album, as argued by Langford, assumes a performative role
within the domestic setting. The spoken word, manifested through narrative
exposition and reflective recollection, which coexists with the presentation of
photographic albums, constitutes an indispensable facet of the viewing ritual.
Langford writes that “voices must be heard for memories to be preserved,
for the album to fulfil its function” Because of this, the preservation of an
album in a public museum “suspends its sustaining conversation, stripping
the album of its social function and meaning” (2001, 5). Batchen identifies
a similar tendency in a wave of major art exhibitions focused on snapshots
over the last decade or so. Separated from the stories that would contextu-
alize it, the snapshot image becomes a static art object, overlooking its most
important characteristic as “a complex social device and a personal talisman”
(Batchen 2008, 133). I argue that the photo gallery section of the funeral
booklet resurrects and reanimates conversation around family photographs
as they undergo rejection or selection and finally achieve new publicity in
the funeral booklets. This is significant in an age when digital photo practices
seem to disrupt the flowing conversations of the analog photo album in an
interesting intermedial dialogue.

CONCLUSION

Offodile’s booklet designates him prominently and repeatedly as “the cele-
brant” This term is also used in the traditional Ozo title-talking ceremony, in
which the celebrant achieves the highest status in his community. The caption
of “celebrant” in all the photos throughout the booklet might suggest, at first
glance, that this event was photographed while Offodile was alive; he seems
to have been reanimated. Many individuals I interviewed recognize the pre-
vailing and rising demand for the “celebration” of death rather than “mourn-
ing” This sense of celebration is created largely through photographs in the
gallery, which, I have argued, re-form the traditional oral praise-singing into
visual praise-singing.

In migrating from family albums into funeral booklets, photos demon-
strate political agency by promoting membership in certain institutions
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and social groups within and beyond community, state, and nation. In this
way, family visual (auto)biography is grafted onto the community, state, and
national narratives of heroism and prestige. This chapter has tracked the tra-
jectory of commemorative photographs within funeral booklets, revealing
their crucial impact on the Igbo contemporary lives in culturally, economi-
cally, and politically significant ways. It has also demonstrated how this tran-
sition has reconstituted the public sphere of the deceased and their surviving
families. In the next chapter, I examine a related transition of commemora-
tive photographs into social media, examining its implications for the emerg-
ing theoretical directions in the discourse of African photography and social
media.



CHAPTER 6

Social Media and the Heroic Significance
of Online Commemoration

Facebook was established in 2008, and many Nigerians began to join. How-
ever, some individuals opposed posting their photographs there, due in part
to the superstitious concern associated with evildoers’ spiritual manipulation
of photographs. I interviewed fifty individuals on their use of photographs on
Facebook. More than thirty people between forty and fifty years of age said
they were wary of posting their photographs on Facebook when they joined
it between 2008 and 2009. Seven other individuals in a younger age group,
between thirty and fifty years old, who joined Facebook between 2011 and
2012 said they were not scared of any spiritual manipulation of their pho-
tographs. The remaining interviewees, still younger individuals who joined
Facebook between 2015 and 2019, didn’t believe that someone could manip-
ulate their photos on Facebook. Among the thirty older respondents who
were wary of posting their photographs, seven said they did not post their
photos initially for fear of evil manipulation. When I asked them to explain
in more detail, one of them said, “In those days, you know that evil people
use other people’s photographs to commit evil by taking their photo to the
witch doctors who use such photos to invoke the actual person through spir-
itual incantation. They would insert your photo inside a bowl of water that
was spiritually charged, and once your picture is inside the water, you will be
summoned to appear, and you will appear. Once that happens, the evil person
can stab you to death”

Another individual said, “I know that some people searched for my photo
on my Facebook when I joined it in 2009 so that they can use it to kill me
through witch doctors. I started posting my picture on Facebook recently
because I know that most of those evil people have died”

143
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These individuals’ fears suggest a certain socially acceptable feeling that
the photographic material can be animated even in the virtual spaces of social
media. As Arnold et al. (2018) argue in their book Death and Digital Media,
social media photos of the living and the dead evoke a sense of presence and
connection that transcends time and space. In this regard, one may argue that
a photograph has become a new version of the human being on social media.
Some individuals I interviewed strongly believed that any spiritual harm done
to the photograph translates to harm to the real human body. This chapter
explores how social media photos of the dead shape the public discourses
of mourning and commemoration in southern Nigeria. In Igbo cosmology,
the spiritual is held sacrosanct in the commemorative ritual, whereby the
absent body is evoked through words and images. This practice found a ready
extension in social media, as mourners maintain constant ties with the dead
through various practices that rely on the photographs of the dead.

THE EVOLUTION OF COMMEMORATIVE PHOTOGRAPHS ON THE
IGBO SOCIAL MEDIA

Digital technology has activated new uses for photography (Stylianou-
Lambert and Widmaier 2023; Gomez et al. 2012; Miller and Edwards 2007;
Van House et al. 2005). Certainly, photo sharing on social media deviates
markedly from its offline predecessors. For example, Amanda Brown (2012)
notes that existing traditions of displaying photographs of the dead have
become more conspicuous and less socially labeled in social media (Cann
2014). Social media-specific sharing practices are also evident in a range of
new image genres, such as the selfie, photobomb, and duckface. Early studies
of online mourning examined Web 1.0 memorial sites as emerging spaces of
consolation, while later research explored how social media enables distant
and performative expressions of grief and attachment to the deceased (Moss
2004; Roberts 2004; Marwick and Ellison 2012; Fiefer 2013; Gibbs, Carter,
et al. 2014; Lofland 1985). Here the living and the dead meet in and inhabit
the same space. The image of the deceased wanders around the rooms in the
same manner that the image of the living does; in fact, both migrate like a
ghost ship in cyberspace (Péne 2011).

Eva Anyaeze, a lecturer at Nnamdi Azikiwe University, Awka, south-
eastern Nigeria, posted a photo of his late brother, Tony, on Eva’s Facebook
wall, lamenting that Tony had just passed away and saying that his death
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Fig. 27. Evaristus Anyaeze shared a photo of his late elder brother, Tony Anyaeze, on his
Facebook wall.

evoked challenging memories of his goodwill (Fig. 27). Eva noted how
emotionally difficult it was for him to post the photo. Finally, he praised
Tony for living a worthy life. The comments accompanying Eva’s post were
expressed in the same mournful tone. Many commenters pleaded with God
to accept Tony’s soul in peace, while others charged Eva to be strong and
“take solace in the Lord”

Following most deaths in southeastern Nigeria, and likely elsewhere
globally, posts similar to those by Eva frequently emerge on Facebook walls.
Typically, these mark the first appearance of the deceased’s postmortem pho-
tograph on social media. Eva’s lamentations also included the dates of the
burial and funeral: “As we prepare for your final journey by 2nd November
2018, I pray that the good Lord will keep you in his bosom.” My interview
with Eva revealed that he lifted this photo from his late brother’s Facebook
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wall. This same photo of Tony, which sparked a lively and joyful conversation
on his own Facebook wall prior to his death, now adorns Eva’s wall, accom-
panied by sorrowful lamentation. This example shows how a single image
can inhabit multiple temporalities and elicit contrasting reactions: on Tony’s
wall, the photo participates in an ongoing social exchange, while on Eva’s
wall, it signifies a final exit. Tony stands with his two hands suspended beside
his body while holding a mobile phone and gazing meaningfully at the pub-
lic. The photograph evokes public affect and transforms into a mnemonic
object. It inhabits the threshold between two opposing notions: the harsh
truth of his bodily absence and the recognition of his enduring presence in
memory, as enabled by such a memorial, in which he gazes at us and bears
witness to us eternally in the digital public sphere of social media. The Igbo
culture’s valorization of death as a socially conspicuous event in the public
sphere might have shaped its online counterpart of publicly monumentaliz-
ing the deceased. Death (onwu) becomes a clarion call (oku) for community
participation.

Among southeastern Nigerians, I identify three different stages in the
photographic evolution of the deceased in social media’s public sphere. The
first is a post of the photo of the deceased by family members and friends
immediately after the death, to announce that the death has occurred. This
photo is usually lifted from the deceased’s social media photo archive, either
on the Facebook page or elsewhere, just as we saw in Eva Anyaeze’s case. In
traditional Igbo society, the first reaction to death is to visit the bereaved at
home and express one’s grief with a loud, uncontrollable cry (mkpu akwa).
This ritual is mirrored online by visiting the deceased’s social media page and
downloading their photo or leaving a tearful emoji. In the Igbo variation, a
tearful emoji would mean mkpu akwa. In the Facebook posting shown in
Figure 30 a mourner responds to the death of Ijeagbala with tearful emojis
along with the spelled-out cry, “ewooo!” The deceased’s social media page
becomes a house, just as in traditional Igbo society, and a site of collective
mourning, as swarms of mourners arrive to lament and console the family.
The deceased’s photos are copied and posted on walls with emotional eulo-
gies. Yéku (2022, 102) has argued that “the ‘social” in social media highlights
the emergence of a vibrant virtual public sphere, where regular citizens from
diverse social backgrounds engage in cultural practices aimed at political
structures” While Yéku focuses on political structures, I would add that in
the context of commemoration, the political assumes a ritualistic dimension.
In this digital space, the shared use of emoji tears symbolically manifests a
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collective empathy, bridging the gap between physical absence and emotional
presence, and enabling mourners to convey their condolences and support in
a universally understood language.

The second stage in this photographic evolution is posting a funeral
poster and invitation card bearing the photo of the dead. In these images, as
we have seen in previous chapters, the deceased’s photo has been extracted
from the human world and now sails through a shadowy, illusory space made
possible by computer technicians, suggesting that the dead has departed from
the living. In the last stage, the photo of the dead is posted weeks, months,
or years after the funeral to mark a memorial: This photo looks dead yet
refuses to die; it is everywhere. The reinterpretation of these photographs,
from images of mortality and finality to narratives that embrace diverse facets
of life through online public interactions and performances, demonstrates a
social media public sphere whose veneration process is immortal, dynamic,
omnipresent, and technologically glorifying. At the same time, we find a clear
manifestation of the Igbo culture of ancestor worship, where the dead still live
among the living. Indeed, for the Igbo, social media becomes the ancestral
realm where the public comes to pay homage to the dead. Here the dead are
constantly invoked to partake in the daily cultural life of the people.

Of course, this commemorative public space encompasses other social
media platforms as well. On WhatsApp as well, individuals post photos of
dead friends, relatives, or any other person as soon as the death occurs. For
example, on a group WhatsApp page of Nnamdi Azikiwe University, known
as NAU Staff Community, a member once posted a photo of another late staft
member and wrote, “Choky is gone” Choky was about forty-five years old and
himself the son of an important former staff member of the university. The
comments that followed the post ranged from expressions of shock to ques-
tions about what happened, such as “What do you mean, what happened?”
and “Biko how manage? Was he sick?” and numerous others. Many individ-
uals responded instantly, suggesting that the photograph enabled immediate
recognition and spontaneous emotional reaction.

The second stage in the evolving presence of the deceased’s photos on
social media involves posting the funeral poster. This stage marks the pho-
tograph’s transition into eternity. As previously discussed, this is usually
achieved through a digitally reworked graphic editing process that pre-
pares the photograph, just as morticians prepare the physically dead body
for the funeral. For example, in the editing of the late Angela Nwudu Obi-
weluozo Jjenwogo's funeral photo by her son (Fig. 28), Angela’s photograph
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Fig. 28. Mrs. Angela Nwudu Obiweluozo Ijenwogo (née Onwuocha). Chuks Obiweluozor
shared the funeral poster of his late mother on his Facebook wall.

was detached from the human world by means of Photoshop software and
inserted into the celestial realm depicted in the funeral poster. Her son then
posted the poster on his Facebook wall to announce to the world that Angela
had commenced the eternal journey. Angela’s funeral poster provides com-
prehensive details including: the dates of birth and death, the funeral date,
information on the final church service, and the venue. The transition of
Angela’s funeral poster to her son’s Facebook wall symbolizes the extension of
remembrance beyond the immediate physical world. It suggests that through
digital sharing, her memory transcends traditional boundaries and enters a
space where time and presence are fluid. Here Angela is not confined to the
past; her digital perpetuity challenges the finality of death, offering a space
where she continues to exist within the collective consciousness of the online
community so that she remains an active participant in the human world,
albeit in a different realm. In Figure 28, both the Facebook wall and the pho-
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toshopped blue background seem to locate the late Angela within immortal
space; a technological dislocation may be seen to occur on two counts: first,
through photoshopping and, second, through importation to Facebook.

When Angela’s figure is decontextualized from a familiar spatial back-
drop and inserted into a bluish, cloudy background, then made to wander
on Facebook wall spaces, I suggest, her photo assumes the status of a spirit.
Her photograph’s transition from a physical print to a digital entity reflects
a profound transformation that can be seen as a liberation from material
constraints, allowing it to exist in a more “spiritual” form, free to interact
with viewers across time and space, much like the Igbo ancestral spirits or
the Holy Spirit in Judeo-Christian eschatology, which is described as a guid-
ing living force, omnipresent and immortal, floating around earthly spaces;
it is present in the world but not confined to any single place or object.! In
essence, the photograph becomes a noncorporeal entity that embodies mem-
ory, emotion, and history, transcending its original form to become a part of
the collective digital consciousness. In other words, the photograph’s editing
and its insertion—for eternity—into social media imbues it with an aura of
immortality.

To once more invoke Joanna Sassoon’s concept of “translation,” as
explored in chapter 4, the digitizing process is no longer just about turning
a photograph from material to pixel; instead, it is a complex cultural trans-
lation, shifting between different forms of representation (2004, 198). Sas-
soon believes that translating photographic images into digital form stan-
dardizes them, abolishing the distinct physical characteristics of diverse
photographic formats. Thus, a once three-dimensional object translates into
a one-dimensional, frail digital proxy, losing its original tactility and materi-
ality and assuming a transient and otherworldly nature. Angela’s “original”
three-dimensional photograph has undergone a translation into a new mode
of existence. Following Sassoon, we can say that it has lost all evidence of its
other lives such as dirt and damage, among others. Batchen (1997, 2) there-
fore believes the translated photograph has lost its “aura of originality, vol-
ume, opacity, tactility and a physical presence in the world that all emanate
from the complexity of the original photographic object” I argue, instead,
that a new auratic quality is regained in the circulation of digital copies, espe-
cially in the context of commemorative photographs. This auratic quality is
specifically sustained by the immortality the photograph achieves online. In
the case of Obiweluozo’s digital photographs, the translated image acquires
auratic significance not only through its explicit reference to the heavenly
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realm but also through its ability to evoke awe when shared online. It garners
reverential and dignifying comments akin to those directed toward a spiritual
entity. The frequent allusions to the spiritual realm by numerous comment-
ers, who consistently refer to the photograph in the present tense, indicate
that their engagement with the image transcends the boundaries of mortality.

In another photographic manifestation of the dead on social media
related to this second stage, photographs of the funeral ceremony are also
posted. Here photos of the dead are occasionally interposed with those of
the living. Ogochukwu Okafor, for example, posted several photos of her
mother’s funeral on her Facebook wall (Figs. 29a and 29b). In Figure 29a,
Ogochukwu carries a framed photo of her late mother and dances around
the funeral arena. Her relatives flanked her. The photo is posted for a specific
reason, according to Ogochukwu, “to show the world that a dream of a suc-
cessful funeral has been accomplished” When we look at how Ogochukwu
and her mourners pose on her Facebook wall, it becomes clear that Ogo-
chukwu relished how her late mother’s funeral transcended the boundaries
of the physical space into the virtual technology of Facebook, even in death,
so that her late mother’s funeral can be ongoingly venerated in a manner that
is technologically significant. In the image, she carries her mother’s photo
while posing for the camera. The image of her mother’s photo, along with her
and her fellow mourners trailing behind, embraced the immortal moment on
the Facebook wall. Multiple such photographic moments are frozen on the
screen and made to resist the erasure of physical death. Virtual immortality
is achieved, and her mother is permanently reunited with the community in
one frame. Here the Facebook wall acts as another photographic surface that
unites virtual bodies.

In another photographic encounter, Jude Ilozumba posted a funeral
poster of his late mother, Ijeagbala, on his Facebook wall with the caption,
“Please honor us with your presence as we bid our dear mother and Matri-
arch farewell to eternal glory on 1st September 2022” (Fig. 30).

Jude used the same photo, in which his late mother wore a smiling coun-
tenance, as his profile picture, as well as for the funeral poster and a large
banner that was mounted at the funeral arena during the funeral proper. I
had accompanied Adaobi (Ada) Osunkwo, Jude’s cousin, to the funeral cere-
mony. Also in our company were Ada’s mother—the sister of [jeagbala—and
father. The funeral took place at Obeledu in Anambra State, eastern Nigeria.
At the commencement of the funeral, Ada and her parents, in the company
of their kindred, visited the funeral altar, where they performed the official
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Fig. 29. Ogochukwu Okafor’s Facebook photo of her mother’s funeral. The photo conveys a
sense of a heroic and successful ceremony.

funeral rites by offering the bereaved the usual funeral gifts of drinks, clothes,
and money.

Jude gave Ada a laminated paper on which was written “Gate Pass,” which
would allow us entry into a canopied shelter built in the corner of the funeral
arena, with the bold inscription “V.I.P” The VIP canopy was reserved for
important individuals with an intimate relationship with the family, including
prominent, eminently distinguished, and respectable members of the society,
such as politicians, chiefs, clergymen and women, or traditional rulers. The
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canopy provided catered food and drinks, with standby bartenders to serve
the mourners. I joined Ada and others in the VIP canopy. The bouncers pre-
vented anyone who did not show a gate pass from entering. We were served
food, drinks, and other nourishments while we sat inside the hall amid the
din of the DJ’s raucous music reverberating through the loudspeakers. When
we ate the first round of dishes, Ada brought out her Android phone, drew
her seat closer to mine, and took a selfie, capturing herself beside me. She
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stood up and took shots of all those seated inside the VIP canopy, after which
she also shot short videos. “I hope you got me and your dad clearly?” asked
Ada’s mum. “Yes, I will post it on our family WhatsApp,” Ada replied. As
soon as Ada finished shooting her photos and videos, she shared them on her
family WhatsApp, uploaded them immediately on her Facebook page and
tagged me, and sent them to me on WhatsApp (since we are Facebook and
WhatsApp friends)

As soon as we were done at the VIP canopy, Ada said, “Mummy, please
let’s go and take photos with Ijeagbala outside” A life-size image of Jjeag-
bala was mounted in front of the funeral arena. Ada assisted her mum and
dad, positioning them on both ends of the photograph, and then took their
snapshot (Fig. 31). “Those at home would see you guys immediately;” Ada
told her parents.

All along, Ada was confident that the funeral outing wouldn’t serve any
purpose without the photographs. Adas Facebook and WhatsApp enabled
instant transportation of Ijeagbala’s funeral to the global community,
announcing that we were attending it. Ada’s statement, “Those at home would
see you guys immediately,” embodies all the selling attributes and affordances
of the Android camera phone that resonate with the Igbo notions of death
and funerals. These three parts of speech, “those at home,” “would see you,”
and “immediately;” exemplify, first, the notion of distance and the signifi-
cance of overcoming spatial constraints; second, the significance of seeing as
a mode of knowing that confers epistemic authority to the visual; and third,
immediacy. For the Igbo people, onwu (death) signifies onwu ora (public
death), a communal event that transcends the individual. Onwu ora entails
the constitution of the public by both the visible and the invisible, the living
and the ancestral, who are obliged to partake in the ritual. Ikwuemesi (2018,
187) notes that “once someone dies[,] unless s/he or the family is estranged
from the community, the ensuing grief is shared by a lineage of relatives and
friends” To be sure, absentees from Jjeagbala’s funeral must provide solid jus-
tification for their nonattendance. Otherwise, they face the cultural sanction
reserved for onye abiaghi uno akwa (one who did not attend a funeral), which
may entail fractured social relations. To bridge this gap of absenteeism and
attain a comprehensive sense of being with those at home for good reason,
social media become a ready tool. In the Igbo cultural context, funerary rit-
uals are more than an expression of grief and mourning; they also constitute
sites of amiable sociality, performative engagement, collective glamour, and
self-fashioning. They offer opportunities for maximum socialization, where
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Fig. 31. A life-size poster of Jjeagbala,
with Ada’s mum and dad. Adaobi
Osunkwo captured a photo of her
parents standing next to the funeral
poster of Jjeagbala in Obeledu,
Anambra State.

severed ties are restored and old acquaintances and kin are reconnected.
Ada’s invitation to her parents to join the late Ijeagbala in a photo session
presupposed that this was their final opportunity for a photographic moment
with Jjeagbala, and that this act would create a closer bond with the departed.
Hence, Android camera phones and social media platforms become integral
elements of the funeral ritual, in guaranteeing the persistence of Ijeagbala’s
digital presence alongside her sister and her spouse. The invitation of her par-
ents to pose for a photo with Jjeagbala—and the use of her name to refer to
what is now only a photo—seem to reveal that the photo possesses an auratic
quality similar at this moment to life or presence.
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Fig. 32. Ifeanyi Nrialike’s father on Ifeanyi’s Facebook wall. The photo commemorates the
fortieth anniversary of his passing.

In examining the last stage in the evolution of the deceased’s photos in
the social media public sphere, I will look at how, forty years after his father’s
death, Ifeanyi Nrialike shared the photo of his late father on his Facebook
wall as a form of virtual homage and commemoration (Fig. 32). In doing
this, Nrialike enabled his future generation to observe the remains of his
father’s presence (see, for example, Church 2013, 118). Facebook, in the man-
ner Ifeanyi and others use it to commemorate death, serves as “mobile, com-
puterized cemeteries” where “digital remains” pile high (Dilmac 2018, 288).
Ifeanyi told me that his late father’s children and generations celebrated him
and the anniversary of his death after he (Ifeanyi) posted his photographs on
Facebook and that this afforded other individuals who did not know his late
father an opportunity to leave messages in his memory.

The reemergence of Nrialike’s father on social media forty years after his
death fulfills another funeral rite that is culturally socializing and that defies

May your soul rest in peace Amen.

May his soul continue to rest in

May his soul rest in perfect peace.
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both time and space. Jurgenson (2019) has argued that “digitality in some
ways has made the image more permanent: images of the deceased taken
years ago can resurface and spread more easily now than they could in the
past” Nrialikes father’s photo seems to transgress death and time and serves
as a disruptive element against decay, a witness to indestructibility, and a
sign against death’s total annihilation. Again, Nrialike’s father seems to be
communicating with his children, grandchildren, and great-grandchildren,
thus enacting, quite suggestively, an old and unilateral form of Igbo ancestral
communication, a conversation in which an answer is not expected in return.
In the Igbo belief system, the continuous presence of the deceased is kept
alive in the same manner social media have kept the continuous presence of
Nrialike’s father alive (see Lingel 2013). Again, just as on social media, Igbo
ancestral communication entails a denial of severance from the dead and a
continuous insertion of the deceased into the scheme of everyday life. The
online public space does not conceal the earthliness of Nrialike’s father or
confine it to a final resting place; rather, the screen functions as a portal that
brings his being and that of his contemporaries into a new mode of incessant
interactivity. Lapper (2017) has remarked that “the interactivity of such shared
information on Facebook is exactly what makes it different from printed obit-
uaries—it invites an immediate response.” In the Igbo worldview of ancestral
veneration, interactivity ensures that death does not mark a definitive end but
a transition to a different plane of existence, where the living and the dead
maintain an ongoing dialogue.

Finally, in another form of photographic evolution, one finds many You-
Tube videos of funerals posted online. The video captures a significant part
of the funeral celebration. For example, in a YouTube video of the funeral of
Mrs. Okafor Oyekwe, there is a spectacular public display. The pallbearers,
carrying the casket on their heads, danced in a circle accompanied by chant-
ing and percussion as they marched from the church toward the deceased’s
home. The dance is a fast-paced, dynamically and dramatically choreographed
show that features singing and some masterful drumming: they throw the
casket in different directions and aim for a swift, uniform, entertaining body
movement that draws the attention of curious onlookers. The pallbearers’
performance was both videographed and photographed, as a photographer
and the videographer joined the funeral entourage everywhere they went.
However, the video posted on YouTube is not that of the paid videographer
but instead had been taken by one of Oyekwe’s children. Every year, when the
children reposted the video on their Facebook wall to mark the late Oyekwe’s
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remembrance, it gathered more comments and “like” buttons. The comments
trickled in for weeks before the video disappeared, only to reappear again
the following year. While this act of maintaining “continuing bonds with the
deceased” is not novel if we consider, for example, the practice of constant
annual visits to a loved one’s gravesite (Moss 2004, 77), the novelty of these
social media profiles and online memorials is the increased immediacy with
which these bonds can seemingly be maintained, as well as the new forms of
commemoration and engagement that emerge through the process. Accord-
ing to Favero (2017, 114), “With the help of photographs, we seem to con-
stantly keep the door to the world of the dead open; reincorporating them in
our lives, we also seem to be incorporating ourselves into their realms.”

By means of the photographic and videographic representations of Nri-
alike Sr., [jeagbala, and Madam Oyekwe, the yearly rite of their reemergence
in social media public space is enacted, whereby their existences and those of
their relatives are reinscribed into the lived contract of mutual coexistence.
James Yéku (2022) has articulated the capacity of Facebook to reenact pho-
tographic memories of past events as a kind of recurring performance. He
refers to what Schechner (2006, 28) describes as “twice-behaved behaviour”
and to Bert States’s description of “photography as the quintessential art of
reproduction that survives only in the encounter and re-encounter of the
spectator” (States 1996, cited in Yéku 2022, 157). Adenekan (2021), writing
about African literary production, also specified how social media enact a
networked community that fosters collaborations, alliances, and intercon-
nections and how power is dynamically shifting with time. One thing is
evident: Time and space are no barriers to the collective consciousness trig-
gered by social media, whether in literary or other fields of endeavor, such as
commemorative photography. This digital landscape fosters a vibrant space
for community intervention, critique, and the generation of counternarra-
tives. One pertinent idea that emerges from online commemoration is how
it is constituted around notions of what Adeoba and Yéku (2024, 2) have
described as “cultural netizenship,” which “captures the aesthetic and cultural
dimensions of visual popular media.” Following Yéku and Adeoba, I want to
propose commemorative netizenship as a subgenre of cultural netizenship
that entails an immediate mode of platform grieving and mourning. If, as
argued by Meese, Nansen, et al. (2015, 416), a “complex data economy assists
in entrenching commemorative connection as a social practice,” then com-
memorative netizenship is one way social media constitutes itself as an onto-
logically extractivist space, wherein users’ posts are inherently vulnerable to
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social media algorithms and the Global North companies that control the
platforms. In his seminal work on “knowing capitalism,” Nigel Thrift (2005)
introduces the concept of the “technological unconscious” and the “cultural
circuits of capitalism,” which he describes as the operation of potent and
enigmatic information technologies that shape everyday life. Although it is
acknowledged that these emergent forms of power do not obliterate histori-
cal power structures, it is compellingly evident that a society saturated with
media translates into one where power is increasingly vested in algorithms
(Lash 2007a, 71).

It is essential to understand how the concept of platform capitalism is fun-
damental to digital subjectivity, online public spheres, and the socialities that
influence commemorative cultural practices. While I acknowledge platform
capitalism as an agent of late capitalist economies, I theorize commemorative
netizenship as part of the consumer behavior that contributes significantly to
the success of platform capitalism. I draw a parallel between commemorative
netizenship and what Carolin Gerlitz and Anne Helmond (2013) termed “the
like economy;” a concept that posits that social interactions hold significant
economic value, as user engagements are immediately converted into quan-
tifiable data and displayed to other users, thereby fostering increased traffic
and engagement.

Thus, following Yéku, reposting commemorative photographs is a performa-
tive act that is constantly reenacted on Facebook. Although Facebook commem-
orative photos and obituary notices are global phenomena, the distinctiveness
of Igbo commemorative photography lies in its dynamic online engagement.
The photograph’s multiple transformations—from the album to the poster to
the funeral—are shared online where mourners perform active engagement.
The social media public sphere serves as both a physical and a spiritual space,
enabling interaction and communion among humans and ancestors.

The entire funerals of the late Madam Oyekwe and Ijeagbala are con-
stituted by an overly visual spectacle: The videographer captured the entire
activities, including the pallbearers and their band; three women danced with
three different photographs of the late Oyekwe, the photographer shot the
event, and a communal viewership by the entire village was enabled. After the
funeral, the videographer and photographer returned a video CD and photo
album to the family. While Ada posted images and videos on her social media
pages, Oyekwe’s children posted photos and uploaded videos to YouTube,
their Facebook pages, and Instagram, among other sites.

In southeastern Nigeria, funerals conventionally entailed an outwardly
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effusive show of sorrow. Many individuals, especially elderly women, with
kin affiliations to the deceased shed profuse tears at the burial venue to fulfill
the ritual of sorrowful display.? Here on Facebook, individuals I interviewed
claimed to have exhibited a similar emotional outpouring. They argued that
their inability to be physically present at the funeral venue is redeemed by
the expressive, tearful emojis, which to them are genuinely and demonstra-
bly sorrowful. More than twenty individuals I met in the field confessed to
me that they had responded to a photo of the deceased on Facebook with
a tearful emoji without bothering to read the text accompanying the photo.
Opver thirty-five individuals also typed “RIP” without knowing who the indi-
vidual was. They typed “RIP” or left a tearful emoji once they saw a photo on
their friend’s Facebook wall with sorrowful insignia such as “RIP” and tearful
emojis. Of course, it is possible that the mere typing of three letters “RIP”
may signify emotional distance from the deceased, while extensive, intimate
comments may suggest a measure of closeness.

THE OBITUARY PUBLIC SPHERE OF FACEBOOK WALLS

The death of Tkeogu Oke, an Igbo poet from Ohafia, who had made a sig-
nificant Facebook presence with his poetry while alive, sparked a wild and
wide itinerary of photographs across social media.’ There was a sudden rush
of traffic to his Facebook wall and a consequent copying and wide distribu-
tion of his photos on virtually every Facebook wall of his family members
and other friends. In fact, those who did not know Ikeogu beyond Face-
book friendship also visited his Facebook wall and copied photos, tagged the
late Tkeogu in the photo, and wrote a tribute. This illustrates how Facebook
appears to mirror the collective rite of mourning in Igbo culture. Accessing
Facebook walls and copying photos of the deceased is akin to the ritual of
visiting the deceased’s residence. Facebook allows users to tag and visit the
profiles of the deceased, creating a virtual space for communal mourning and
reminiscing (Kasket 2012).

After Tkeogu’s death, I identified more than five thousand posts where
friends and other individuals tagged his photos on Facebook. While most of the
photos were lifted from his Facebook photo archives, a few were copied from
online sites where Ikeogu had appeared in some of his public performances.
In fact, Ikeogu’s YouTube video of his BBC poetry reading was seen floating
around Nigerians’ Facebook walls, and shared on Tkeogu’s and other people’s
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Facebook walls with an accompanying farewell note. During my ethnography, I
discovered that while life’s achievements could ignite such photographic traffic
among Nigerian Facebook users, the spread is more rapid and profuse with
death. The absence of the physical body on earth is redeemed by the prolifera-
tion of the body in virtual space. The above photographic traffic of the dead on
social media seems to transcend traditional rites of passage in certain cultures.
At the same time, I would argue that for the Igbo of southeastern Nigeria, it
reinforces already primordial notions of immortality and temporality.

In the wide circulation of Ikeogu’s photos on Facebook and social media,
the accompanying mourning exchange moves beyond death to embrace
heroic exploits. Likewise, when Ada posted her parents’ group photograph
with the framed photo of the late Jjeagbala, many instant comments not only
expressed sorrow at Jjeagbala’s death but remarked on the ebullient social-
ity exuded by her group photographs. Likewise, friends juxtaposed Ikeogu’s
photos with emotional and intimate narratives of their relationship with him.
In fact, twenty of those I interviewed did not know Ikeogu in real life. Some
were only friends with him on Facebook, while a few were not Ikeogu’s Face-
book friends, but simply admirers who visited his Facebook page, copied his
photos, tagged him in the photo, and wrote a tribute. “I don’t know him, but I
thought he was a great writer, so I joined others to mourn him,” said one user.
Another user said that Ikeogu was a friend to his own friend on Facebook,
and he followed his friend’s praises of Ikeogu when the latter won the Nige-
rian Liquefied Natural Gas (NLNG) prize, “So I joined my friend to mourn
his demise by sharing his photo and tagging him” Ikeogu’s photos that spread
around Nigerians’ Facebook walls emphasized one important fact: that he
won the NLNG award a few months back. NLNG is Nigeria’s biggest literary
award, with a $100,000 cash prize. That Ikeogu won this award a few months
before his death intensified the traffic of his photo across Facebook and other
social media platforms. Surely, this traffic in death exceeded what his photo
could have accomplished when he was alive. This posting of Ikeogu’s photos
across social media was not solely a reflection of sorrow and grief but also a
celebration of his remarkable achievement as a poet.

SOCIAL MEDIA WALLS AS EVOLVING TEMPORALITIES

One user who shared Ikeogu’s photos told me that he “admired his talent
and what he achieved in life” even without knowing him. Here social media
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seem to redefine the public space: This time, photos of the departed, which
were once hung on the walls of Glover Memorial Hall in nineteenth-century
Lagos, or featured in brochures and posters in recent times, are now exposed
to the eyes of all through social media. I would like to consider the contrast
between the communal funding of obituary photographs on the walls of
Glover Memorial Hall in the nineteenth century, explained in chapter 3, and
the digital appropriation of images from the deceased’s Facebook walls in the
contemporary era. According to Navon and Noy (2021, 2911), online memo-
rials transform the deceased into symbolic figures, introduce a novel dimen-
sion by extending their public presence, and actively promote their broader
social significance and impact (Walter 2015; Walter et al. 2012).

As gatekeepers of immortality, walls of both Glover Memorial Hall and
Facebook serve as embodied platforms for commemorative photographs.
They are sanctuaries where commemorative photographs allow us to tra-
verse the fluid boundaries between the tangible and the intangible. In real
life, the walls of Glover Memorial Hall could be constituted as spaces where
mourning expresses loss and irrevocable absence, but on Facebook walls, the
deceased’s body is constantly exposed through the persisting image, which
achieves a sort of virtual immortality. In addition, on Facebook walls, the
memory of the departed is kept fresh among the present and living, enjoying
the same responses. For example, social media users post photos and cap-
tions of their cherished moments with their deceased loved ones, especially
on their birthdays, death anniversaries, and Christmas, just as they do with
images of the living. Many scholars have observed that the internet allows
funerals to reach more people and create new forms of social interaction and
mourning (Thimm and Nehls 2017; Van Dijck 2007, 2008; Church 2013; Bru-
baker et al. 2013; Walter et al. 2011; Welling et al. 2011). Online photographs of
the dead are a crucial part of this process, as they integrate memorialization
with everyday communication.

As previously stated, Tkeogu’s photos posted on his family’s and friends’
Facebook walls are used not just to announce his death or express sorrow but
also to announce his (recent) heroic achievements while alive. Thus, Face-
book walls enable constant communication with the dead, creating hope for
“digital resurrection” and challenging the notion of death as an end. These
walls also allow people to participate in funerals, celebrate the achievements
of the deceased, and make political statements through photos of the dead
(Navon and Noy 2021; Meese, Nansen, et al. 2015; Casilli 2010). Hence, online
photographs of the deceased remain a persistent agent in familial, social,
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and civic exchanges. Walls are malleable artifact that contest and disrupt the
course of mortality, interweaving discourses of life and death.

VISITING AND DIALOGUING WITH THE ANCESTORS
ON SOCIAL MEDIA

In Okachamma’s family’s WhatsApp, a conversation erupted regarding the
use of photographs of their grandfather for the group’s icon. Sunday Jude,
one of the wife’s children, suggested that those who have the photos of their
grandfather should post them to the page so that they could be used as the
group’s photo icon. Some posted, and there were further discussions over the
most appropriate photograph. In the end, a smiling photo of the late Oka-
chamma was chosen and used for the group icon. No photographs of other
late family members were included except Okachamma’s.

All of Okachamma’s surviving children from his seven wives were rep-
resented in the group icon photo. The act of cropping these photographs
alongside Okachamma’s photo, positioned as the central image, bears signif-
icant implications for the interpretation of Igbo ancestral veneration. Oka-
chamma’s reintegration into the familial context, nearly four decades after his
death, serves to reaffirm the enduring intergenerational bonds inherent in
Igbo ancestral practices.

In a remarkable Facebook post, Chijioke Onuora commemorated the
ninth anniversary of his father’s passing by sharing a series of photographs
of his grandfather’s family and his deceased dad, accompanied by eloquent
descriptions of their admirable and fulfilling lives. These photographs were
also featured in his father’s memorial service program. He arranged the pho-
tographs chronologically, beginning with the oldest one, in which Joshua
Onuora, his father, posed with his own siblings in 1953 (Figures 33 and 34).

Figure 33 depicts Joshua Onuora sitting next to his father (Chijioke’s
grandfather) with his two siblings, a boy and a girl, behind him. Their pose
adheres to the mid-twentieth-century photographic convention, where age
determined the pose: Children either stood or sat on the bare floor, while
elders and young adults sat on chairs. Onuora’s father, dressed in a flowing
agbada, places his two hands on his knees and gazes directly at the cam-
era. With his amply flowing dress and pose, he seems to align with Stephen
Sprague’s (1978) version of the Yoruba sitter in Ila-Orangun during the 1970s.
Joshua’s hairstyle is an angle shaving, while his younger brother’s hair is styled
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Fig. 33. Chijioke Onuora shared a photo of his late father and his family on his Facebook
wall. The photo commemorates the anniversary of his passing.

differently. His attire, consisting of a white shirt, a watch, a pen tucked inside
the upper pocket of the shirt, shoes, and trousers, signifies his alignment with
the fashion and culture of Western modernity, in contrast to his father, who
wears no watch or accessories, only his agbada, sandals, and trousers. This is
similar to the visual representation in Okachamma’s photographs discussed
in chapter 5, where Ifeatu like Joshua wears Western-style clothes, while his
father wears traditional attire (see Fig. 26).

Thus, the 1950s appear to construct a consistent narrative of children as
agents of Western modernity within their families. Onuora’s family photo
captures meaningful gazes and poses and provides profound insight into the
fashionable trends that characterized Nigerian society in the 1950s.

Chijioke’s father’s expression conveys the seriousness of parental respon-
sibility in the 1950s, which the camera helps to fix. The whole atmosphere
lacks any informal conviviality and presents Joshua’s father as an emotion-
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Fig. 34. Chijioke Onuora shared a photo of his late father and his family on his Facebook
wall to commemorate the anniversary of his father’s passing

less, austere disciplinarian. This characteristic demeanor of the father figure
in Igbo society must be culturally fixed by the camera. The camera emerges as
a potent instrument of behavioral, moral, and affect comportment, a medium
that pays ritualistic attention to posture. In Onuora’s photograph, the cam-
era forecloses the possibility of familial joviality during photography sessions
and instead records the solemn atmosphere that pervades the father-son
relationship in the 1950s Igbo village, where the father’s expression, if I may
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borrow from Chinua Achebe (1956), was “strict, severe and harsh” Thus, we
see that when Onuoras family assembled for a photographic session, they
complied with the strict rules of traditional social demeanor, which the cam-
era required to capture a successful family occasion.

Chijioke wrote on top of this photograph: “In Memoriam, Joshua Chuk-
wuemeka Onuora (1929-2008), Remembering your birthday, July 25, 1929
The contrast between Onuoras Facebook “In Memoriam” and for example,
J. Bolaji Olukolu’s “In Memoriam” from the Lagos Weekly Record (Fig. 35) of
July 25, 1910, reveals a profound transformation of the public sphere. Oluko-
lus “In Memoriam” is devoid of any photograph and instead provides one
line of prose and two of verse: “In ever Loving Memory of My dear beloved
Father. The height that great men reached and kept / Were not attained by
sudden flight”

However, in 2017 Onuora’s “In Memoriam” on Facebook featured nine
photos of him and his loved ones. To compare the middle of the intervening
century, in the Daily Times newspaper of January 26, 1967, out of the three
“In Memoriam” notices on page 19, only two included photographs of the
deceased, Mr. J. E Obi and Mrs. Omolara Adewakun (Fig. 36).

In contrast to the early twentieth century and the 1960s, when newspa-
per “In Memoriam” columns were unable to quench the readers’ appetite
for the visual history of the dead, Onuora’s Facebook wall facilitated a visual
genealogical reconnection through nine photographs (Fig. 34). These photos
attracted comments from friends and family members who were excited to
witness such ancestral communion in line with Vokes’s (2008, 356) assertion
that “the photograph preserves the subject as a living image, one that will
outlive the subject him- or herself” By offering nine photographs of the late
Joshua Onuora, the commemorative practice is transformed into a dialogic
visual encounter that transcends temporal boundaries. A half-century span
of Joshuass life is revealed to Chijioke’s friends, who observe the transforma-
tion in his father’s bodily features and appreciate his sartorial choices. They
also discern his personal interests and the occasions that he deemed worthy
of preserving through the photographic lens. Among the photographs, one
depicted Joshua’s graduation ceremony in 1965; in another, Chijioke’s mother
presented Joshua with a birthday gift on July 27, 1967, while Chijioke himself
appeared as a young child. In this photograph, Joshua held up the gift of a
shirt and expressed his gratitude with a radiant smile while his wife and Chi-
jioke positioned themselves on opposite sides. The commenters remarked,
“Never seen this before” and “It’s a packet shirt, love in action” Another
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photograph captured the wedding of Chijioke’s father on January 2, 1960,
eliciting a comment that praised his youthful and attractive appearance and
reflected on the brevity of life. Hence, the commemorative photograph ceases
to be a solitary entity, secluded and forsaken in mute archives; it transforms
into a catalyst of reflections and an emotionally stimulating object. It brings
together the owner and the visually inquisitive public, generating inquiries,
provoking interest, and inviting critiques; in other words, it becomes a dia-
logical entity. It provokes “interactivity,” which has been hailed by Haskins
(2007, 406) “as a democratizing attribute of new media” Haskins argues
that interactivity embodies “one of the biggest potentials of cyberspace” The
online commemorative photograph introduces new grounds for nostalgic
contemplations, assuaging the thirst of starving eyes while receiving acco-
lades and affirming its own perpetual presence among the living. In fulfilling
some of these promises, in 2020, three years after his father’s passing, Onuora
paid tribute to him on his Facebook wall by uploading his picture and placing
it side by side with a picture of his younger brother, who adopted a pose akin
to his father’s. He sought to demonstrate their remarkable resemblance in this
commemorative juxtaposition.

In Igbo society, it is common to invoke the ancestors through daily prayers
as well as on almost every special occasion: rituals, child dedication, mar-
riage, and housewarming, among others. Such ancestral invocation is seen
as a daily form of commemoration. Prayers are not considered efficacious if
a form of supplication or homage is not paid, mainly through the pouring of
drops of wine or other drinks on the floor, in libation, to seek the ancestors’
protection. As Ebere and Shehan (2016, 2) note:

Anthropomorphically, ancestors are ascribed both bodily and spiritual char-
acteristics, including the ability to hear, feel, and express emotions; to mon-
itor events and activities on earth; to exist anywhere; to consume food and
drink; to enter into and to possess human individuals or brute animals; and
to maintain the greatest interest in the affairs of humans, particularly those of
their immediate family.

Ebere notes that though essentially a religious phenomenon, ancestor
worship has a social function, in that it sustains interdependence and ensures

Fig. 35. “In Memoriam” of J. Bolaji Olukolu. The “In Memoriam” was published in the Lagos
Weekly Record of July 25, 1910.
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the strengthening of kinship and communal identity. The reverence accorded
to parents, grandparents, and other elder relatives extends beyond their life-
times, enduring as a vital aspect of ancestral veneration and cultural continu-
ity (Bae 2008, 54). Although this practice of pouring libations to invoke the
spirit of dead relatives is deemed animistic and crudely paganistic by Pente-
costal Christians, its profound essence as a means of reaching dead relatives
and ancestors has not been undermined. The ancestors are “honored” as the
unseen heads of their lineages (Uchendu 1964, 31).

Facebook, YouTube, WhatsApp, and Instagram, among others, could be
seen as means of reaching dead relatives and, as I argue, act as a more con-
temporary form of the Igbo practice of ancestral veneration and visual praise-
singing. Following Giaxoglou (2014, 15), who states that mourning on social
media is “a reconfigured rather than an entirely new form of mourning,” I
argue that these social media visual practices, acting as globally circulating
image technologies, have successfully reinforced localized forms of Igbo
ancestral veneration and ritual. Photos of the deceased on Facebook walls
construct mourning and commemoration as socially continuous processes,
like ancestral veneration, which are inscribed into everyday life rather than
processes that terminate, as in traditional burial rites.

Considering Chijioke Onuora, Ikeogu, and others, it could be suggested
that social media reinforce the Igbo understanding of the grave not as a final
resting place but as a site of perpetual presence and interaction (Gibbs, Meese,
et al. 2014; Carroll and Landry 2010; Williams and Merten 2009; Brubaker et
al. 2013; Dourish 2013; Church 2013). Online commemoration through pho-
tos and videos disrupts the boundaries of death and creates a shared space of
ongoing social interaction and identity formation (Walter et al. 2011; Veale
2004; Kern et al. 2013; Dourish 2013; Carroll and Landry 2010). Photos of
Okachamma, Onuora, Nrialike, and Ikeogu attained digital mobility and
triggered familial conversation, escaping temporal and spatial boundaries
(cf. Rigney 2005).

Facebook, with over two billion users, offers a rare opportunity to study
how people use social media to maintain bonds with the departed and
express their collective grief (Blaha 2012). Pictures previously circulating in
family albums, funeral brochures, posters, and billboards have been assigned
a new value in a process that can be considered as recycling, reinterpretation,
or reframing to re-echo Fahd (2023, 111) observation that “in this digital age
of networked sociality, family albums are now online” While the analog pho-
tos in the family photo albums, brochures, and posters are tangible objects,
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the digital photos as intangible objects defy containment once they enter the
global space of social media. As intangible objects, they can be worked on
and distributed within a global public space. They act as spirits and souls of
ancestors wandering in spaces of eternity. As Derrida argues, “Modern tech-
nology, contrary to appearances, although it is scientific, increases tenfold the
power of ghosts” (Derrida and Stiegler 2002, 15).

In a more political vein, the recent commemorative photographic prac-
tice on social media may be seen as a means through which the Nigerian poor
challenge the elite privilege of photographic visibility that was once estab-
lished by elite magazines in the 1990s, as described in chapter 5. Previous
studies have indicated that the pursuit of family honor and distinction is a
significant factor behind the ostentation exhibited at many African funerals
in the present day (van der Geest 2000; Arhin 1994). While these writers
are referring to the material consumption of food and display of wealth, I
have argued that there is a new trend to visual ostentation, in various formats
including social media. Through the digital dissemination of commemorative
photos and their accompanying textual narratives on social media platforms,
Igbo families enact their rites of bereavement while simultaneously affirming
their social capital and cultural identity—for substantially less money than is
spent in the production of posters and booklets, to say nothing of billboards.

People are also able to learn the number of individuals who visit their
wall and see their posted photos. They feel a sense of satisfaction to observe
that their photos or videos are being viewed by as many individuals as possi-
ble, proof that “he or she exists through ‘catching the eye’ of others” (Gozlan
and Masson 2013 cited in Dilmac 2018, 284). This process reveals the tension
between the quest for visibility and the commodification of social relations
in the contemporary world. Online reputation is based on how many people
view, follow, and comment on one’s photos or pages, which makes everyone
into a brand whose value is measured by its popularity (Rosenbaum 1998).
This is a strange kind of connectivity because it relies on others to prove that
they viewed your photo. Haroche (2011) argues that many online viewers
visit, scrutinize, analyze, and admire your photos only to eventually abandon
you. Some respondents also pointed out that they were forced to remem-
ber the deceased as soon as their photos popped up on Facebook. Remem-
brance for them is no longer a matter of choice but becomes automatic or
compulsive. Yet one cannot dispute the fact that online visibility brings with
it the capacity to reach a greater number of viewers, and—with relevance to
diaspora members—at greater distances than analog visibility. I aim to incite
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a deeply critical examination of the capitalist ramifications inherent in this
online practice, transcending its interpretation as merely an evolving cultural
peculiarity of the Igbo. It could be argued that this online commemorative
revolution is driven by the prevailing capitalist paradigms of both established
and emerging software algorithms. The result is a convergence of technology
and human agency, which Lash (2006, 581) describes as a collapse of “ontol-
ogy and epistemology” in the following remark:

What may be happening in the information order is such a collapse of ontol-
ogy and epistemology. Ontology itself is increasingly epistemological. And of
course the notion of information implies this. What else could informational
being be? But equally epistemological or modes of knowing are increas-
ingly also modes of being. Being always necessarily shifts over into modes of
classification.

Reflecting on Lash’s significant insight, Roger Burrows (2009) contends
that the distinction lies in the role of information technologies, which now
“comprise” or “constitute” our lives rather than merely “mediate” them. Bur-
rows argues that the stuff that makes up the social and urban fabric is now
driven by complex social interactions that are constituted by software and
code. While I do not wish to diminish the influence of algorithms and data
capitalism in shaping contemporary social life globally, I also seek to high-
light the unique creative potential of Igbo commemoration and its ritual
dynamics in deploying social media to transcend spatial and temporal lim-
itations. Social media have thus empowered the Igbo to reimagine their com-
memorative practices, enriching their perceptions of heroism and the public
sphere. Accordingly, the next chapter leverages the theory of “Storytelling” to
show how I moved from pervasive social media indulgence toward a renewed
engagement with funeral photographers. I will show, in line with Walter
Benjamin, that a ubiquitous social media practice might have occasioned a
decline in the human capacity to narrate the social lives that commemorative
photography so dominantly captures. Through this strategy, I will reflect on
what I call a “meaningful gaze at death” to reinvigorate the theoretical prem-
ise of African photography.



CHAPTER 7

Photographing the Igbo Funeral

The Materiality of Its Performance

This chapter is a reengagement of my visual odyssey, verbal dialogues, texts,
and proceedings that I have undertaken during my participation in mul-
tiple burials, funerals, and commemorative events in the past ten years of
this research in southeastern Nigeria. Responding to the emergent demands
of communal and social responsibilities, the chapter is the result of a grad-
ual, thoughtful process that I progressively explored as I went through my
photographs, diaries, and interviews. I thought that scholars of funerals and
burials in Africa had missed an exciting opportunity to tell the stories of the
funeral photographers and the photographs of the dead. This chapter is an
exploration of a unique methodology in visual history where I attempt to
understand what it means to photograph a funeral in eastern Nigeria. In my
further attempt to examine the multiple meanings that can be derived from
funeral photographs, I deploy storytelling as an essential ingredient to arrive
at a robust theoretical argument in my ethnography.

A VISUAL ODYSSEY

This chapter explores the many meanings that can be read from the art of
photographing burials and funerals in the Igbo region of Nigeria. It builds
simultaneously on my practice as an ethnographer, a visual historian, and
an artist. Being an auto-ethnography of burial and funeral, this chapter fol-
lows what John Dewey (in Stoller 1989, 152) describes as “negative capabil-
ity” This is a form of “immediate, sensuous, and poetic” (1989, 152) reflection
that is essentially impulsive and innate. This chapter is a reengagement of the

172
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visual odyssey, verbal dialogues, texts, and proceedings that I have under-
taken during my participation in multiple burials and funeral services in the
past years in southeastern Nigeria. Responding to the emergent demands of
communal and social responsibilities, it is the result of a gradual, thought-
ful process that I progressively explored as I went through my photographs,
diaries, and interviews. I assimilated my thought processes into the photos
that I gathered during the funeral services I attended. I further articulated
my ideas on paper, transmitting them to my computer. For every subsec-
tion of this chapter, I contemplated every encounter with my participants and
the grave significance of life and death. I thought that scholars of funerals
and burials in Africa had missed an exciting opportunity to tell the stories of
the funeral photographers and the photographs of the dead. This chapter is
an exploration of a unique methodology in a visual culture where I attempt
to understand what it means to photograph a funeral in eastern Nigeria. In
my further attempt to examine the multiple meanings that can be derived
from funeral photographs, I rely on storytelling to develop a nuanced ethno-
graphic analysis. Favero (2022, 74) argues: “Storytelling is, for me, not a tool
for communicating already preconceived knowledge. Rather it is a producer
of knowledge” Indeed, Favero (2022) approaches storytelling as “a participa-
tory, open-ended process, an opera aperta” (see also Eco 1989). Storytelling is
a contextual art (Benjamin [1968] 1985a). It reinvigorates itself by adjusting to
a system that begat it. It negates the rigid criteria that inform novel writing by
constantly searching for new meanings and transcending the norms of letters
during its endless journeys across space and time. This is the fundamental
methodology I deploy in this chapter. This is my attempt to understand the
local nuances of image-making in death. Photographs have become agents
and curative materials used to transform contemporary life into a ritualistic
event and initiate a new dialogue between the living and the dead.

In this chapter, I investigate the role of photography in the funeral proper.
I argue that photography plays multiple roles during and after the funeral.
For example, photographs serve as the material endorsement of the funeral
ritual by freezing culturally specific functions of the Igbo funeral; they serve
as objects used during dance performances in Igbo funerals; they enter the
deceased’s afterlife as a material trace of death and a commemorative object
of value. It is generally believed that a successful funeral outing must be
extensively documented through photography. It is also believed that the
camera must capture participants in various performative gestures to be able
to fix the funeral ritual in time and space. Through photography, funerals
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have come to be symbolized by a new materiality: one that reinscribes the
dead back into the ancestral afterlife with an omnipresent significance for
the living. I observed these transformations while participating in more than
seventy burial and funeral ceremonies in eastern Nigeria.

At certain points, photography transforms the severe pains of loss into an
embodied experience of joy for the bereaved. This is emphasized by Ikwue-
mesi (2013, 139), who notes, “As an embodiment of art, funerals harbour ele-
ments of entertainment, and entertainment can culminate in ‘jollity’ or sor-
row. The implicit interface of ‘mirth’ and ‘sorrow’ is part of the theatricality
and artistry in Igbo funerals. Influences of Christianity and modernization
(Westernisation) have not changed the pattern very much, as can be deduced
from contemporary Igbo funerals” Photographing the entire funeral event
evolved in different contexts around the world (Ruby 1984; de Witte 2001,
2003; Hartmann 1998). For example, Sigurjon Baldur Hafsteinsson (1999)
notes how amateurs in Iceland began to take pictures of the “entire funeral
process,” from placing the deceased in the coffin to the memorial reception
after the ceremony.

JOURNEY TO THE MORTUARY

When preparations had been concluded for the burial and funeral of the late
Nwachukwu Okafor Nwosisi of Umuawulu in Awka South Local Govern-
ment Area of Anambra in eastern Nigeria, the business of the hired pho-
tographer commenced. Nwoye, the hired photographer, accompanied the
entire family to the mortuary. He photographed the commencement of the
journey to the morgue to fetch the corpse. The family members were pho-
tographed, followed by the undertakers and their hearse, where the funeral
poster was pasted. A motorcade accompanied the hearse. I was among the
team of mourners traveling in one of the vehicles. The photographer went
ahead of the motorcade and photographed from the front. When we got to
the mortuary, I observed as the undertakers brought out the casket from the
morgue, placed it inside their hearse, and commenced the journey to the
church, where a final church service would be held. In the church, I observed
the pattern of photography. I observed how the photographer focused his
lens on family members and the pulpit. Women were shown dressed in white
mourning uniforms as men while sitting separately from men. A collective
photo session showed the women and a more detailed aspect of their faces.
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Fig. 37. The late Mrs. Christiana Nkechi Okaphor at Adazi, Anambra State

The same style was adopted for men. From the church, Nwosisi’s coffin was
taken back home for final burial.

People in the motorcade disembarked as we got some distance from the
deceased’s home. The undertakers grabbed the coffin from the hearse and
started dancing with it toward the deceased’s residence. The photographer
captured the dramatic choreography. When we arrived at the deceased’s
home, I saw how the photographer captured the final disembarking of the cof-
fin into the sitting room. Inside the sitting room, the coffin was unveiled, and
the family members, all dressed in white uniforms, gathered around. Amid
tears of sorrow, each family member brought a textile fabric and deposited it
on the casket. I observed how the photographer photographed the deceased
inside the coffin.

On another journey to the mortuary to fetch the corpse of the late Mrs.
Christiana Nkechi Okaphor (Fig. 37), Nwoye, the photographer, symmetri-
cally framed the car and the passenger and the driver as they opened the door
simultaneously. While Nwoye, the photographer, did not consciously set out
to achieve the compelling creative impression of this photo, we see how the
photo of the late Okaphor, her nickname, Erico, and her age, “80 years,” are
pasted in front of the car to underscore her importance. The main emphases
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of this photograph are the image, the nickname, the age, and the car. The
photographer had waited for this crucial moment when the two occupants,
the driver and the passenger, would open the door simultaneously to ensure
that their bodies were hidden from these influential signifiers of the late
Okaphor’s presence. Going to the mortuary thus becomes another means to
photographically frame the dead to reemphasize their influential presence in
a moment of undeniable absence called transition.

This postmortem photography of the late Nwosisi and Okaphor is a prac-
tice that has undergone tremendous changes in southeastern Nigeria over
time. For example, I observed a marked difference between the postmortem
photographs of Nwosisi and Okaphor from those of the late Chief Okachamma
taken in 1986 (Fig. 38a). According to Ifeatu, the first son of the late chief, there
was a makeshift arrangement for a photographer who photographed the body
immediately after the chief died in 1986 and shortly before he was interred. The
need for an immediate photo of Chief Okachamma’s remains was informed by
the fact that the family wanted an immediate interment. They did not want to
deposit the corpse in the mortuary. The need for a material trace and a final
visual account of Okachamma last earthly journey occasioned a postmortem
photographic documentation. All Okachamma’s family members gathered
beside his corpse for the group photograph (Fig 38b). It was assumed that this
would be the last group family photograph of the late chief and his family (see,
for example, de Witte 2003, 546; Wendl and du Plessis 1998). For many other
families, similar postmortem photographs most likely became the last group
photograph with their dead relatives. More than seventy funerals I studied
revealed this often-overlooked photographic practice.

While postmortem portraiture seems to be a colonial import that came
with the invention of the camera, Nigerians have utilized its visual affor-
dances to perform specific culturally prescribed roles. For example, the late
Nwosisi’s daughter was photographed as she cried beside her father’s coffin
and was comforted by one of her siblings. This is one of the culturally sig-
nificant roles postmortem photography is desirably utilized for in Igboland:
to pepper funerary rites with pictures that attest to the ostentatious nature
of sorrow. Sorrow in Igbo cosmology cannot be secretly contained, and an
absence of the grandstanding appeals of sorrow implicitly denies the funeral
its most profound essence. In principle, burials and funerals must be conspic-
uously photographed and visualized. This excessive attention to the visual is
a cultural attribute that recognizes the attention-seeking aspect of sorrow as
one of the most critical components of the funeral. That was why it is import-
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ant for the photographer to capture the performative gestures of sorrowful
displays such as that of Nwosisi’s family.

By the mid-twentieth century, postmortem portraiture was already popu-
lar in Nigeria, such that by the late twentieth century, it was characterized by
a certain informality that greeted the arrival of hand-held cameras. A typical
example was the remarkable casualness that informed Okachamma’s post-
mortem photograph, which deferred markedly from that of Nwosisi, taken in
the twenty-first century.

Chief Michael Nwankwo Nwafor, popularly known as Okachamma, was a
paramount ruler of Ndiukwuenu community in Anambra State. He had seven
wives with many children, grandchildren, and great-grandchildren. He died
in 1986 at his home in Mkpoghor, Ndiukwuenu, Orumba North Local Gov-
ernment of Anambra State. The children traveled to Awka, the nearby city,
and bought a casket and other necessary materials to prepare his body for
final interment. The eldest son, Ifeatu, invited a photographer whose studio
name was simply identified as Sammy from a neighboring village known as
Akpugoeze, to take photos of all the family members as they gathered around
Okachamma’s coffin (Figs 38a and 38b) (interview with Sunday Jude, 2020).

In this postmortem photograph (Figs 38a and 38b), the expressions on
the faces of the family members were those of grief and sadness. According
to Ifeatu, “Then photography was not so common like the camera phones;
we waited for some time to get the photographer. We gathered everyone who
was around in the village for this shot. Watching this photograph every time
reminds me of the sad event, but at the same time, it allows me to reflect on a
life well lived by Papa” (author’s interview, 2020). To Ifeatu, the photograph is
a spiritual link between him and his late father. The photograph thus ensures
the continuation of a material connection between the living and the dead.
This is akin to what Igbo ancestral masks do. Ikenga, for example, serves as a
spiritual link between the owner and his chi (god).

In a similar encounter, I attended the funeral ceremony of Nwosisi of
Umuawulu village in Anambra State, where I found a situation different
from Okachamma’s. When Nwosisi died, the children took his corpse to the
morgue, where it remained for a while. That morgue interval allowed the
children ample time to prepare for Nwosisi’s burial. Their family home at
Umuawulu was repainted. Nwosisi’s children engaged the services of a pro-
fessional photographer. The difference between Okachamma’s postmortem
photo and that of Nwosisi lies in the decorative style current in postmortem
photography. There was no decorative casket for Okachamma: he was buried



Fig. 38a. Postmortem photograph of Chief Michael Nwankwo Nwafor (Okachamma).
Ifeatu preserved the photograph of his late father, who passed away in 1986 at Mkpoghor,
Ndiukwuenu, Anambra State.

Fig. 38b. Postmortem photograph of Chief Michael Nwankwo Nwafor (Okachamma)
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Fig. 39. Postmortem photograph of Nwosisi at Umuawulu. The photograph depicts Nwosisi’s
children placing textiles over his coffin at Umuawulu, Anambra State.

immediately after death. In most contemporary postmortem Christian pho-
tography, such as that of Nwosisi, there is always a well-decorated coffin and
a well-decorated corpse.

THE EXHIBITION OF SORROW

In exploring the culturally significant roles played by postmortem photo-
graphs, I observed how Nwosisi’s children took turns to bid their late father
a final farewell. They held the coffin and cried. The photographer captured
their emotional facial expressions as evidence of the ostentatious affecta-
tions that attend funerals. A camera could be seen from the left side of the
photograph, indicating that more than one photographer was covering the
occasion. Other close family members also came to bid Nwosisi their final
farewell, most of them placing pieces of textile materials on Nwosisi’s coffin
(Fig. 39). The placing of textiles, as well as the stretching of arms to touch
the coffin, is a cultural ritual that must be documented by the camera. This is
because the ritual significance of ikpu akwa (clothing the dead), when cap-
tured in a photograph, is a subtle reminder of the inseparability of material
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textiles and humans. In most local contexts, textiles must accompany humans
on the eternal journey to show that even though humans journeyed into the
world unclothed, their singular toil fetched them wealth, symbolized by tex-
tiles. Such photographs of ikpu akwa are held sacrosanct by the bereaved,
kept in a safe place, and used to revisit local beliefs in immortality: that the
dead must travel to the next world well clothed.

One thing is pertinent from our initial journey to the mortuary and back
home: There was an imposed pretentious, emotional performativity that took
place throughout the entire journey. Starting from a group photograph of
the pallbearers to the live band that accompanied the motorcade home, each
segment unfolded with well-orchestrated performativity. Everyone looked
forward to the photographic moment when the camera would capture their
faces as a compelling testament to this poignant performative ritual. Again,
the performative dimension of the funeral that has been escalated by photog-
raphy lies in such Igbo saying as, I jebe uno akwa chefuo anya mmirri, Iyota
mmadu, meaning, roughly, “If you attend a funeral and forget your sorrow-
ful tears, you can borrow tears from someone at the scene of the burial to
enable a visual documentation of your sorrowfully performative role” For
example, the photograph of Nwosisi’s daughter crying beside the coffin shows
how photography has captured this saying. It is expected that even strangers
should perform this emotion-laden ritual to justify the pain of loss. De Witte
(2003, 195) has argued in relation to Ghanaian funerals that “the decorated
and ritually displayed dead body on the bed becomes like an altar, mediat-
ing between the visible and the invisible. It connects the metaphysical and
the physical person. The tears and lamentations at the bedside, then, are like
an offering by the mourners to the deceased person, whose spirit is still felt
to be present, through the fixed and idealized image of his/her body.” These
postmortem photos act as the initial signifiers of a materialized funeral rit-
ual whereby the textiles that were hung on Nwosisi’s body, as well as crying
family members, are captured in both instances, fixing the material emblems
of ritual in time. This practice is somewhat missing in many texts on funeral
photography, perhaps because most postmortem photographs are not adver-
tised like the photos of the living.

The materiality of Okachamma’s and Nwosisi’s corpses finds its double
in the photograph as an object. Here their corpses are susceptible to decay, a
death surrounded by a temporality that suggests the natural annihilation of
human life. However, the presence of Nwosisi’s photo and of Okachamma’s
after more than forty years, their capacity to survive the ravages and vagaries
of time, imbues their bodies with a spatiotemporal dimension and existence
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Fig. 40. Postmortem
photograph of Mama
Okpuo. Mama Okpuo’s
daughter, in the
company of her children,
stretches out her hand

to touch the coffin of her
late mother.

that is beyond history. This effect finds an explanation in the autonomous life
of the image, bridging the gap between human and nonhuman, reality and
imagination, and ultimately returning the viewer’s gaze.

POSTMORTEM PHOTOGRAPHY AND THE SOCIALIZATION OF
DEATH: CASTING A MEANINGFUL GAZE AT DEATH

I had the opportunity to encounter Mama Okpuo’s funeral in 2014. Before
interment, her children swarmed around her coffin and performed the tradi-
tional ritual of clothing her with different textile materials. They had invited
a photographer who captured this moment. The photographer also captured
the coffin, the textiles, and their different poses beside the coffin. One of the
daughters brought her children to view their grandmother’s corpse (Fig. 40).

In a similar manner, Ejike Okaphor brought his children to witness the last
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Fig. 41. Dr. Ejike Okaphor and his family with Mrs. Christiana Nkechi Okaphor. Dr. Ejike
Okaphor and his family are shown with the remains of his late mother, Mrs. Christiana
Nkechi Okaphor, in Adazi, Anambra State.

moment with their grandmother, the late Mrs. Christiana Nkechi Okaphor (Fig.
41). In Ejike’s photo, there are multiple gazes at work. While some gaze at the
corpse of his mother, one of his children gazes at the camera lens. Consequently,
the camera serves a dual purpose: It is a distractive object, yet simultaneously it is
a critical apparatus that captures what I describe as “a meaningful gaze at death”
The camera fixes this significant contemplation of mortality. Without the camera,
this meaningful gaze and such profound contemplation would be lost.

Similarly, the “meaningful gaze at death” is seen in Figure 42, where Ejike’s
sister, Dr Oby Ruphina Ezimora, performs the typical “coffin pose” Ruphina
stretched out one hand to touch the coffin, lowered and bent her head slightly,
and then cast a meaningful gaze at the coffin. Her gaze is a performative one
that seems to demand a reciprocation from a nonexistent thing. It is not
entirely an exercise in futility or a seeming pursuit of an elusive entity because
it is a gaze that we recognize as meaningful because the camera captured it.
McGrath (2020, 189) argues that “the photograph itself is a locus of ‘intersect-
ing gazes” (see also Lutz and Collins 1991). McGrath’s statement is captured
most vividly in Figures 38a and 38b, where Okachamma’s household casts a
meaningful gaze at death. Each person casts a subjective gaze, either at the



Fig. 42. Dr. Oby Ruphina Ezimora casting a meaningful gaze at her late mother, Mrs.
Christiana Nkechi Okaphor at Adazi, Anambra State

coffin or into a void. Here I suggest we recover what is left out in photography
theory: the distinction between a photograph of death (a postmortem pho-
tograph) and a photograph of life (such as a wedding photograph). This is a
task left for photography theorists. In the photograph of death, gazes are com-
plex, disaggregated, yet deep and subjective (Fig. 41), while in the photograph
of life (such as a wedding photograph or another photograph taken outside
the realm of death), gazes are collective and geared towards a mission and a
focus to counter sadness; here, the camera lens becomes the target of gazes.
These gazes evoke what Azoulay (2015) terms “civil gazes,” situated within her
expansive theoretical framework of the political ontology of the photograph.
This concept underscores photography’s ability to forge connections among
the photographer, the photographic subject, and the spectator, fostering open-
ended relationships of mutual responsibility that resist preemptive totaliza-
tion. In my exploration of the meaningful gaze at death, I move away from
Azoulay’s (2015) political ontology of the photograph to enact a photographic
system that derives significance from the circuits of peaceful family transition.

In Figure 41, the camera lens becomes the avoidable thing, the abhorrent
target of gazes. Even where the camera lens is the target of the gaze, it is a
gaze at a void (Fig. 43), something deeper than the camera lens or an invis-
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Fig. 43. Dr. Oby Ruphina Ezimora and her relatives during her mother’s funeral

ible entity. Like a fetish, the photograph is “a substitute for an object that is
missing, and yet we believe that the photograph is the object that it is not”
(McGrath 2020, 194). Belting (2011, 85) contends that “an image finds its true
meaning in the fact that what it represents is absent and therefore can be
present only as image. It manifests something that is not in the image but can
only appear in the image” This notion provides a compelling lens through
which to interpret the prevalence of photography at Igbo funerals. The act of
photographing may thus be seen as an attempt to capture the intangible—the
presence of an absence. The photographer becomes instrumental in docu-
menting “what is not there,” “that which is absent in person,” and yet whose
“unbearable absence was made good by the presence of images” (Belting,
2011, 85). On another note, one could argue that the postmortem camera
seems regimental, like the colonial camera that enforces what Tina Campt
(2017) describes as “stasis” in the photographed. Campt suggests that the
stasis of the photograph “requires us to listen to the infrasonic frequencies
of images that register through feeling rather than vision or audible sound”
In this instance, to listen to the feelings of postmortem photographs is like
“friction that requires us to read their stillness, their taut demeanor as an
active, tense, and expressive practice of both restraint and constraint” (Campt
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2017, 57). Borrowing from Campt, one can say that each of the photographed
appears to hold back something too difficult to grasp, call it hysterical grief or
tears. I suggest that the photographed are embroiled in an economy of gazes
enacted not only by their emotional states but by a combination of cultural
and technological contexts of their creation. This subscribes to the popular
definition of ‘stasis’ as “a state of balance between various forces.”

In “Right in the Eyes,” his brief critique of Richard Avedon’s work, Roland
Barthes examines the complex layers of gazes. First published in 1977, Barthes
separates the threefold essence of a gaze: It serves as knowledge, as a mutual
interaction, and as a form of control or understanding. Through this explo-
ration, Barthes navigates us from the detached act of seeing (opsis) to the
intimate act of connecting (hapsis), employing linguistic routes (see McGrath
2020, 192). He contrasts the detached nature of vision, in which the photo-
graph functions as a mediating artifact rather than a site of direct engagement
(“The gaze informs, I see and I know”), with the immediacy of touch where
the photograph is refigured as an extension of the sensorium—an almost sec-
ond skin that blurs the boundary between image and body (“I touch, I attain, I
seize, I am seized”) (see Barthes 1985, 238). Barthes guides the viewer from an
initial position of epistemological certainty—where the photograph appears
to function as incontrovertible evidence (“here it is;,” “I see,” “I know”)—to
a more ambiguous terrain in which the distinctions between subject and
object, self and other, begin to dissolve (I seize, but I am also seized by it).
This is exactly what we see as the power of the image in the meaningful gaze
by Ruphina Ezimora. According to Roberta McGrath (2020, 192), “It has a
hold on me; I am arrested by it” For Barthes, “The gaze seeks something,
someone, it is an anxious sign . . . its power overflows it” (1985, 238). The gaze
is always in excess of simply looking or seeing; it provokes anxiety. This stems
from the fact that we can see only from one point, and we do not know when
others may be looking at us. We never see ourselves as others see us.

Figures 40, 41, 42, 43, and 44 illustrate the distinction between the cam-
era’s fleeting capture and the profound nature of the gaze. For instance, Ruph-
ina Ezimora’s “meaningful gaze at death” exemplifies the depth of “the gaze”
in contrast to the superficial “look” Roberta McGrath (2020) suggests that
the gaze extends along a continuum, abiding and deep, drawing us into a pro-
longed contemplation that merges deliberate focus with a dreamlike state of
mind. It is an extension of sight and perception, transitioning from the cam-
era’s ephemeral snapshot to a deliberate and detailed observation, inspection,
and even surveillance.
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Ruphina Ezimoras profound contemplation of mortality presents a stark
contrast to the fleeting nature captured in her photograph (Fig. 42). Foucault
(1976, 121) articulates this idea, stating that the gaze penetrates directly to its
target. Ezimora’s own gaze in the photograph extends through time, signify-
ing a profound absence. Roberta McGrath (2020) interprets this absence as a
certain “something” that is no longer present, a void that connects Ezimora’s
intense gaze with the photograph itself. The photograph (Fig. 42) serves as
a stand-in for this void, representing what used to be visible to the camera’s
lens—whether it actually existed or not—but has since vanished. The emp-
tiness in Ezimora’s eyes evokes the loss of her mother, an entity that is no
longer there.

Let us reflect on another photograph (Fig. 43) that embodies this mean-
ingful gaze at death. Figure 43 includes Ruphina Ezimora and her sisters-in-
law, Maureen Ugonwa Anietoh and Ngozi Anietoh, gazing at the camera lens.
The photograph embodies the essence of photography: capturing a subject or
an event in its most crucial state—the quintessential moment. In this photo,
we observe Ruphina, Ngozi, and Maureen, familiar figures whose attention
is fixed on something beyond our view. This act of gazing signifies an accep-
tance of the visual frontiers they encounter, compelling us to ponder their
continued, meaningful gazes. It is now certain that the camera lens captures
the meaningful gaze in the event of death. Their contemplative gaze intro-
duces an element of uncertainty and inexplicable encounter with a void. Even
though they gaze at the camera lens, it is a gaze that is “understood as some
“thing” that is missing, and it is this missing “thing” that links the gaze to the
photograph . . . what was once there in front of the camera (or now perhaps
never was), but no longer is” (McGrath 2020, 194). In contrast to their search-
ing gaze, the photograph itself (Fig. 43) does not simply reflect the world as it
is. Rather, it represents a thoughtful idea, a tangible result, a condensed visual
representation of a distinct body of knowledge, shaped within a particular
visual context during a unique time and crafted with a specific intent.

Thus, capturing these multiple gazes, the camera ensures that the essence
of mortality is perpetually encapsulated within the confines of time. In Fig-
ure 44, the first in-law to the deceased, known as Onye isi ogo in the Igbo
language, Chief Engineer C. Y. Anetoh (president general of Adazi-Nnukwu
Community), performs the ikpu akwa. He is accompanied by his brother
Chief Gabriel N. Anetoh. We see a young man with a camera phone captur-
ing the ritual of ikpu akwa by these two chiefs. Chief Anetoh quietly rests the
textile on the plastic covering of the coffin. While other standing individuals



Fig. 44. The in-laws performing the ritual of ikpu akwa for Mrs. Christiana Nkechi Okaphor
at Adazi, Anambra State

wear wax print textiles, it is evident that the two camera lenses (that of the
young man with camera phone and the photographer in Fig. 44) capturing
the man placing the textile reflect a crucial dimension in viewing the corpse:
that textiles are inseparable from the photographic display. In the ritual of
postmortem photography, textiles and the camera are mutually exclusive, as
will be shown in subsequent discussions.

Ada Okpuo and her siblings, as well as Ejike and his own siblings,
described their last moment with their mother as a moment of beatific delight,
relishing their crucial encounter in the group photograph with their mother’s
corpse inside the coffin. They each stretched their arms, held the coffin, and
expressed the joy of a last opportunity to feel the warmth of their mother’s
presence (Figs. 40, 41, and 42). Mama Okpuo’s daughter stood beside the cof-
fin and spoke to her mother’s dead body: Nne Jee Nke oma. She spent about
ten minutes muttering emotional words and consoling the dead. She created
a conversational mood around the coffin to suggest a dialogue. I observed as
the photographer captured the entire process in stills and video. The photog-
rapher inscribed a written text, “Adieu Mama Okpuo,” on the surface of each
of the printed photos to consummate the entire process with textual evidence.
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Ruby (1995) notes how photographing the dead in American tradition
has been reimagined in recent times, perceived as strange and insensitive and
a weird interference with the sacrosanct order of existence. In many Igbo
postmortem photographs, the case is different. As I observed the processes
involved in photographing Mama Okpuos and Christiana Okaphor’s dead
bodies, it became obvious that death is still resocialized as part of the embod-
ied reality of human existence in Igbo society. In Belting’s terms, “we give the
dead an immortal body in the image: that is a symbolic body in which they
are resocialized while their mortal body dissolves into nothing” (2011, 85).
Here, the presence of the dead body gathers mourners, enables communal
relations, and provokes the performativity required to reinscribe the presence
of the deceased into the human world. In the end, more than two thousand
copies of the photographs were printed by the photographer.

Mama Okpuo’s and Christiana Okaphor’s bodies and their photographs
constitute part of the social ritual of death in Igbo society. As a result, the
index of the postmortem photograph performs two important functions:
first, to reinsert the embodied nakedness of the corpse into its humanized
social reality, representing death and presence at the same time, and second,
to mark the event of death, which (Fernandez 2011, 309) characterized as
“a historical moment in time to be stored as a socially sanctioned form of
mourning” with a specific ritualistic configuration. While the body disap-
pears as an object associated with the corpse’s mortal identity, the photograph
ensures that the corpse’s presence is not completely erased from the realm of
the living. This parallels the function of Tkenga in the Igbo ancestral practice.

Okachamma’s, Nwosisi’s, Mama Okpuo’s, and Christiana Okaphor’s pho-
tographic presence and influence occupy an important space in their families’
conceptualization of death. This space constitutes an ancestral presence. The
ancestral presence is an omnipresent, looming presence. In recent times, this
ancestral influence has emerged as an innate aspect of the photograph that
challenges fixed social canons through its excess value. The excess value here
refers to the ability of the photograph to serve as a polymorphic object. A
photograph records more than the eye can objectively perceive, and as such,
its power as an image does not solely rely on human agency (Fernandez 2011).
In effect, the Igbo postmortem photograph does not detach itself from a
chronological sense of Igbo time because, through its very existence, it places
itself as a thing that is dependent on its referent and its historical context. In
this way, the Igbo postmortem photograph can be said to possess “life” As a
material object, the postmortem photograph embodies multiple life cycles:



Photographing the Igbo Funeral . 189

an extended presence of its material body in its ability to recall the past and
reintegrate it into the reality of the present. In Igbo cosmology, the ancestral
presence is extended beyond the temporal space, recalled in constant every-
day events.

Okachamma’s, Nwosisi’s, Mama Okpuo’s, and Christiana Okaphor’s post-
mortem photographs feature them as they are entrenched in their domestic
surroundings: Their corpses feel almost evanescent and part of the domestic
realm of the living. One is most astonished by the photograph’s ability to bring
the romanticized images of their corpses into a confrontation with the living.
The social identity is sentimentalized and deployed to conceal the moment
of death. Rather than deep sorrow, we witness the overwhelming materiality
of the photogenic corpse, contemplated as a key moment in the process of
mourning. The four anxious bodies invite us to contemplate the obduracy
of their physiognomic gazes. The photographs’ raw, barefaced portrayal of
death begs for a narrative of an entire lifespan condensed into a single photo-
graphic moment, disrupting our conceptualizations of time as linear. While
these postmortem photographs compel us to ponder the body as frail, in Igbo
cosmology, the photographic bodies aim to fix the shadow eternally. The spa-
tiotemporal space of the image is consistent with social time and narratives
of history. More than anything, the excess value of postmortem photographs
conflates the space between past and present and closely adjoins the realms
of the living and the dead.

In the Igbo mourning ritual, funeral services are interactive, with individ-
uals being photographed during staged performances, such as dancing with
the photograph (Fig. 50). During the funerals of Mama Okpuo, Nwosisi, and
Christiana Okaphor, photography and videography were employed to fix the
event in time. The spectacle of Igbo funeral resists the dissimulation of death
and allows the survivors a sense of permeability. It represents the imposed
victory of the dead to indulge in certain warmth with the human world. The
bereaved stretch their hands to touch the corpse and mutter some words of
encouragement to the dead and the living. This postmortem photographic
pose of stretching out the arm to touch the corpse is equally observed in Fig-
ures 38a and 38b. This transformation of the funeral as an event of the dead
expands the influence of the corpse pervasively. In Mama Okpuo’s and Chris-
tiana Okaphor’s postmortem photographs, the staging of the funeral event
takes place with an overwhelming reference to their corpses. The majority
of activities comprising the ritual of the final viewing process promote the
interaction of the mourners with Mama’s body and their material testimo-



190 o EXIT OF A HERO

nies, such as clothing the corpse with textiles (ikpu akwa). The presence of
the corpse marks an important narrative in the event of death. In recent Igbo
practice, the viewing room serves as a space where social ties are reinforced
and rekindled. For instance, the ritual emphasizes the connection among
members from different spheres of the deceased’s life who commingle to
“catch up” or relate stories of their interaction with the deceased. In the cases
of Mama Okpuo, Nwosisi and Okaphor, their children contracted the decora-
tion of their dead bodies to funeral contractors who dressed them before they
could confront the camera. The photographer then photographed the pro-
cess before embarking on the morgue. This aspect of decoration is survivor-
oriented and entangled with the more material aspects of death.

The decoration of Mama Okpuo’s, Nwosisi’s, and Okaphor’s bodies and
the process of photographing them affirms both the social identity and the
material entity that their bodies transform into after the moment of medi-
cal death. The return of attention to the corpse as an independent material
entity is evident in the postmortem photographs of Okachamma, Nwosisi,
Mama Okpuo and Okaphor. In this case, the liminal presence of the corpse
occupies a permanent space; the homes of Okachamma, Nwosisi, Okpuo and
Okaphor represent a waiting room for their presence to be reinscribed into
daily social interaction. The interplay of photographic work and ritual per-
formance offered new modes to articulate sociality (Heidemann 2022, 85).
Here photography emerges as a distinct social arena with its own identity. The
teeming humans surrounding the corpse reemphasize the substance of the
corpse, turning the funeral event into an experiential stage that unveils the
reality of death through the exposure of the shadow. Here we fully witness the
socialization of the corpse (Hallam et al. 1999).

Mama Okpuo’s daughter stood still, placed her hands on her mother’s dead
body, and gazed fixedly at her mother’s stone-cold face, and said, Mama Lote
kwa anyi biko. Echezokwana anyi, asi m kwuo ika anozugakwuo, which trans-
lates: “Mama remember us. Please don’t forget us. In my mind, you should
have stayed longer” While Mama Okpuo’s daughter chanted incantations and
called on Mama Okpuo to rethink her departure, we witness a conversational
mood that recognizes the deceased’s family ties and social identity. Mama
Okpuo’s corpse seems to return her daughter’s gaze, that which enjoins most
Igbo people to meditate on their own corporeal existence as individuals who
cannot be denied their own continuing life cycle and presence on earth. In
the Igbo cosmology, through careful orchestration, the living expands the
influence of ndi nwuru anwu (the dead), shifting icon, index, and symbol
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from death to a social event invested in accepting mortality through resto-
ration and social conformity. This represents the active corpse, raw, naked,
secured, that symbolizes traditional, ancestral death. The living insists on a
continual conversation with the dead, and this must be documented visually,
just like the communication with the living.

The rising ubiquity of postmortem photographs in Igbo society makes
death an over-represented phenomenon. As Bauman concludes, “It deprives
mortality of its vile terror by taking it out of hiding and tossing it into the realm
of the familiar and the ordinary—to be practiced there day in, day out. Daily
life becomes a perpetual dress rehearsal of death” (1992, 187). While Bauman
equates death with the spectacle and the performative, we find that death
has been domesticated through the photograph and its material emblems.
The dead body ceases to be a corpse upon death because the photograph has
transformed it into a material that can provide succor to the living. The fact
that Okachamma’s great-grandchild preserved his postmortem photograph
for more than forty years and engaged it makes us contemplate postmortem
photograph as a new factor of social modernity used to resist death. Bauman
describes this process as the relentless “emancipation” of humans from “con-
straints” (1992, 49). This may be seen as the creation of new technology to
prolong material life. There seems to be a collective obsession by humans to
conquer the cause of nature and free themselves from the shadow of death.
Modern dying as a process does not require distance. It resists invisibility,
and the corpse is not silenced from the conversational spaces of humans; the
corpse’s engagement with the viewer’s imagination is not suppressed but rein-
forced through photography.

I observed how the photographer captured the lowering of the late Nwo-
sisi’s coffin inside the grave. After the coffin had been lowered, the photogra-
pher captured the ritual of family members pouring red earth with a shovel
into the grave before the final concealment of the grave with red earth (Fig.
45). As soon as the coffin was covered with mounds of red earth, the family
mounted a condolence altar, which signaled the official commencement of
the funeral ceremony. This particular tradition is one of the most contro-
versial aspects of the burial ritual. In some Igbo communities, women were
prohibited from pouring red earth into their dead husband’s graves. In Awka,
Anambra State, southeastern Nigeria, it has occasioned some of the most
violent clashes between traditional worshippers and Christians that led to
deaths; it has remained an unresolved component of Igbo burials in some of
the Igbo states.
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Fig. 45. Nwosisi’s interment at Umuawulu. Nwosisi’s daughter performs the ikponye aja
ritual (pouring of red earth into his grave).

THE CONDOLENCE ALTARS

In this section, I have formulated the concept of the condolence altar to con-
textualize contemporary condolences in line with a historical understanding
of Igbo aesthetics. In the case of Nwosisi’s funeral, a typical condolence altar
comprises a table upon which is placed a booklet (Fig. 46). A hierarchy of
family membership comprising only men known as umunna (kindred) rang-
ing from Onye isi Umunna, known as the eldest member of the kindred, to
diaokpala (first son) and others, sat around the table. Umuada, women, were
not allowed to sit on this altar. In the case of the late Nwosisi’s widow (known
now as Nwanyi ajadu), another form of condolence altar was mounted specif-
ically for her. This altar was ensconced at the rear corner of the main altar, in
a space immediately before the entrance to the main house. This altar, consid-
ered more sacred, usually has a rope barricade around the widow.! In Figure
47, Nwosisi’s widow is seen seated inside this altar, barricaded with a white
rope and a bucket for collecting monetary gifts from mourners.

She is surrounded by Umuada (female members of the kindred) who pro-
vide emotional succor to her heavy grief.* She was not allowed to touch the



Fig. 46. The condolence altar of Nwosisi before the condolence at Umuawulu. The
photoograph of the condolence altar is taken before the condolence ceremony proper,
showing the table empty.

Fig. 47. Nwosisi’s wife in a corner of the entrance to the house. The photograph of Nwosisi’s
altar shows his wife secluded from visitors in a corner near the entrance to the house.
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monetary gift donated by mourners, nor were visitors allowed to touch her.
In the photograph, she is seen as being in a state of solitary confinement and
only allowed to listen without responding in a clearly overt manner to sym-
pathetic gestures. All the monies collected inside the bucket placed in front
of her belonged to her, while those collected at the main altar where men
sat belonged to Umunna (male kindred). In front of the men’ altar is also
mounted a framed portrait of the late Nwosisi. Textiles brought by visitors are
also placed on top of the table.

Attention to this condolence altar may provide a space for deeper reflec-
tion on the configurations and possible discursive contexts of contemporary
funerals in the southeastern Igbo region of Nigeria. The altar serves as the
reception point where visitors and mourners are received. A visit to the altar
marks the consummation of the condolence ritual by anyone. The altar serves
as the point of physical and spiritual encounters between the living and the
dead. It is at the altar that the community’s last conversation with the dead
takes place, a place of last tribute by all visitors. While the funeral altar can be
described as a sacred place of respect and utmost purification from all forms
of impure acts, it begs a curious question of how it parallels some contem-
porary orthodox Christian altars where women are not allowed to consti-
tute part of the spiritual ritual.® A visit to the altar must be photographically
documented both by the attendees and by the mourners. In more than one
hundred funerals I attended with mourners, they said that photographic doc-
umentation is necessary to prove their presence during the funeral.

A visit to Nwosisi’s condolence altar by his in-laws was accompanied by
obligatory funeral goods. These goods, which distinguished the condolence
visit by Nwosisi’s in-law from others, included a piece of textile material,
crates of drinks, bottles of whisky and wine, cows, and envelopes of cash.
Each of these items is a symbolic gesture of a farewell wish. As mentioned
earlier, the presentation of textile is referred to as ikpu akwa, meaning “cloth-
ing the dead” The eldest member of the family seated at the table receives the
gifts. While other visitors to the altar may bring different gifts and drinks,
envelopes of cash are seen as compulsory gift items that most visitors to the
altar are expected to bring. Visitors are asked their name and the name of
their family, and they are recorded in a notebook on the table. This notebook
is important because it is eventually kept for future reference in identifying
those who attended the funeral. Sometimes a law of reciprocal transaction
is played out using this notebook. When a member of the community is
bereaved, the family refers to the notebook to ascertain whether the bereaved
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family attended their own funeral. If their name is missing from the register,
then there will not be a collective family condolence visit to the family. In
such cases, individual family members may attend, but a unified, organized
extended family condolence will be denied that family.

Recently, the camera has been used to complement the work of the note-
book by capturing everyone who appeared on the condolence altar. These
photographs assist family members in easy recognition. Battaglia (1990, 10)
has argued that the “production” of memory out of images of the body is a
ritual strategy for overcoming futility. Futility in this context can be seen as
the act of forgetting. Images of the living are deployed to avert the futility of
forgetting. Photography fixes the materiality of the ritual in time. The materi-
ality of the altar must be fixed to enable memory to be recovered.

It is necessary to highlight a dimension of funeral photography that has
been largely neglected but can constitute the locus of real aesthetic and ritual
experience and value. This dimension concerns the performative process of
documenting the dead and the sorts of artistic performances and aesthetic
experiences that this process may entail. The condolence altar presents an
aspect of this aesthetic experience. The materiality of the funeral ritual is seen
on the altar, which acts as an installation in conceptual art terms. Before the
commencement of the late Nwosisi’s condolence, the table of the altar was
empty, but by evening, when hundreds of visitors had turned up, the table
was filled with various forms of materials (Fig. 48). In Figure 46 the table is
virtually empty, while in Figure 48 various material gifts from mourners have
covered it. The ropes represent the number of cows that were brought. In the
past, live cows were brought to the funeral arena by visitors. Recently, the cow
has been replaced by a symbolic rope, and an accompanying envelope of cash
is the monetary equivalent of the cow. Cows are compulsory funeral gifts that
must be brought by the in-laws, especially that of the first daughters. It is not
compulsory for other visitors, who may, on their own accord, come with a
cow depending on their relationship with the deceased.

The dramatic dimension to the photographic process here is almost non-
existent in the literature on funerals in Africa, and thus a need arises to high-
light them. Funeral photography’s dimension of the dramatic, performative
process (and its potential for enhanced postmortem aesthetic experience) is
occluded by our one-sided concentration on the figure of the deceased itself.
The altar exemplifies the level of success recorded at the end of the funeral.
The number of cows, textile materials, drinks, and other goods on the funeral
altar suggests whether a befitting funeral took place. The members of the altar
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Fig. 48. The condolence altar of Nwosisi after the condolence. The photograph captures the
condolence altar now adorned with textiles and drinks following a successful condolence
ceremony.

often record these items as mourners arrive and, in the end, take stock of the
materials and modalities of sharing them.

FROM MOURNING TO CELEBRATION

By the evening of Nwosisi’s funeral, photographs depicted expressions of joy
that mediated the pain of loss. Seemingly losing focus on the brutal fact of
death, post-funeral photos show individuals engaging in a drinking spree
and wearing smiling countenances (Fig. 49). Evening banters around tables
of wine and beers deviated significantly from discourses of death and grief
seen in the morning. At this point, photography is seen to assume a differ-
ent role: a role of transfiguring sad faces into smiling countenances. Richard
Shusterman (2012, 69) speaks of how the “photographer’s quality of attention
and presence infects the photographed subject as well, thus raising her qual-
ity of presence that can then be captured in the resulting photograph, a pres-



Fig. 49. The condolence arena of Nwosisi at Umuawulu. In Nwosisi’s condolence arena,
mourners and well-wishers engage in heartfelt and joyous banter as the evening draws the
condolence to a close.

ence that transfigures even ordinary faces into beautifully expressive ones”
Here the photographer influenced certain photographic poses and demeanor.
During Nwosisi’s funeral, the photographer requested those in Figure 49 to
smile. By provoking a happy mood at the funeral, the photographer disrupts
the dominant tropes of despair and converts them into a conscious image of
systematic happiness.

In the initial photographic process at the beginning of the funeral, most
of the photographs were captured without the conscious physical attention
of the photographed. The images at this stage constituted a reason why indi-
viduals cherish funeral photos: to know those who are in the photos and to
reveal the hidden momentous gaiety embodied in sorrow. However, while
these initial photos were mainly taken without the conscious observation of
some of the photographed, most photos taken toward the end of the funeral
were posed for and self-conscious. Sontag (1977) believes that people display
a different demeanor when they know they are being photographed and that
there is something awkward, artificial, or false about it.

Notwithstanding the photographer’s skills in ensuring that the photo-
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graphed maintains his or her natural mien, the photographed requires some
degree of personal courage and skill to do so (Shusterman 2012). Roland
Barthes emotionally acknowledges his own complex problems as a posing
subject. As soon as he realizes that he is “observed by the lens,” he feels the
need to reconstitute himself, “in the process of posing. . . . I instantaneously
make another body for myself, I transform myself in advance into an image”
(1981, 10).

The Igbo person’s belief in accomplishment is found in Nwosisi’s children’s
remark that the photograph showed that mmadu abiaka and ogala ofuma,
meaning, “Many people attended” and “The funeral went well” As a matter of
fact, the postmortem video and photographs are used to weigh the success of
the funeral. Attention is paid to every detail and every individual and bodily
gesture taken note of. For example, each member of the family got excited
when they saw themselves in the funeral video, making excited remarks. A sat-
isfactory feeling among the children while watching the video indicates how
photography presents mourning as an accomplished event in which potent
images effectively imprint a trace of achievement into the ego of the bereaved,
thereby ensuring an enduring and embodied connection between the living
and the dead. The Igbo believe in achievement in all ramifications. While
going through the photographs, Nwosisi’s children made constant allusion to
the number of ropes and textiles on the table: Anyi nwetekwara ego, mean-
ing, “We made a lot of money.” This visual record of achievement extends the
corporeal boundaries of the subject outward to encompass humans and the
materials as yardsticks for assessing the success of the funeral. The logic of
this is surely suggested by photography itself. Funeral photo albums returned
by the contracted photographer at the end of the funeral permanently archive
the funeral in family homes. They are viewed as material signifiers of a transi-
tion, sometimes consulted by family members to resolve the ambiguous family
issue that concerns the funeral. If photos materialize success (in Igbo people’s
terms), then these acts of photographing funerals further imprint and fix the
spectral in the fleshly materiality of the world.

The Igbos’ belief in the dead person as a participant in his or her own
funeral found a ready explanation in the dancing photograph. In most funer-
als, the bereaved believe that the deceased are the real “celebrants” in their
own funerals, meaning that the dead partake in their own funeral celebration.
In other words, a funeral ceremony is an event for the dead. This explains why
a framed photo of the dead must be mounted in front of the condolence altar,
indicating that the real owner of the condolence altar is deceased. Nwosisi’s
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portrait photo was placed in front of the funeral altar. One may compare this
practice with a Cantonese, Hakka family home, in which “during visitations
when relatives, friends, and neighbors pay their respect to the deceased, the
funerary portrait is centrally located for visitors to see in what is referred to
as the sang tang (or xiao tang, “mourning hall”)” Can this funerary portrait
be seen as an iconic image of the deceased, hung in the living room for all to
see when the deceased becomes an ancestor (which in China is part of the
spiritual realm of the gods and the ghosts; see Wolf 1974).

Batchen argues that photography as a medium is privileged over other
representations because the camera is touched by the subject of the photo-
graph: “It is as if those objects have reached out and impressed themselves on
the surface of a photograph, leaving their own visual imprint, as faithful to
the contour of the original object as a death-mask is to the newly departed”
(2001, 61). As a result, photographs portray the “truth” about the subject,
being more than just a visible representation but rather an embodiment of
the subject. This is a compelling argument, but one that is not consistent with
my empirical evidence—historically sculpted funerary portraits mounted in
front of the family house, still evident in the Igbo homeland, had the same
function as funerary photographs. Funeral sculptures are spiritually potent
figures that serve ancestral roles in many Igbo families. These sculptures stand
as funerary icons. Icons possess power, as Tambiah (1984) argues, because
they are objects imbued with charisma—photographs resemble charms and
talismans, acting as the material embodiment of the prowess of a charismatic
leader. These items with objectified charisma, according to Tambiah, allow
for greater participation by people in the original charisma of the leader, such
as the saint, and can renew or redirect the original charisma. Funerary pho-
tographs, therefore, can be seen as the objectified charisma of the ancestor,
charged both by the act of photography and by its use in funerary rituals.

Thus, the potency of iconic images enacted here relies on the ability of
Nwosisi’s family, for example, to reinterpret the framed photo of their late
father. Taking a photo with this framed photo is seen as initiating a mem-
ber of the family into an intimate relationship with the iconic image of the
deceased. It is assumed that they are snapping a photo with their living dad
and thus building an intimate connection that is indescribable. For Nwosisi,
each family member wished to experience this bond, and hence this explains
why all of them posed and danced with a framed photo of the deceased. De
Witte (2003) has argued that in Africa, funerary photography goes beyond
the mere representation of the image but embodies the ambiance, the spiri-
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tual essence, of the human person, a practice that historically dates back to
the use of ancient funerary terra-cottas and effigies of gods in traditional
shrines. Charles Gore (2001, 332) has equally observed that, in Benin, “when
the photograph of the deceased is positioned on the ancestral shrine, it has
similar indexical linkage to the deceased, which relates the ancestors in the
spirit world to their capacity to act in the material world, with its consequent
implications for the welfare of the family” Gore draws this remote connec-
tion between the deceased’s photographs and the welfare of the family in
Benin, a connection also seen in Igbo funerals, where the photograph of
the deceased is positioned within the spiritual realm of the ancestors. Posi-
tioning photographs within the spiritual realm has also manifested in more
contemporary forms of visual media, ranging from the use of photographs
in traditional healing practices, where the human spirit is commandeered
through manipulating the photograph, or in Pentecostal Christianity, where
the photographs of Jesus and “anointed men of God,” among others, are
believed to transmit miracles through the screen of the television and other
media (see Bredenbroker 2024; Meyer 2006; de Witte 2003, 2005, 2010; cf.
Behrend 2003).

In line with this, Nwosisi’s children believe that taking a photo with the
framed photo of their late father ignites a profound sense of connection with
their father. I watched Nwosisi’s daughter as she stood in front of the pho-
tograph and chanted a few incantations of reverence before grabbing it and
dancing around with it (Fig. 50).

The materiality of the framed photo here invokes that tangible relation
with life. The conversational chant between Nwosisi’s daughter and the late
Nwosisi’s photograph seems to constitute the photograph as a kind of living-
dead mediator that evaluates the way we visualize the world around us. Eck
(1998) argues that images are “a matter of reciprocity; and that the act of look-
ing is a two-way process: gazing and being gazed at, a constant inundation
that ultimately leads to a total preoccupation of the viewer with the image. As
Eck (1998, 46) argues, because the image can be likened to the Supreme Lord,
it enables and boosts the close relationship of the worshipper of God. The
close relationship between Nwosisi's daughter and Nwosisi’s ancestral spirit
has been boosted by the framed photo. Nwosisi’s funeral portrait transcends
itself, foregrounding instead the act of seeing as the fundamental principle
of the spiritual activity. The centrality (and reciprocity) of the act of looking
can be found in a number of African practices, underscoring “viewing as a
spiritual act” Celebrating the synthesis of the viewer and the viewed, of the
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Fig. 50. Nwosisi’s daughter dancing with Nwosisi's commemorative photograph

human and the godly, the divine and the mundane, Nwosisi’s framed portrait
materializes in a significant way the local indulgence in viewing as a spiritual
act. For example, viewing an Igbo Ikenga sculpture is not just a memorial
ritual; it is also a spiritual act. Ikenga serves not only as a commemorative
image of veneration, but also as a potent image of devotion (see chapter 4).
Such principles are equally found in popular Catholic imagery as well as in
several contemporary hypnotic digitalized image-making practices, such as
360-degree cameras, photogrammetry technique, and light filter cameras that
appear to emphasize a sense of tactility, mutuality, and reciprocity.

DANCING WITH THE PHOTO: THE MATERIALITY OF THE
FUNERAL PHOTO

A dance with the framed photograph of the late Nwosisi reveals another per-
formative role played by photography in Nwosisi’s funeral. Nwosisi’s children
grabbed his framed photograph and took turns dancing around the funeral
arena. Each dance provoked a participatory performance from other family
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members and the crowd. Individuals sprayed Nwosisi’s daughters with money
and textile materials. Again, when Nwosisi’s in-laws arrived for the condo-
lence, Nwosisi’s daughters joined them and led them into the funeral arena
with a dance while carrying a framed photograph of their late father (Fig. 50).

In considering the changing conception of the body’s materiality Eliza-
beth Hallam and Jenny Hockey (2001) have demonstrated how the dead are
given meaning through material culture. They interpret artifacts as relational
constructs because of the mutual constitution of human beings and material
objects, which in a roundabout way can animate those objects and give them
agency, as has been argued by others (Gell 1998; Ingold 2011; Knappett 2016;
Hockey et al. 2012; Miller and Parrott 2009). In Nwosisi’s framed photograph
used in this dance, we see how Nwosisi’s body has become an artifact through
technical and semiotic materializations that mediate life and death. Nwosi-
si’s framed photograph confirms the fact that death rituals are constituted
by material objects intended for preservation as records for the bereaved. In
this regard, Alfred Gell’s concept of “distributed personhood” (1998) might
suggest how aspects of Nwosisi’s identity are extended through their photo-
graphic representations.

Gell's distributed personhood implies a reciprocal relationship where
external representations (indexes) not only reflect but also shape the individ-
ual’s identity. In this dynamic interplay, it is possible to suggest that Nwosisi is
no longer a singular entity but a “dividual” (Deleuze 1992), fragmented across
various dimensions, identities, functions, objects, and texts. Thus, Nwosisi’s
photographic objectification persists beyond his life, continuing to influence
and define his personhood. In fact, Hallam and Hockey (2001, 9) see funeral
materials such as coffins as things that are “deliberately allowed to decay, hav-
ing only a temporary role in the visual order of this rite of passage.” This state-
ment takes into account the fact that death relies on the visible and invisible
to fulfill the rites of passage. While Hockey and Hallam’s work emphasizes
this relative significance of materiality, much work is needed to resolve the
question of visible and invisible materialities, especially as can be seen from
the framed photographs of late Nwosisi used by the surviving children. It
is possible to conclude that while maintaining multiple lives as image and
object, the photograph traverses temporal and spatial boundaries such as the
sites of its production, consumption, duplication, and preservation to acquire
new meanings as it experiences contextual transmogrification (Appadurai
1986a; Pinney 1997, 2004, 2011; Poole 1997).

In his study of nineteenth-century daguerreotypes Batchen (2004, 14)
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argues that “holding a photograph within a photograph answers to the need
to include the virtual presence of those who are otherwise absent” Holding
her late father’s photograph within a photograph is a way Nwosisi’s daughter
“enabled life and death to stand side by side before the camera” (see Batchen
2004, 12). Nwosisi’s daughter “turned the experience of being photographed
into an explicit act of remembrance” Batchen states: “It is as if, in these pic-
tures within pictures, the subjects want to draw our attention not only to the
image they hold, but also to photography itself as a touchable entity to the
comforting solidity of its memorial function” (2004, 14). Batchen’s remarks
reveal why this practice cannot be described as a peculiarly Nigerian phe-
nomenon. Dancing with her father’s photograph, Nwosisi’s daughter shows
how a funeral photograph can be constituted as a performative object. As
Edwards (2001) has argued, photographs can be seen as performance in that
in the context of social biography, “things” are active, not passive, in the mak-
ing of meaning. She argues that this theatricality happens in two ways: in the
intensity of its presentational form (as a framed fragment of reality, expe-
rience, etc.) and in its particular signifying properties. Thus, “Photographs
have a performativity, an affective tone, a relationship with the viewer, a phe-
nomenology, not of content as such, but as active social objects” (Edwards
2001, 18; Edwards 2021). Edwards, too, stresses the link between orality and
a historical relationship with the photograph, as “people talk about pho-
tographs, with photographs and to photographs” (2001, 21), as seen in the
manner Ada and Ifeatu spoke about Mama Okpuo and Okachamma’s photo-
graphs respectively.

In the material culture of death, the entire photographic album of Nwo-
sisi’s burial and funeral can be understood as an embodiment of memory
and a means of coping with loss. Each time the family came together during
memorial services, the albums were revisited. There was always a profound
attachment to the photo album as an object that is sometimes overvalued by
some members who seem to prioritize it above the dead individual.

BEYOND GRIEF: STORYTELLING AND THE AFTERLIFE OF FUNERAL
PHOTOGRAPHS AND VIDEO

Having previously concentrated on commemorative photographs that
appeared in newspapers, booklets, posters, and billboards, I have devoted
this chapter to storytelling around my physical encounter with photogra-
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phy, photographers, and the photographed. This is because Benjamin ([1968]
1985b) contends that the decline of storytelling can be attributed to the advent
of print capitalism, particularly through the novel. Benjamin mentions the
proliferation of newspapers, magazines, and other popular media forms as
part of the causes of the decline of storytelling, which collectively eroded the
foundation upon which wisdom is built.

Benjamin remarks that the true story is open-ended, so it provokes reflec-
tion and inspires recollection. The story of the deceased and their visual econ-
omy is never complete on the surface of print media or social media. I argue
that the story must also be experienced, shared, and narrated, just as I have
done in this chapter with the funerals I attended. Benjamin, writing in an era
characterized by relatively modest information dissemination compared to
today’s sophisticated landscape, asserts that the primary challenge to story-
telling is the prevalence of “information” ([1968] 1985b, 88). He argues that in
our current age of information, communication predominantly involves the
transmission of facts and reports, which are often accompanied by their own
explanations or justifications. As Benjamin states, “Every morning brings
us the news of the globe, and yet we are poor in noteworthy stories. This is
because no event any longer comes to us without already being shot through
with explanation. In other words, by now almost nothing that happens ben-
efits storytelling; almost everything then affects information” (89). A crucial
point in Benjamin’s essay is his observation that we are losing the capacity
to integrate and exchange personal experiences. Instead, our understanding
is increasingly confined to information and factual explanations. Given the
primacy of information, how can we understand our most profound experi-
ences, which defy this model, and communicate them to others? How could I
have understood the idiosyncrasies of the gaze in the commemorative visual
culture of the Igbos? Benjamin’s pursuit of genuine interpersonal exchange
and the potential for true communication remains profoundly relevant. In his
essay, he focuses on news reports, yet his insights are equally applicable to the
electronic transmission of ideas, which similarly flattens our inner lives. Ben-
jamin’s essay is particularly pertinent to discussions of digital culture, which
involves themes such as empathy, community, and embodiment. While Benja-
min did not foresee contemporary developments, and, given his ambivalence
toward popular culture, it is uncertain what he would have thought about
the internet. Benjamin’s apprehension about the expansion of information
technology finds resonance in Jiirgen Habermas’s early critique of the digital
public sphere. Habermas identifies the emergence of platforms as the defin-
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ing organizational principle of digital communication and shows that their
novelty lies in the bypassing of journalistic mediation and traditional pro-
grammatic structuring. Platforms, he argues, enable a diversified and decen-
tralized form of communicative connectivity that fundamentally alters the
architecture of public discourse (Habermas, 2022, 159). Although Habermas
acknowledges the emancipatory possibilities embedded in interconnectivity
as a central force in platformization, he maintains a critical stance toward the
capitalist imperatives that underpin platform businesses. He argues that their
market-driven logic compromises this liberatory potential by sidestepping
any obligation to support meaningful civic discourse. Seemingly echoing
Benjamin’s lament over the erosion of storytelling, Habermas contends that
the consumption of digital media contributes to a marked decline in read-
ing and mass attention. This decline of sustained mass attention undermines
cognitive depth, while the structural and institutional infrastructure of digital
dissemination channels tends to privilege misinformation. As elaborated in
chapter 6, this concern echoes the critique advanced by various scholars that
the algorithm “embodies a certain view of the world as it should be, not just
the world as it is” (Bar-Tura 2014, 212). One could argue that the digital cul-
ture we inhabit is an extension of the one Benjamin and Habermas heralded
and critiqued, and their analyses remain remarkably insightful.

Extending Benjamin’s analysis to the present, we can debate whether
digital communities, such as Facebook, constitute genuine communities in
a meaningful sense. One could argue that they are merely aggregations of iso-
lated individuals who sacrifice personal encounters for online interactions.
Consequently, these virtual associations may neglect and undermine authen-
tic community life. According to White (2017, 9), “The Internet has brought
amazing benefits, but it has also diminished our lives by disconnecting us
from the direct experience of other human beings”

Benjamin observes that “the storyteller in his living immediacy is by no
means a present force. He has already become something remote from us and
something that is getting even more distant” ([1968] 1985b, 83). The essence of
Benjamin’s essay transcends a mere discussion of storytelling itself. It aims to
illustrate that the decline of storytelling is symptomatic of a broader phenom-
enon: the seclusion of individuals in private life and the attendant inability to
communicate experiences or attain wisdom—hallmarks of modernity.

In telling the story of my post-funerary encounters, I visited many
bereaved families months after the funeral. Long after the photographer had
delivered the funeral album and video, numerous families I visited derived
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profound joy from viewing them, experiencing a deep sense of nostalgic
accomplishment. For example, when I visited Chike, one month after the
funeral of his late father, he brought out the album from a bookshelf inside
the parlor and showed me. Chike said, “Watching the video and seeing those
I didn’t expect to see in the funeral was a very emotional moment for me”
Chike’s father passed away in June 2022, and the funeral took place in August
2022. Chike told me that seeing some individuals who attended his father’s
funeral in the video and the photo album helped him heal further. Anabel,
whose husband passed away in December 2021 and whose funeral took place
in January 2022, said that she watched the video of her husband’s funeral and
saw a woman whom she didn’t inform about her husband’s death but who
attended the funeral. The woman lives in Lagos and seems to have returned
home for the December festive season. She decided to attend the funeral
while she was still around during the January funeral. Jennifer, with whom
I watched the video of her father’s funeral in March 2022, showed me some
friends in the video who, but for the video, she would have thought did not
attend the funeral. She said, “Watching the video and the photo album made
me feel that the sad feelings caused by the death of my father were replaced by
the love of well-wishers” The video and the photo album are important mate-
rials used to articulate the role of photography in post-funeral encounters.
They are not just critical to the healing process but function as visual roll calls
of attendees to the funeral. The award-winning Nigerian artiste Teniola Apata
revealed how she was able to record her award-winning song while watching
her father’s funeral video. According to Teniola, “When I was recording this
song, I was sitting in my living room and watching my father’s funeral, his
body in the casket, my mother crying. I needed those emotions to be able to
record that song in its true form. Everything I sang had to be from a place of
truth” Teniola’s father was a retired Nigerian army brigadier-general, S. O.
Apata, who was assassinated in 1995. Teniola was just three years old when
her father died. Growing up to watch the video of her dad’s funeral was a
remarkable moment that allowed her to know who her dad was, an emotional
experience that sparked and inspired her eventual rise to fame.

CONCLUSION

The art of postmortem photography in the Igbo region of Nigeria reveals
that a photograph with the deceased parent always marks the last group pho-
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tograph of the family. Photographs of mourners are used to activate mem-
ory in difficult times when families need to invoke the law of reciprocity
before attending funerals. Photographs also provoke emotional memories
and renew familial ties during funeral dances with the framed photograph.
During lying-in-state, the ritual process of performativity, such as clothing
the dead (ikpu akwa), around the coffin, is considered incomplete with-
out photographic documentation. In capturing these performative acts by
mourners and relatives around the coffin, photography extends the meaning
of mourning to embrace visual evidence of the stark realities of loss. Pho-
tographic albums of funerals are regarded as a consummation of the ritual
process and tangible materials of memory, sometimes consulted by relatives
to settle an uncertain family matter that involves the funeral. These photos
embody nuances of success (in Igbo person’s terms), and the act of photo-
graphing funerals further inscribes and cements the ghostly in the corpo-
real reality of the world. Photographers induce a joyful mood at the funeral,
thereby disrupting the prevalent tropes of sorrow to instigate a joyful mood.
The mournful tears witnessed at the beginning of the funeral are replaced by
a smiling countenance at its end.



Conclusion

Only several years ago, religious authorities in southeastern Nigeria deemed
that the production of lavish funeral events and commemorative materials
needed to be checked. On April 5, 2017, at the public hearing on the bill for a
Law to Control Burial/Funeral Ceremonial Activities in Anambra State, the
Catholic bishop of Awka Diocese, His Lordship Most Rev. Paulinus C. Ezeo-
kafor, gave a presentation titled “Significance of Anambra Bill on Control of
Funeral Ceremonies” In the presentation, he stated:

The extravagance displayed by our people during burial and funeral cere-
monies in the State has reached such a point that there is a need for effective
legislation to control it; otherwise, we leave our people in such a pitiable sit-
uation and bondage into which they have been trapped. The way our peo-
ple degenerate from celebration of life to celebration of death is such that, if
left uncontrolled and unregulated, we may likely sink into the hypothetical
Hobbesian State of Nature, where life would become “solitary, poor, nasty,
brutish, and short” Therefore, I consider this bill as unqualifiedly and eter-
nally significant to the citizens of the State and beyond. . . . In my Lenten
Pastoral, I discussed the unwelcome wastage of money and resources through
the printing of burial and funeral invitation cards, posters, billboards. I have
already banned the production of brochures in the Catholic Diocese of
Awka, with effect from 1 May 2017. . . . The money used for this could be
better applied to helping the living. The faithful already know this, and I have
received countless phone calls commending the move. The bill also covers
this (clause 24), and it is a welcome aspect of the bill that would bring succour
to many. (Ezeokafor 2017)

Quotation of this lengthy statement is necessary to underscore the ten-
sions arising from not just expensive funeral ceremonies in southeastern
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Nigeria but, more importantly, how the entire ostentation is crafted around
the visual economy. Through his reference to funeral brochures, invitation
cards, posters, and billboards, the bishop made clear his belief that the degen-
eration of society through this excessive ritual is propelled by the quest for
visibility. The bishop’s statement was confirmed two years later when Anam-
bra State implemented a ban on funeral brochures, along with other restric-
tions related to burial and funeral ceremonies. According to the Anambra
State Burial/Funeral Ceremonial Control Law, which was enacted on April 9,
2019, no funeral brochures are allowed except for the Order of Mass/Service
12. This law also includes other regulations, such as prohibiting billboards,
banners, and posters for the deceased and limiting the duration and nature
of funeral ceremonies.

These developments come as little surprise in the context of the Catho-
lic Church’s consistently adversarial approach to the traditional beliefs and
practices of its indigenous communities. Nonetheless, communities them-
selves uphold the spirituality of their ancient ancestors even as they maintain
devoted adherence to the Catholic beliefs that have been handed down for
the past two hundred years. As we observed in chapter 5, funeral booklets in
southeastern Nigeria typically present heroic images of the dead decorated
with the titles and regalia of elite institutions, whereby Catholic and Igbo
institutions are given equal representation. In some cases, titles and imagery,
even costume elements, of both traditions appear on the same page. It could
be argued that the perceived conflict between these two defining elements of
contemporary Igbo culture comprises a primary obstacle that deceased indi-
viduals are portrayed as having heroically overcome.

Although the above bills were passed into law, they did little to deter the
quest for visibility through photography at funerals. The defiant citizens still
clandestinely print booklets and mount posters. As this quest for funeral
posters continued unabated, in October 2023, the new governor of Anambra
State, Chukwuma C. Soludo, realizing that the existing state law enacted in
2019 was ineffective, reminded the citizens that “the state’s law on burial was
still in force, warning that anyone who contravenes the law risks jail term”
(Ujumadu 2023). According to the governor, among other listed bans, “No
person shall erect any billboard, banner or posters of the deceased. Persons
are allowed to erect only directional posts.” This is a big blow to the Igbos
of Anambra State seeking to announce their presence in the public sphere.
A clash is evident between the modernity of the evolving leadership and
entrenched cultural beliefs.
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The new legislation has given more fuel to an already substantial trend: In
seeking an alternative, hyper-visible public space for personal and collective
aggrandizement, citizens continued to migrate to social media. Social media
emerged to fill the void left by traditional funeral posters, banners, and book-
lets, serving as an alternative medium to evoke the lost hero image of the Igbo
and reconstitute the embattled public sphere.

Especially in light of these recent attempts by the government to con-
trol this practice, which also serves to underscore its subversive power, the
absence of African commemorative photography from scholarship is all the
more glaring. In fact, photographs of the dead have been rarely discussed
in general, not just in Africa but elsewhere. I started this conversation with
the artistic evolution of the commemorative image from African figurative
sculptures to contemporary commemorative photography. This shifted to
the meanings of photographs in funerals and commemorations in southern
Nigeria from the nineteenth century to the present. Colonial Lagos, which
was a cosmopolitan urban center of multiple groups in Nigeria and West
Africa, provided a historical context to investigate colonial relations. The
scope then shifted to contemporary times in southeastern Nigeria, especially
the Igbo region.

The impetus to launch this project was initially sparked by Peffer’s con-
cept of the “Akan descriptions of funerary terracotta portraits (mma) as
‘photos’ of the deceased, capturing likeness as faithfully as a camera, under-
standing that these statements were made by individuals fully familiar with
photographs” (2013, 320). WendI’s (2001) study of photography in Ghana was
also an important factor. Wendl argues that Akan’s standards for beauty and
ethical uprightness, along with the visual conventions deployed to represent
them, were slowly transferred from the traditional art form of sculpture to
the emerging art form of portrait photography, facilitated by the alteration
of photographic negatives. In WendI’s study, the analog camera and its tech-
nical processes were the major focus. I extended this conversation into Igbo
funeral photography. The quest to produce a perfect body of the deceased
is not just a personal aesthetic preference but a photographic project that
aligns with Igbo sociocultural aspirations. Wendl observes with respect to
Akan sculptures that “physical ideals of beauty have been carried over into
the photographic portrait, enhanced by the photographer’s manipulation
of the image” In southeastern Nigeria as well, photography enabled many
more people to have their portraits made than was the case historically when
portraiture was the exclusive domain of the wealthy and important. Thus,
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commemorative photography became a new arena for image contests and a
criterion for measuring the scale of influence and importance of individuals
and families in the public sphere—with such success as to pose a threat to
institutions of political and religious authority.

The Igbo public space continues to figure as a space where the interplay
of communal and individual agency converges with the increasing influence
of social media. Thus, the invocation of ancestral powers began to resonate
more compellingly across time and space. It is a space where only heroes
stand the test of might and wealth, where seeing and being seen are essen-
tially envisioned as a negation of death. Here death as an end of visibility or
presence is denied; instead, death is admitted as part of the sociocultural ritu-
als required to elevate the family’s prestige and status. By extolling the virtues
of the deceased, families and communities reinforce their collective identity
and existential ideals.

The inclusion of photographs within funeral booklets enabled families to
reimagine a perfect family biography where togetherness is forged through
a curatorial process between the families and photographers and where the
bereaved deploy photographs to realize a unification of estranged family rela-
tionships. It also enables a visual canonization of the deceased, a transforma-
tion from fallible being to unimpeachable character who transcended public
opprobrium to emerge as the saintly icon of the public sphere. Here photo-
graphs disrupt notions of underachievement, fallibility, and failed social per-
formance. The virtual world offers even greater possibility for the invention
of alternate lives and personal histories. Péne (2011) has argued that photos
on individuals’ social media pages are collages of various characteristics and
personality traits that are then used to forge a new identity. Virtual bodies
are produced bearing countless differences from the real bodies they repre-
sent, such as in chieftaincy attires, ethnic symbolisms, clothing, among oth-
ers, through which new personas are invented (see, for example, Gozlan and
Masson 2013 in Dilmac 2018, 284).

One of the most critical arguments of this book is how commemorative
photographs reshape the linear meanings of family photo archives by making
them readily available for public consumption via social media. In their social
lives and viral journeys, these commemorative photographs help the public
fashion nostalgia as a sentiment, implicitly evoking affective cultural criti-
cism of the present. The deceased emerges as one who enjoys the acclaim of a
global public sphere. Here the new meaning of the deceased’s photograph as a
fetishized hero of the social media public sphere who maintains a permanent
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presence in the lives of the living is underlined by the viral impetus activated
by social media. Eventually, online photographs of the deceased marked a
means through which individuals articulated a new digitized aesthetics of
everyday ritual.

As we have seen, posters and booklet covers commemorating elderly
individuals who died in the early 2000s tend to juxtapose a color photo taken
in old age with a black-and-white one taken in young adulthood. Not only
do such images document the subject’s having lived through era-defining
changes in technology, but the earlier photos also specifically index the period
of optimism following Nigerias independence in 1960. In my study of social
media sites devoted to commemorating Nigerian nationalists, especially the
Nigeria Nostalgia Project (NNP) Facebook page (Nwafor 2024), I observed
that posted photos of nationalists from this period tend to serve as a starting
point for debates around the nationalists’ failed efforts to create an indepen-
dent, unified Nigerian state. The continued placement of photographs from
this era in the public sphere through the medium of commemorative images
could therefore also be read as a collective insistence on the need to continue
to hold up the ideals of the past against the shortcomings of the present.

In the Igbo region of Nigeria, a photograph with the deceased always
appears as the last group photograph of the family. Photographs are also
used to provoke emotional memories and renew familial ties during funeral
dances with the framed photograph. I revealed these interesting episodes
when I narrated my itineraries of funerals and burials with many photogra-
phers, including Nwoye. During this period, I witnessed lying-in-state and
other events leading to interment and the funeral proper. I saw how perfor-
mative ritual processes, such as ikpu akwa (clothing the dead), the funeral
altars, or a dance with the photo, are considered incomplete without photo-
graphic documentation. In capturing these performative acts by mourners
and relatives, photography captures new realities of the human gaze, what
I call “a meaningful gaze at death” Photography (such as the photograph of
Ruphina Ezimora) captures the meaningful gaze (Ruphina Ezimora’s embod-
ied act inside the photograph) or a mournful event in its most crucial state—
the decisive moment. In this way, mourning and commemoration produce a
unique kind of photographic experience, one that is meaningful yet focused
on seeing what is no more (Ruphina’s meaningful gaze at death), a gaze at a
void, and a gaze at an empty space. The camera lens captures the contempla-
tive gaze, which, as I argue, is a photograph that shows us two levels of vision:
the vision of the photographic material itself (the photograph of Ruphina Ezi-
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mora) and the vision of its own embodied subjects (Ruphina gazing at her
mother’s coffin). One is longer, while the other is shorter. One is expressive,
while the other is banal. One searches for a missing “thing,” while the other
captures the search for this “missing thing”

This book illustrates the power of interdisciplinary approaches in tackling
complex issues in African studies. My work as a visual historian has enabled
me to shift my engagement from closed textual analysis to more open and
phenomenological embodiment. In this way, I have demonstrated in words of
Victor Burgin that it is “necessary to ‘think, i.e., theorize, and also to histori-
cize photography” (Burgin in McGrath 2020, 199), rather than approaching
photographs as primarily aesthetic or documentary objects.






NOTES

CHAPTER 1

1. Newspaper and politics were intertwined in the collaborative efforts of anticolo-
nial nationalism in Nigeria beginning in the 1940s Nigeria. Herbert Macaulay founded
the first Nigerian political party, the Nigerian National Democratic Party, on June 24,
1923, and became the publisher of the Lagos Daily News, which ran until about 1940
(Omu 1978, 253). The Nigerian Daily Times (renamed Daily Times in 1948), supported
by the colonial administration, resumed its publication on June 1, 1926, and did not
support the nationalist party. The Nigerian Youth Movement, founded in 1936, used the
newspaper Daily Service, founded in 1933, as its propaganda channel. Nnamdi Azikiwe
(Zik), the political associate of Herbert Macaulay and cofounder of the National Council
of Nigeria and the Cameroon, founded the West African Pilot on November 22, 1937,
which became the leading newspaper that championed political independence in West
Africa in the 1940s. In extending his political-journalistic enterprise, Zik’s Press Lim-
ited, Zik also founded the Southern Nigeria Defender in 1945 and relocated it from Warri
to Ibadan a few years later (Kunstmann 2014, 518; Duyile 1987, 143); Obafemi Awolowo
established his newspaper, the Nigerian Tribune, on November 16, 1949, and founded
the Western Region—centered political party Action Group on March 21, 1951.

2. Authors such as Rinhart (1967) and Welling (1978) believe that the postmor-
tem phenomenon was an American invention, while Lesy (1973) attempts to under-
stand the anthropological meanings of this practice.

3. The subject of the postmortem dates back to the Renaissance, when the death-
bed became the preferred mode of displaying and portraying the dead. The invention of
daguerreotype in the nineteen century was a turning point for memento mori. Reduced
costs of photography made postmortem photographs readily available to ordinary peo-
ple. From 1840, when the first postmortem photograph was taken, the popularity and
profitability of postmortem photography became unquantifiable for photographers, a
point endorsed by a Humphrey Journal report: “Gallery daguerreotypes for sale—the
only one in the city of 20,000 inhabitants and where the photographs of deceased per-
sons pay for itself all the costs” (Humphrey Journal, 1854, 33, cited in Borgo et al. 2016,
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104). Such postmortem photographs became a misleading portrait of life and fore-
grounded as “the only portrait of the deceased person where there was no possibility of
getting a photograph while the person was alive” (see Borgo et al. 2016).

4. Part of my investigation into the global cultural economy involves analysis of
how Facebook and other social media platforms have enabled a virtual memorial and
wider visibility of family photos beyond the immediate communities. It also looks at
how these photographs on Facebook pages aid the processes of grieving and memorial-
ization (see, for example, Carroll and Landry 2010; Degroot 2012; Robert 2006).

5. Some other authors have dwelled on the social contexts of private African pho-
tographs. For example, in her study of the historical and current uses of photographs
in the Bamun Kingdom of Cameroon, Geary (2013) traces the highly mobile use of
photographic images. A photographic image may find multiple uses and consumption
in books, in the hand, as a postcard, as a personal memento, as an item of intimate
exchange, in family albums, and as an ethnographic illustration, among other uses.
These photographs have social lives (Kopytoff 1986; Edwards 2005) and biographies that
can serve as reference points for multiple, diverse reflections. Furthermore, Isolde Bri-
elmaier has shown how urban South Asian Africans have used photography to realize a
transformation of local experiences into a global image world. They have refashioned a
local experience relying on foreign aesthetics.

CHAPTER 2

1. On the negotiation of power in colonial African print, see Peterson and Hunter
2016; Hunter and James 2020; Krautwald 2021, 5-28; Newell 2013, 2020.

2. Some of these studies include, for example, Lee and Vaughan 2008. Both Charles
Okigbo and K. Nwalo analyzed death and funeral advertisements in the Nigerian press
and suggested that the obituaries pronounced the conspicuous presence of the individ-
ual by filling a vacuum created by lack. See Nwalo 1983; Okigbo 1987. Adebanwi has
also shown that printed biographies were used to articulate the meanings of nationalism
and heroism in his work on the biographical commemoration of Nigerian nationalists
such as Nnamdi Azikiwe and Obafemi Awolowo. See Adebanwi 2008a, 2008b, 2016,
2021. See also Alali 1993; Togonu-Bickersteth 1986; and Adéekd 2012.

3. These newspapers were accessed in the digitized newspaper collections of Rea-
dex’s World Newspaper Archives.

4. Newell has suggested the existence of other public spheres in colonial Africa,
such as “town and village associations, singing bands, church prayer groups, funeral
cooperatives, masquerades, military groups, and a multiplicity of other social organiza-
tions that created spaces separate from the family and the state” She argues that many
of the above-named public spheres predated colonialism and newspapers in Africa and
were independent of chieftaincy structures (Newell 2013, 93; Little 1965; See also Kalusa
and Vaughan 2013).

5. On the French Empire as an exception to this rule, see Cooper 2018.
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6. For a detailed account of the African middle classes and the bourgeoisie in a
global and other colonial context, see Dejung et al. 20138.

7. Coleman 1965; Benhabib 1992, 73-98; Fraser 1990, 56-80; Oke 2013, 29-56.

8. Lagos Observer (LO), September 14, 1882.

9. Some of these wars were reported in the same Lagos newspapers. For example,
the Lagos Times and Gold Coast Colony Advertiser (LT) of 1881 reports: “From Abeokuta
it is reported that the kidnapping and guerrilla warfare between the Egbas and Ibadans
still continued. The king of Dahomey had sent messengers to the Egba Government, but
these from political reasons had been ordered to remain at a suburban village (Ibara)
where they would be communicated with” See LT 1881, 3; LO, September 14, 1882.

10. LO, September 14, 1882.

11. Times of Nigeria (ToN), February 23, 1920, 3.

12. ToN, March 2-6, 1915, 2.

13. This corresponds with Sawada’s observation that “between 1890 and 1920, in
order to insert one memorial advertisement (memorial poem or death notice), family or
friends of the deceased paid between 4 and 15 shillings” See Sawada 2016, 169; Newell,
2022, 401.

14. ToN, February 23, 1920, 3.

15. ToN, November 15, 1915, 5.

16. ToN, February 23, 1920, 3.

17. The Mirror, December 24, 1887.

18. Nigerian Times, April 5, 1910, 1.

19. Nigerian Times, April 5, 1910, 1.

20. Lagos Weekly Record (LWR), June 18-25, 1921.

21. Lagos Standard (LS), February 20, 1895.

22. Nigerian Chronicle (NC), December 2, 1910.

23. NC, December 2, 1910.

24. On the relationship between the living and the dead in African cosmologies, see
Mbiti 1990, 5-26.

CHAPTER 3

1. See Edwards and Hart 2004; Hoskins 1998; and Edwards et al. 2006.

2. Bourdieu 1965; Miller 2005.

3. See Don Ihde’s concept of material hermeneutics in this regard (1999, 149
150); and Edwards and Hart 2004.

4. Weekly News, April 20, 1889.

5. ToN, December 1910, 2.

6. LWR, February 20, 1909, 7; LS, January 9, 1910, also remarks that the 1910
almanac contains the “pictures of Awujale of Iljebu Ode, the Akarigbo of Ijebu Remo,
Prince Ajiki of Porto Novo, a map of Sierra Leonne.

7. LS, June 2, 1909, 3H.
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8.

9.
10.
11.
12.
13.
14.
15.
16.
17.
18.

. Notes to Pages 54-68

LS, Wednesday, January 13, 1914.
LS, Wednesday, September 23, 1909.
LS, Wednesday, June 11, 1913.

LO, March 1, 1883, 2.

LWR, September 10, 1904, 1.

LWR, September 10, 1904, 1.

LWR, September 10, 1904, 1.

LWR, September 10, 1904, 1.

LS, Wednesday, February 14, 1912.
LS, Wednesday, February 14, 1912.
LS, November 27, 1918; See also Sierra Leonean Weekly News, December 7,

1901, 8, for similar news.

19.
20.
21.
22.
23.
24.
25.
26.

LWR, October 26, 1918, 6.

LO, December 3 and 17, 1885, 2.

LO, December 3 and 17, 1885, 2.

LO, December 3 and 17, 1885, 2.

LO, January 21, 1886, 2.

LO, January 21, 1886, 2.

LO, December 17, 1885, 1 and 3.

Eagle and Lagos Critic [1882-88]; Eagle and Lagos Critic, October 24 and

November 14, 1885, 2.

27.

Sawada 2016; LS, November 15, 1899, 3.

28. African Times, February 23, 1866, May 23, 1966, February 23, 1967, August 22,

1968, October 2, 1982, February 23, 1866, May 23, 1866, February 23, 1867, November

23, 1867.

29.
30.
31.
32.
33.
34.
35.
36.
37.
38.
39.

LO, November 19, 1885, 2.

LO, November 19, 1885, 2.

LO, November 19,1885, 2.

NC, March 6, 1914.

LWR, May 21, 1904, 3.

LWR, August 10, 1912, 3; LS, August 14, 1912, 3.

LWR, August 10, 1912, 3, August 24, 1912, 3; LS, August 28, 1912, 6.
LS, June 19, 1912, 5.

LWR, July 12, 1913, 5; August 16, 1913, 3.

NC, March 6, 1914, 3, 6.

See chapter 1 of this book for examples of portraits that served as ancestral

memorials: for example, the ndop in Blier 1998, 233; the Okpella mask in Borgatti 1979;

the Fante in La Gamma 2011, 77, to mention a few.

40.
41.
42.

See LS, November 27, 1918.
LWR, September 3, 1892, 3.
LWR, October 21, 1905, 4.
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43. It is unclear why the article made contradictory statements about the Child’s
rank as both ‘Lieut; and ‘Captain! LWR, February 10, 1917, 4.

44. ToN, November 15, 1915, 5.

45. ToN, November 15, 1915, 5.

46. ToN, November 15, 1915, 5. See chapter 2 of this book.

47. ToN, November 15, 1915, 5.

48. LS, June 1, 1910.

CHAPTER 4

1. Herbert Macaulay was the grandson of Samuel Ajayi Crowther. He established
the first Nigerian political party, the Nigerian National Democratic Party, which suc-
cessfully contested three Lagos seats in the Legislative Council. Macaulay, regarded as
the “father of modern Nigerian nationalism,” was among the most disliked by the British
colonial authorities for his strong anticolonial politics.

2. De Witte notes how the social significance of rites of passage in Asante is mate-
rially constituted through conspicuous displays of money and wealth. The circulation
and spending of money at Asante funerals do not just serve to symbolically mark the
transition of the deceased from life to death, but make a strong social impact in the life
of the living (see de Witte 2003).

3. This finding resonated with Audrey Linkman’s study of Victorian postmortem
photographs: “Photographs singled out for particular attention during the mourning
period tend to be those in which the deceased appear happy or healthy, photographs
that allowed the bereaved to transfer their thoughts away from the event of the death
to a contemplation of the wider significance of the deceased’s life” (2011, 152; see also
Laderman 2003, 105-106).

4. Audrey Linkman has suggested that “photographs also provided an acceptable
mechanism for friends and relatives to initiate conversations about the deceased’s char-
acter and achievements” (2011, 152), while Favero notes that “for years to come, the
images that accompanied a person’s death will become key providers of stories. They will
incite passersby to talk about the deceased in front of their graves and their home altars,
making them share actual memories and often also inviting them to make up events and
stories that never really took place” (2017, 100).

5. See Bredenbroker 2024. Geofrey Batchen has explored Christian visual ele-
ments in funeral photography. For example, in a piece from 1910 featured in the Van
Gogh Museum’s 2004 exhibition, Forget Me Not: Photography and Remembrance, pho-
tograph, text, and decorative elements such as flowers and taxidermied doves are used
to create a memorial image. Writing on the piece in the exhibition catalog, Geoffrey
Batchen notes: “Mingling Christian iconography—the dove of peace and resurrection,
symbol of the Holy Ghost—with a secular, mechanical image—a photograph of the
deceased—it speaks of death and mourning but also of the renewal of life. It seeks to
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remember this man not as someone now dead, but as someone once alive” (2004, 82).
With his reading of such vernacular photographs, Batchen rightly complicates Barthes’s
assertion that every photograph speaks of the death of the sitter, for in vernacular pho-
tographic practices, we often see the assertion of both life and death.

CHAPTER 5§

1. According to Emily Keightley and Michael Pickering, “A further dimension of
the amalgamation of old and new in the analogue/digital shift is the widespread practice
of making analogue photographs digital by scanning them and storing them on a PC or
uploading them to the internet” (2014, 583). In other cases where analog photographs
have been digitized by users, all photographs are centralized, coexisting in one place
on the PC. In this respect, personal collections give emphasis to the continuation of
archiving photographs as family records and conveyances of remembering (Keightley
and Pickering 2014, 583). Van Dijck (2007) highlights the intermedial character of pho-
tographic practice, contending that while new media elements can reshape our engage-
ment with personal artifacts, intermediality also operates bidirectionally with newer
elements being reconstituted by older ones.

2. For example, a theoretical model by Tom Nesmith (2005, 326) known as ‘prove-
nance’ explicitly mirrors the intermedial dialogue when we analyze its definition as “the
social and technical processes of the records’ inscription, transmission, contextualiza-
tion, and interpretation, which account for its existence, characteristics, and continuing
history” Caswell (2014, 18) provides further analysis of provenance as “a new reconcep-
tualization, an ever-changing, infinitely evolving process of recontextualization, encom-
passing not only the initial creators of the records but also the subjects of the records
themselves, the archivists who acquired, described, and digitized them (among other
interventions), and the users who constantly reinterpret them.” Thus, intermediality
seems a compelling means of articulating the social life of photographs.

3. Lisa Aronson (2017, 310) observes that “commemorative booklets and those
produced to mark the installations of kings or chiefs also typically combine photographs
with other images,” referring specifically to the photographs of J. A. Green of Bonny
in Rivers States. She refers to a 1978 commemorative booklet with three photographs,
two of which were taken by Green, to visually assert Chief Samuel Will Braide’s rightful
claim to the throne. See Aronson 2017, 310-312.

4. Oriki is an inspirational literary chant of the Yoruba. It is usually declamatory
and takes the form of poetry and praise songs. Settings include traditional wedding
ceremonies, chieftaincy coronations, masquerading arenas, etc. In the case of traditional
marriage ceremonies, some women chant praise poetry to inspire the bride, and the
bride bursts into emotional expressions of joy often exhibited through tears. For the
purpose of inspiration, the Yoruba people employ the use of praise poetry, songs and
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sacred invocations, as well as inspiring names. Even as the name shows, oriki is a name
or a praise poetry that “opens up” or “expands” a person’s head. The etymology of the
Yoruba word for inspiration reflects the belief of the people in Ori, i.e., the head. Fur-
thermore, oriki praise song was “created in a situation where activities within the local
community were all-absorbing. Little incidents, peculiar happenings, favourite remarks,
were observed, discussed, taken up and commemorated in epithets” (Barber 1991, 203,
244).

5. Beyond the African examples cited above, Catherine Zuromskis has observed
how the preparation of the family album requires an editorial process . . . that is expres-
sive and full of crucial choices in the formation and representation of group identity.
Annette Kuhn has criticized some of the scholarship on family photographs, saying that
“cultural theory tells us there is little personal or private about either family photographs
or the memories they evoke: they can mean only culturally” (2013, 397). This view is
perhaps epitomized in the work of Pierre Bourdieu, who says of the family album that
“all the unique experiences that give the individual memory the particularity of a secret
are banished from it, and the common past, or, perhaps, the highest common denom-
inator of the past, has all the clarity of a faithfully visited gravestone” (Bourdieu 1965,
44). The role of the family network in curating the family photos in the funeral booklets
is decidedly normative one. Through production and various forms of consumption,
familial groups curate and enforce cultural conventions by choosing when and how
family photos are produced, which photos merit circulation and display, and who is
granted access to them. See Zuromskis 2013; Bourdieu 1965, 30; Kuhn 1991, 17-25, 19.

6. During the Ozo title-taking of four Nwankwo brothers in the Enugwu-Agidi
community in Njikoka Local Government Area of Anambra State, Ozo Fred Onubogu
offered an insight into steps an aspirant for the Ozo title has to take before joining the
exclusive league. According to Ozo Onubogu, “In the Ozo title-taking, before you step
out to be an Ozo man in our place; you have to be prepared financially and otherwise.
In our town, an Ozo man doesn’t enter bike or tricycle because you must be in affluence.
For those who want to belong, the first step is to host the group we call asaa mbu (the
first seven), the person will host this group, fete them with abundant eating and drink-
ing, including slaughtering of animals. Then the person will host the asaa nabo (the
second seven) with their requirements too. After this, the asaa nabo will then inform
the minor Ozo group of the aspirant’s intention and they will be hosted again by the
aspirant. After this, the aspirant will meet the table officers and settle them one by one,
then the floor members also till the final day of the coronation. On the day, different
groups will be invited, including the Uhie dance. All the Ozo title holders go home with
a tuber of yam and a fowl at the expense of the new entrant while cows will be slaugh-
tered among other heavy feasting and merriment.” For a full description of the Ozo title
and variations in different Igbo societies see Onwuejeogwu 1979, 25, 117-143.
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CHAPTER 6

1. The Catholic religion believes that spirits are never dead, while in the Igbo con-
cept of ancestor worship, the dead still live among the living.

2. De Witte has observed a similar practice in Asante funerals, where tears have
become culturally obligatory. According to de Witte, “In Kumasi it is becoming the fash-
ion to hire mourners to come and cry at your funeral to set the mournful atmosphere
required for a good funeral. Certain funeral undertakers mediate between bereaved
families and groups of women who ‘know how to cry; using the appropriate words,
laments, gestures and body language to express the grief of others” (2003, 551).

3. A similar practice was observed about the death of celebrities in nineteenth-
century Europe. Linkman (2011, 145) notes that the death of prominent political fig-
ures, such as Otto von Bismarck, Louis-Adolphe Thiers, and Prince Albert, sparked
a high demand for their photographic portraits. Some photographers exploited this
demand by taking unauthorized or exclusive pictures of the deceased and selling them
for large profits. The fascination with nineteenth-century celebrity photos is similar to
the obsession with today’s online photos of the dead. However, today’s fans need inter-
net access to view their loved ones” photos after death. Here the use of internet access
underscores a significant shift in the constitution of existential living. Scott Lash (2007)
conceptualizes this shift as a “new new media ontology,” where the double emphasis
on “new” underscores an increasing apprehension regarding the profound impact of
software on the very fabric and dynamics of everyday life (Dodge and Kitchin 2008, 2).
This phenomenon vividly illustrates the pervasive infiltration of software into nearly
every facet of daily life, seamlessly embedding itself into the unnoticed backdrop of our
routines (Thrift and French, cited in Thrift 2005, 153).

CHAPTER 7

1. This altar is also seen as an isolation space for wives. Bess Reed and Benjamin
Hufbauer remark, “Wives go into a period of isolation to prove to the community that
they had no hand in their husband’s death, although husbands do not do so when their
wives die, probably an expression of the priestly nature of fathers and of the masculine
prerogative in Igbo society” (2005, 144).

2. Umada has been described by Reed and Hufbauer as “a daughter’s council,
which is a political body that is meant to provide a forum for the resolution of women’s
concerns” (2005, 149).

3. There are examples of the existence of similar altars in some cultures. For exam-
ple, photographs of family members—living and dead—feature prominently together
with holy statues, religious pictures, and other assorted objects in the home altars that
survive today in rural areas of Mexico. These altars have a spiritual function as the sacred
site of interaction between the human and divine, and a commemorative function in
which the memory of ancestors is honored and a family history is articulated through
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the display of trinkets, treasured mementoes, and family photographs. These home
altars are constructed and maintained continuously throughout the year, but special,
more elaborate displays are created for important annual festivals such as Easter, Christ-
mas, and the weeklong Day of the Dead celebration, which coincides with All Saints and
All Souls Days in the Christian calendar. In Mexico, El Dia de los Muertos (Day of the
Dead) is the most important festival, when the spirits of the dead return to the family
home to commune with their living relatives and feed together on the food laid out for
them on the altars. In some areas of Mexico these altars are constructed at cemeteries.
Photographs of dead relatives and items that once belonged to them feature prominently
on the home altar at this time, acting both as a spiritual presence and an aide-memoire.
Their association with holy images links the dead with the realm of the saints, and high-
lights their role as intermediaries who can intercede on behalf of the living. During this
festival, the home altar brings together the divine, the dead, and the living in an effort to
create a model of beneficial and productive relationships. Claire Harris has also noted
that Tibetan exiles use photographs to build altars whereby the photograph is regarded
as a sentient being, enthroned, sheltered by a canopy, and adorned with a ceremonial
silk scarf (2004, 147). The materiality of the photograph becomes a reflection of the
articulated and embodied personhood. According to Harris, “The photographic record
of that body therefore becomes a positive affirmation of an ongoing stream of presence
rather than a memorial to absence” (145).

4. Jayne Augoye, 2021. “I recorded ‘Dad’s Song’ while watching my father’s
funeral—Teni” Premium Times. https://www.premiumtimesng.com/entertainment
/music/music-interviews/450920-i-recorded-dads-song-while-watching-my-fathers-fu
neral-tenihtml. Visited August 16, 2022.
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