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In 201l3. German plllltogmphcr anu lilmmaka Lcni 
R idcnslahl died at the age of 10 I. That same y.:ar, Ci.:rrnan 
company Constantin Film "as preparing lor filming {)f(' 

It ,., isse ilfosoi (The lI'it ill! .Haaso/) in Kcn~ a, bascu on thl' 
novd by Corinne llofinann . NalTHting the relationship 
bctw(!cn Ctlrola , a Swiss tourist ill KCll ya, and l .cl11aliulI . 
~ Snmbllru ' warrior" . the lilm \\a, to be shot dlll?lly in the 
semi-arid lands nf th(! Sarnhuru lJiqricl. fkl(lrc fill1llll t'­
bt:gan . a search was urganized in tile lDlIll or ;\-1<lra l,JI in 
Nort herll K,n)'~ rur 'eligible' Samburu mentu .:a:.l. .11,'1 an) 
peopl e went.' MoluUllCd. a )'ollng Sal11buru man, reca lled. 
Hut ' they didn ' ttake us, be:ea use ithe~ said] we: \\cn: not tall 
enough ... They said Samburu arc tall and slim ... you' re not 
Samburu.· But what 'Samburu' did the lilmma~er, hav~ 
in mind'i The answer came wilcn thc fi lm was r.:leascd 
in 2005 . They were alter the 'Samburu ' or wfh:e-l;lblc 
books and romant icized movies. ,,·hos.: hollies rc,;c.-mhk 
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the "a~ phll\tlgraphcrs such as P:lIiu (1991) and /vIi1t'-or 
( 1994) portrayed them after Lcni Kieknstahl. 

Ric lenstahl (1902-201)3) remains a controversial fi gure 
in contemporury debates ahout aesthetics. film and pho­
tography. She is viI ilied f()r ha early collabllration with 
the Nazi regime, her production or ' propaganJu ' film ,; 
(;; uch a,; The lriilillph of the H'ill) and fOI her close fri end­
, hir "ilh Hitler. On t h~ Dther hand. her innOv ative aes­
thetics and conlriblitilH1S to the techniques or lill11 an d 
photugraphy have b'::cn pr<l iscd. Rieknstahl 's depiction 
of East /\frica has only recently become the subject of 
academic scrutiny (Faris 2002, 2007, Ludewig 2006) As 
Faris (2007) cautions, ' Ridcnstahl is not at all unique in 
her ph otography of Africans. ' in tha t she 'shares a mod­
emist ae,; thctic widely adored and adopted in the Wes t'. 
Iler \.\ork has had ~1 prof(ll1nd in nuenc.: on various ;mistic 
production s. , uch as the film dcscrihcd abo\.:. 

Whcnllx:gan my liefd\\orl.. in Kcn) a in 200S. I <!ncoun­
Icreu Rickn,lahJ"s co lk.:-table l)llOb on Ali-ic.an pco· 
pks (along with other such photographic books sharin g 
~ 'RieJ\:nslahli llfi ' aeslhetlc» in m) inv.:stig'ilion or the 
search hy fema le touri sts Ii-Dill Lmope. Australia. Japan 
and North Am<:rica fo r the ill.:al mak boul'. Such lour­
iSIS began visiting Kenya in the late 19S0s. driven by an 
croticiled nostalgia f(n the ramous cliche of the Maasai 
and the Samburu · \\·arri(lr ·. The image or tall. slim male 
bOUlt's. dJt~.s;.cd in red anu ~arrying. spears anu d ubs. was 
pan <)1 ' all ·ac, thetici7.:Hion ' 3nd cl.11llm nditicati(ln 01' th e 
Samnuru1llanl"- a5 li r 19C)0. 21)1)4 ). 1\lllong Samburtllllt:n 
ill northe rn Ken) <1, this idc~ li/d aesthetic's Iws giv<.!1l rise, 
in turn . to a stri\ 'ing II) meet the tourists' aesthet ic ques t 
lor Salllburli men whos.:: pl1\ siqu.: most corr(!sponds to 
slich per fec tion . In this aniclc, 1 argue that the 'artfulness ' 
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or Ri cH:nsra hl 's pholOgrnph~ (l ike Ihost: o i'her I(lll lll\\;r,;) 
lic~ in th~lr capacit)' to stimlliate \\'hat I call an embodied 
reading, that is, a cOlllpk,\ or illt ersel1sori~1 and emotlOll~1 
respon ses that matcrialize in the forl11 of a pol ni~ of' 
'limits' in tbe subjccted reader 

'Africa had embraced me - forever' 
Rieli:nstnhl visited Afr ica for the lirst time in Apr il 1956, 
when she WCIl[ to I, ~ nya to prepare for tilmi ng lJiack 

cargv, Hae she em:Olllllcrcd Ihe Mn'1S'u. \lhose ' aUr'd Llr 
being untouc hed hV civili7atioJ)' (l{ielen,lahl 19R2b: 171 
she round de.:pl y litsclll<lIing.. fll 1\)62, shL' \,isilcd lhe Nuba 
or Sudan, among. whom sht: carried out exrcnsive photo­
graph,ie \lurk. ' I lo\ed the Nuba,' Rien~n stahl later con­
fcssed, 'and it was wl)Jlderful to be among them' (I 9X7: 
526) i3etll'een 1962 and 1977 she undertouk hall' a dozen 
trips 10 ciilTcrcnt Nuba groups in Sudan (Haeh 2(07), and 
further phot(l-sa fa ris in Kenya, These trips were 1()lIl)\\ ('d 
by Ihe pubJicaliun of four cofl"c-tabk books tll'O 011 the 
Nuba (1974. 1(7 6), lind til 0 un \ arl OU S pe()pks (If Las t 
Af'ric;1 ( 1982a. 1982b). in.:luJing.thc Mans(1i , Ihe Sumburtl. 
the Dinkn, the Shilluk, the I:al.lla , the: Murl e etc. 
Riefenstnhl 's 'lut SI for ' beauty' among East i\ rric~n people 
ma), be read as jJ3rt of nn aesthetic movement known as 
primitivism, a loml of' European and Euro-Americ3n art 
in spired by non-WestcJ'Jl art and anefacts (Ludewig. 1U06, 
raris 2007), lnlhi s kind o['work, ont' di scll \,ers one 's Illllst 
'aulhentic ' inn<:r self' thrc>ugh di, lancc all d diill:l'ence , 
through contact \\'ith an 'mlthcntic ' Othcrn.:.% Sololllon­
(iuJcilu defin e,; prillliti\'j"li as botl1 '<] lo rlll or 111) Ihl~ 

speech' and '3 producl i,,<;: discourse: CQnstiluti,,~ ol'social 
relations ( I'.iR6: 3 14), The primitivist artiSi responds to 
an inner \.var of' the se lf': lhe need to choose bel \\'een the 
constraints of ' civilization' and the 'liberty' of a mvthic.a l 
return to nmurc , 

Mler thr ['all of' the Naz i regime, R icJCnstahl re~li zc d 

that she co uld not escape the stigma of hcing a NU7j her­
>L'I r: and dc.: ided to IeOI\ e ElIrllpc to \\'l>l' l.. among. A rriean 
people. 'Africa,' Bach obsc rv<:s, ' the arena of the newest 
of' her li ves, asked no questions, hurled no chargt:s, and 
permitted her to shed her skin' 12007 : 253), In Africa, 
Riefl:nstahl sought ' redemption' and 'so lace for hel' SOld' 
(l.lIdcwig 20{)6: 84-85 ), Sh~ eonsid~rcd moving. pcnna­
nently to li\'~ alllong the Nuba of Sudan, saying that 'it 
\\ould he ca5 ier for me to di~ an1l1ng mv Nuba than here 
in the big ~it), where 1 kd a very ,olitary lite' rRicfcnstahl' 
1 ')~7 5~h) 

A:; the title of unc of her last cof)te-tabl e books - Leni 
Rie/enslUhl~' A,li"ic(t (19::;2) - uvcnly suggests, the Africa 
she tried to depict was one of her own making. Ludewig 
(2006) shows that Ric!cllStuhl 's subsequent depictions of' 
the l'Juba , for cx~mpJc, are anything. bur qatie, Her ini­
tial photographic romanlicisJ11 Ivas considerably height­
ened cillrillg her latc: r phoillgraphic jounlC) s, panic'ularly 
in respon," to the rapid social trallSf(lrmations that the 
Nuba \\LTC unJcrguing, The parameter~ II ithin \\ hieh she 
urcJmcd 'her' i\ fr ie" \\ l:rc carefully sraged and scripted, 
First , Ricfc nslahl stateJ openl )' thai she had n(> interest in 
locals \\ht) "'ore clothes, for ' they look no ditkrent li'o J11 
the blacks in the big ei lies (Ridi;!nstahl 19R7 -167-46g) 
Fari s 12(07) argue, that Ricfellstahl \\ould only agree to 
phot()gr"pi1 'the llndrc,se(/ I J imked, people who vi Sited 
he r \\ ith cllithi ng \\cre turned a\\ 3Y,' Scctlndly_ she firml" 
believed that 'it I, impossible to lind a moM or temak 
Nuha 1\ ith evcn ~n ounee of i~lt because the)' con si der 
fill ugly ' (Ridcllstahl 1987 (09 ), mcanwtllie chOOSin g to 
ign orL' th~ 'impcrkct' boJics oCthe old nnd sick. Thirdly, 
Faris mgllcs that Ricf<.:n , tahl ' introduced ncw' colors 
(E lIrup~a n lip glo>scs)' among the Nub,l, and ' encouraged 
the lIsage of a mu ch more limited repertoire of design', 
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rapidl} ~rc <t tcd at her requ~s t. Moreovcr, ~h c: ' consistentl) 
1l10\\::J pcopic to k,t:ltions she td t nH1 rc photog.enlc_ and 
posed them in postures. however gro l ~squc , that s h~ 1<:: lt 
morc appropri ate to her \ision.' Rlefcnstahl author itllt i.-ciy 
ret:a ll s ho\\ 'I th~n told the Nuba what I wanted tht:1l1 to 
do ... · ( 19X7 : 559-560) 

'One feels their breath' 
\Vherea$ Sontag (I ( 75) bel ievcs that R idcnstahl 's pho­
lographic explorat iun of Afi'ican peopk IVa" an e\ tens ion 
of her 'fasciot' ncsthctics from th,~ !\rynn hody onto the 
boc/ies of A I'rica ns, ll nthropul of,l i,;1 .lames Faris (2007 ) 
argues that Ill~rcl) lahel ling of Kidcns tahl 's \\'ll r~ n~ 

Ifl,c i,, ' generatcs analytical reductiOlllsm. and lail s to 
account for thc huge "ulumc of positivc responses to her 
represcntations of :\Ii-iean people. Ilowevcr, Fari s sees 
nothlllg 'at all uniquc ' in Ri~fen stahl 's photog raphy 01' 
AIi'ieans Within this (kbarc, a perspect ive derived from 
~n embodied read ing of 'ouch photographs. I ar);uc, C;,111 

allow fIll a morc eOl11plc.x understanding hOlh of their 
dJe:eb and or tlw "pi, klllologicni grollnJs I'Lir cuntrO\ cr­
sial interprctations (Jfthem . 
In hi:; bouk Bo,l,. jasci.I'm (2002 ), Brian PlOnger dra\\s 
on Foucault to poinl to tlVO Ji fterenl conccptuali1alions 
of th~ word ' fa scism'. On (Jne hand, he argues. there is 
the historicallll(lmeJ71 offascisl11. Ihc tasCism MHill cr alld 
iVlu oJsolllli . On the Olher hanJ. there is a wider historical 
OI/ l l lIlle. ehnractcri, tic or modl'l'lIity and an on tol og \ ul 
tcchnol ogic,11 ' ad\'anccl11cnt' rhls IS. as Foucault put i1. 
·th,; f ~ISt: tS lll in us all , in otlr hl'ad.:; 311l.1 ill l.Hlr c\ <:1'\ da) 
hehal' ior_the fllSelSIll that CllllSCS us 10 I,w( power. to dc,i rc 
Ihe ver) thing that dornill3tc, and explOIt> us' (hlllcault 
1983: xi i i). II. is the I aller, Pronger argues. thm persists in 
the eontempoflu'} te~hnologi es or th t! body and pl1\,llOal 
limess, in thclr attempt Lo achiel'e a polil iciLcd 'perfec­
tion' tlHlt transf()rms bodle, into economic r~~Ollrces . II' 
one ag.rees \lith the IISC of the lerm ' 13S( I, I11 ' In this latt~ r 

scnse, then indeed Ricfi::nstahl 's reprcsell lilt lOlb 01'.'\ fhean 
bo d ic:~ I:an bc dcsLTibl'd a, libe i,!., but ntlt m(IJC $(\ thHI1\ hl' 
\\'Ork l) f other primiti Vist or sim pl, moJerni,t phlllogm­
phers k .g. ill .\'aI/UIICi/ Ceograp/llc and GI"O mngaJ inc;,) . 
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and particularly /lO! L,e ciluse of her lOarl, aS50eimi(JIls wilh 
thc '1<l7 i reg ime (a, Sontag claims). 

The emhedding (II' it poli \lcs of"xc\usion in the code of 
Ricli:nstah l 's phologmphy "I' Alr iean people (as \I ell as 
in her early fi lms) is thus concurrent with and indivisible 
from Ihe tl'chno-scientific prodllction of bodies in moder­
nily. Herein, Ihe inscription of 'lilllits' upun processes of 
cmhodiln ~ n t plays an impun ant wie. Revi sitin g Den-ida. 
PrOllgcr l1willtains that nil social systems 'i mp(ls~structural 

Iim ils on the pO\\l'r 1" nppreclale m<Jtcr ial reality 11\\hich 
in turn underrll ines \l UI' p,)ll t ieal po\\,erto fDrm ul ate aherna­
tl I ~ real i I il'S' l i'rol1g.c r 2(HJ 2 I:?) Thc c:pistcnlOiogv or th.: 
l:nliglllenlllcll l, an episte mol ogy of\selHcontrolthr'ough 
r,1l 1l>r1 3Iity. envisions bud ies and their parts as l liin{;S -11l 

Ih<!rIlsdl'c's (ef Kant '[)i ngL' an sich' ), as objectified nOll­
relational entities that are thus readily controll able. Sinee 
Ihe 19th cL'lllur) , Ihe pholographic rep resentat ion of the 
hod \ has pro ved to he one of the n1(lSl elficiellt vchicles 
or'lintilS in the proccs::. ofbodih "ubjcclJon. (,<Irry ing in 
its code lind 3l'ccnlualing in thc suhject-rcader a particular 
ltegcmulllc olltulogl. 

DclcU7.C and Ciuattmi I 19R7) I,'rmulated this principle of 
' limlts' with rc:ferenc:c to the interplay between ' puissance ' 
and 'pou\·oir· . tlYO difTercnl I) pes of po\\ cr. fllls.\0I1Cc 

rc:fl'rs to 'a ,-,apaeit) to multipl) connections thm may be 
renli7cd by a gi l'cn "hody" to vary ing degrees in different 
situations' (Mass umi , quoted in Pronger ::>002 ( 6); it is 
',Iur 1)<Il er1li31 I'or inlini te ..:onneclivitv · (Pronger 2002: 
11 .'\ ). and constitutes the \·cry fie ld UpOIl which P O// I ,(>IT 

IIl :'Cl ibc$ its ·I imited . lillit c put li ' li bld .) f'ulI\'(1/J' is thc 
pel\\ cr 0 I·subjection . ,In -Ins lltuted and reproduci ble rei ation 
of fencL , :I sclccti.-"" concr~li,ati(\n or potential' (Fuueault, 
quoted in IJron gc r ::>002: ( 6) . The politics ofc.xc/ us iull and 
ahj ~c tion inherent in ",hat Pronger call s 'filst:ist desire' I;' 
charac lcrilc ci by a suhlimc interpl ay bet\leen f'uiss(/I/c~ 
and poU ... O 11' . pou\'olr produces pui"),lrlce as its pou\·oir. 
and [luiSs3nc(' gives pou\ "i r its puis$~ nee ' (ibid .: 11~1. 

10 read Ricfcnsrahl's photographs is to h~ Ifleed with 
tillS n<.'lIrotic in lcrphl) of /)(J!/l '(Hr and J)llIswmce, of the 
"Irm ll, ' and the b,:rill1d that til e) suggest. It engel1ders "Iwi 
Dcrri dn t;;rllcd a luX/( 0/ pOFc" F;;or/a/II)', a 'wa} In which the 
establishment of a system as it system suggestS a hcyonJ 
i1. That beyond con;; isls orlha! which the sysltm excludes, 
by \·irtue either of\\ltat il cannot comprehcnd or of what it 
prohibits in order to Hccol1lpli ,; h its sy:;[ernatic objecti\es' 
(ibid 13) The bodily perfection of Ric lcn slahl' s pho­
tog.ra phs sublimd y im presses the reaJe r 110t so much in 
lind I,'r its~ l r il" thfllugh [h il t Ilhich it excllldes rnl bodie". 
, lion bllclic.,;. di sabkd h\ldl~ s . cl othed boJies. non-syrn­
I11c triL' bodies. Sick bodies. Tltc ,c arc Ihe bodies (/I{W!/st 

\\hich ' beaut,,' is estahlished. but which in spite of their 
maler i31 absence ti'om Ihe photOg.raphs as such , arc vcr) 
much prescnl in the nuid ' sccondness' (cL Pierce) of any 
re adin g. in that which the eude of pouvo ir establishes as 
being bc",)nd its limits. 

Th est' neurot ic diakcti c,; of the encoded limits and 
their he l'ond Inter lcre willt the sublime processes of an 
elllholi icd ,lcq lH:tic contem plalion l.udewig . fl lr example' . 
notes \ is-a-,i s Ri t' icnslahl's closl'-up portraits of some 
Nuba men that 'one can imaginc one feels their brea tb'; 
·the viewLr is made to leel he or SIIC i,; e),periencing an 
inlim ate encounter with the ncar ItlC-::.ilc depiel1ons' 
(200(): (3) The cmbudied wntempl ati on of such images 
becomcs whnl li rcgorv Batcson has called a 'In ela-Illes­
sage', '3 message til al Hl'!> a, a IlIgh('r contexI II)r another 
message in it s, stcm " 'here each message IS concrete and 
lJt' H Ic m..: r orde r tl1 an the reli: ri!nt to which il is attu clled ' 
(1Inrrics-.I ones 19'15' 1]4) lllis mctJ -c:ommun icalion, 
charactl.!f1S tl c of nnr$tic pn1linction. is 'a so rt of play 
behm'ior \\ hLlse fun el ion is, amongst ut her th ings, to 
practice an d make more pcrkct cOllllTIunication of this 
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kind' il3Jtcson 1971 : 137) I'h.: $)na,:slhetic p~rccption 
LlrRieJenstahl's uep ictions o CA Ii-i~ ~1Il bodi es c(lm pris~s as 
SUdl a meta-communicati on ofthl$ son, on~ struggling tCl 
pe rf~('t a se::nse of intimacy leadin g. conCLllTIltantl" to ui ,· 
comfort and SC\U~rl ('\citatioll , to intellectual frustration 
and \'oyeuristie gratilicatioll. 

'Romantically uninhibited and sexually liberated' 
E \·en thLlugh she herscl rpl ayed a role in NflLi propagnnda 
early in hcr life , it \vould be reductionist to descrih~ th e 
at'.'i thdics expressed in Rielt:n,tahl's 1<ll<'r work on AIi-ica 
as . Illse ist' III th e n3rrow ~en se of desccndlng Irom the 
propagandist pLll itic, 01' t.h<' Nan regime ISuntag 1975) 
In tcrlll s of th~ir th.:matic ,.;j.:-:tion and IlJct~-narrmivc . 

Riefenstahl's depictions of /\f'rican peoples shuuld be 
rcad in the conteXt ofl he broader work oi' orher primitivist 
photographers, Ne\enhclcss her aesthetic:;. in her lilscilla­
tion with a conl.::mplation ofth.:: sc lcct bod) docs imply a 
panicular code suggesti\ c of continuities with the earlier 
Nn".i propnganda . 

Sontag (1975) observes thar lilsci,t a.:sthcti c,; hmught 
th.: human bod) into" utopian light 01 pl'l) sica I pcrk c­
tion and haI1l10ni,)u s symlllC!I) This, howe ver, co in­
cided with and was related to a larger (Euro-AIlH:!rieaJl ) 
modernist strugg.1e for bodih' perfection coming. with the 
advancement ol'technology (Pronger 2002, DU[lon J995). 
The institutionali l..::d aesthetics orthc Nazi propagandistic 
politics. neverthe less. carried its o\\'n aesthetic pr.:ferences 
(see I'euck.er 2t)04. Ra\ctto 200 I) 

Mos t import3111l y, in terills l)fth-: hm'" prop-:r, th-: latc L 
more nan'owl) dcllnc'd JilSt' i,t <1<.:sthetics reprc'sc 'IIS In pan 
a continuotion of Winckellnilnn's philosophy. accordi ng 
to which 'the beilutil'ul bLldJ is the posed bod\-. its con· 
tours in harmonious balance ' (I'cucker 20()4: 284-211:'), 
Rietenst"hl's photographs indeed depi..:t the bod) as 
SClllp lllre. I'cucker -:a ll s this typ.: or gaz~ ' /Oh/<!UII vivant'. 

an arllstK style borruwcLi Ii-om the Vc:netian Baruque. In 
this lorn!. th.: bou\ is pi-:tured in an 'arres ted mution 
becoilling static and objcclillcd in a \'<':1,) , tri.:t scnse . lhe: 
' arrcStc'd mCll il)n' characteri ,t ic o i'thc tableau l'i",m( Sl) Ie 
ililposes a g iven lllorpllOlngi.:al contradiction. one can sec 
bodies froLcn in Illovcment. T here is a bailie bd\\ccn thc 
Dionys ian des ire for exccss and se ll:transecndence and fh e 
;\pullonian spirit ol'rutionality and con lormit)', n:sulting in 
posed hodies, bodics rcndered sculptural (f'cLicker 2004) 
1 agree with Sontag (1 97 5) that Rieknstahl s u ~~e,s(ully 

tran'posed this morpho l,'~ical colle to her f'('prCSel1l3li c) n 
of Afi'ic3n people. The cod~ of the tab l t!(/ If l' i"a11l - a,; it 
was appl i..,d in hn carl) pru pag.:mtia Ill n1~ - \\ as latn r<':'I1­
ITIII<;;d wit.hin an /\ Ii-ican IJnclseap.., . Yet the Ljuestion is. to 
",hal ex tent cou lJ rhis uthcrHisc antag.onlstic lucie call for 
similar interpretations') 

The cOlk Cll"co rrcstcd mot ions ' is :;ugge~t"e uran inirial 
fnsci5t ideal uf a p(; tril lc'u eroti ci51l1 ac~() rding 10 wh ich 
se,(11111~n~ril~' nl!t:ds to be:: l ranslbnn~d int o ~p . ri tu al fo r.:t: . 
In rasci , t roli lj .:~, s..:.,ua lir\' \ \1" iueall y di \ cl1cd Iro lll 
th.. <le llle \ emellt uf (lrgilSlll tn 'an ~rOIl': ClJl Hcmplation at 
on ce fru strali ng and plcasurahlc (I'cu.:kcr 2004: 2~()'1 he 

ideaJ sculptural bod\- thus prefers to surpass such aesthdic 
stimul i hcro.ctllI) rathcr than (;llllsumi ng thelll sc ,\uallv. 
Ye t the qu.::stillil remai ns. what intcrpretations dnes this 
cudc prl)ll1pl once It h a~ gon<.: be) ond "hat 1\ 3, a mt' rely 
poli lic:a l iden l" 

It is h ~rc tll at a l1e\\ SC I or paradoxes ~mc rge;;. Ra\ dtll 
r !l r.-r pl"'IS~ ' I ()l.~au lt in ask in g. rh.: torical h ': ' how l'()ul d 
Il<ILi,m ISlc l. whl<:h I;.shluned .tsc:J1 on its own mollel of 
blood purit ) and magcll lin~ ma ste ry. become the ultim ate: 
' ig.n 0 1' r\,\11at It sa\·\ ilS I deeacknt erotic sc\unlil ) .," (200 I. 
71 J. Hi stori call y and roliti cHliy d isplac~d, and rcil\rer­
pre.tl:d through \\ ha t I called all emb{)di~d conteillplation, 
Ric:l ~ns t llh l 's IJTHlgCS confer dillc rent spt:ctncks aruund 
the 'limits the) presl:r\ c:. (l nd the be,r 'lInd that the,\ ' can). 
II '" in th l' <'Clbe, lor c' tlrnpk. that her dep ictjons or the 
young Aryan me n (In TIlt' Ir(llmp!1 oftl1l' ,.,.11/), created in if 

contt'\ t oj' Illstitlltl lll1u lil.ed 1l0lllLlphobia. could ironicall y 
hce<llllc pun o j'A mcric3n gay iconograph\' and constitute. 
as Schulman (2003) put ii , the si ngle grea test influence Lln 
honl<lcro tic representations. since the Greeks, Mcalm hile. 
,IS 1 briellv sugges ted at the beginning oftb is arude, in the 
c'OlltC.\1 0 1' increase d tourist consumption ol"such imagery. 
Rictcn,;tah l's dc'p. ctions of (\li"i c3n Illcn ranicip3tc in a 
lom1 (If cui rural w}t'urism 11l (l~ tLl I1t:1l gratiil t:d in COlltc ,\ t; 
of sc,\ lI al tOl.r'SIl' rather thcn ' h~rnk !l ll : SlI Ill<rs,ed ' 

II b Ihe 5< 11 lie ICI"jon (l I ' 1I 1~ intcl"p la) bet\\t:c'n the ' Iirnits' 
and Iheir be\oud, so ev ide nt ill Ricl'cnstahl"s work. that 
~llso pro ll1(l IS s p~eu J !H i Lln about her o\~· n sexual ity and thu s 
leads tn another level Dr voyeurism within an cm bodied 
(often academic) l'olllcmplati on. \'vas her anistil.!t'n dc<\vour 
Inlcn dcd 10 h(' n c<'g,nitivc /i'\ation Oil 'beauty" .1 ()r was 
the ' an ' she claimed lD pur:>lIc drm\'ll from an embodied 
rheTe, \,o \'cllri slie) elljll\'ll1 cnt (.. 1' ' heaUI\ '" Neither hcr 
\\ork nor hcT repeated clJi .ns to silllp l) be intercsred ill 
' beaut) ,,110" il'r a C(lIlCTCl t: dnS\\ Cr. ' L<:: ni '. Huelr wrire" 
. had bee ll rlm181ltic lll j unlllilib itcd and sexuall y liber, 
ated Slllce her sc:l J"scriplcd dcIl Q \~.:ring at t\\'emy' (2 U()7 
210) Ric fenstab l " as olten accused - as shl.! cbillls ,., that 
she 'uc.;asion all y Withdrew to her tent with vcr)' big and 
"sirong" N lI h~1 men' (quoted ill Baclr 2(J(l7 272) or thaI 
'Ill ~ Nuba photo[! lHph v "as tir e result ol'Ill Y being allraClcd 
b) tlw Nubian's O\erSIIC gen itali<l ' . This sht' vehementl\ 
d.:nied . part .clIlJrl y, sh~ sa id . "hen ' I pride Ill yselfon Ill\' 
\\ ,·II -kll (\\\'11 ,,111l (I, t vi rginal $.:x ual hi ~ t(lry ' (ib id. ) 

'Bestselling images of Kenya' 
The intense experience ofcillhodied contelllplarion or 
Ril'i'cnslahl 's photograph s of Afi-ican pcorie influenced 
grullp" oftollrists. sOllletimes indirec tly. to visi t the Nuha . 
'TO UTI ng c omjlani ~s at rhe lime. in buth GCflnan) and 
S lI dan ,' Fans clil illl ~ , "Ct "I' , pcciiil' phOlogr<lph ic tOllrs 
to the S,)u th ca'l Nuha Illf pcople to caprure their own 
Rickl"rnh l inn c\ pericncc ' (2007: note 2.1 J. In tbe (ic l'lnan­
spe akin g countn~s. Rietell stahl' , long engagement with 
Ihe Nuba has bCl'lll1lc a nI ) th ritually rcen~t tccl rhf'll ug.h 
touri sm III Sudan and so her acs th..:tics eonllllllCS to ha\ c 
a dirc'ct im pact nn Nuba lili:: . 

In "-enyn, the illlpact of RicICns tahl "s \\01'1-; is gencr· 
ally Illel,," Cl1l1lp le.x anJ kss strai ghl l()t·\.\ ard. For example, 
Ric k nstnhl :; co rlce·tnbk hooks arc sold ill tourist shops 
in Nalro ~i illlJ tvh\mha..~ a , nnd m~ny 'cultural' tourist" rhat 
I h,l\ c enc{lunter.:d dU lIlI to 0\\11 or at least kno\\' ol' these 
\lOIll-;S. MnreO\\T fem ale tOlll'l srs I spOKe 10 who wcnt on ro 
marn Saillburu men and moved tu Kcn) a rckrn:-d tn their 
copies QfRlclCn stahl', books in their 3ltCmptto 'document' 
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their 'adoptive ' culture. (Ironicall y, it \Ia, in ~ llch a context 
that I encounlerc:d Rie lenstahl in East Alrica alld slaned 
Ihinking aboul her \lork's potential , Ikets.) 

0 11 the olhcr hall d, the n cntu nl populari zation of her 
imagery muSt al:;o be collsid~rcd. KCIl\'a's delll ocralie 
polit ics and the role orthe K~n~ an I OurtS I11 industn as the 
primary fOfl: ig,n c,"~hangc eWilcr h:I\ " r~c il itated procc,scs 
or a..:s thctici /3tion comm odiiication and consumption of 
everyday lik, Owr the iJst t\lO decade" Ihe Maasai ami 
the Salllouni hal'c become 'bestselllllg images of Kenya ' 
(Ooonvo and Nl"assy 2004: 3), and - ~s I Iloted above 
- felll ale tourists hcgan seeking liaisons wi th th e stereo­
typical pastor31ist "warrio r' Here, IlLlwcver. R iet~n sta hl's 

inn llC IICCiS$ ubt k. lIl1 d 111(:1·g..:, with post -l'oloni~1 re inven ­
ti ons of o ld imperial pa rnd igm ~ Frfl l1l 19th-centul) trQI'c'l 
1llC:l"lllmS 10 col(\ni;d cl hnogruphIL' ). Irom \;t) lk L'- I~ bk 

books to IllUl"Ist p{)~tcnrJs and r·shi n s, the image of the 
Maasa i or Sil mburu ',,';!rrior' hi" a d) n(lnJ ic histori cal C:l\ll ­
linull}, in which Ka, fir morc gene rall) identities ' a n~)S ­

tal gia bc: ing voi cc:d fO r phys ical perfection it sell"' (1999: 
73 : sce al so Hughes 2U(6) 

The significance of a Rief"enstahlian a~s the t ies cmer!,ling 
among th ~ Salllburu ;!nd j'vl mba i of Ken)a thus has tll be 
understood through tht role photography plnys in shaping 
bodil ) id\!ab. It i ~ through tht previousl) unnHll.:h.!u 
' iIllJl1 ed i~ cy or sC'n~c of ac tuailt \ pro l idcd by the pholO' 
graph ... lll'li th IhL' plw tOg,I" lIphn5 C)C for, and access to, 
some: of t11<: most bc~uti full)" fo rmed bodics of hi s lSlcl 
time, [thm] the vel) status 01" the body as a visual object 
had been ilTcversibly transfonned ' (Dullon 1995: 97 ) 

In Kt'nya, pholOgntphl:rs such as Angel a Fischer, l'~ rol 

Beckwilh. j'v10hamcd Amin . j\.'lirella Ricciardi , Nigel 1'<\1 ilL 
T homasin Magor and others have, to a certain C,\ tent, 
co ntinued a Ri cli.:ns tahli;m a<"sthetie tradili on, work ing 
umong the Maasa i or the Salllburll. Probabl y interestt:d, 
as RielCnstahlwas , in crealing I,ehicks or'beauiY', and in 
'salvngc I':thnograph y' . these authors hal e al sQ. to varying 
l.kgr~es. maint ai ned a c~r\3 in po liticized 'bea ut y', While 
they continued working \\ ithin II modern is!. pr imiti vis!. 
and indeed nco-imperialist paradigm. entain visual code'S 
\\e rc c\ idcntl; nppmpriatcd trom Ricfcnstahl"s famous 
and influcmial ll"l)rk among LIst A li' iean people 

These Imer ,",orks perpetuate SOIII c' or Riek" ,tahl's 
acs thetics. I' irstl } Ihc\' cont inue In be rend \I·jth the idca 
of bodil} symmet ric perkctioJ1 through depictioll of the 
'arrested motion' of the II/Meall I'/I 'unt. The Illorphological 

anchoring of the PIIIS,\'anu' of embodiment in Ihe discon­
nec:ted perfection of the graciously sculptural body keeps 
the olh~r form s of embodimcnt - static , lilt , shor!. ill. di,a­
bled etc. - "eYOI7I.l thc ' limit s" of thL' code. S-:cond. the 
'puriticJt ion' oi"lhc sUl' i~1 bod) a~hi (' ved through a visuill 
hOtll ogt:ni7at ion of 'culturr:' ItllpOS-:S Its own ' Iimit~ ' {I n 
the Irarm." of the ph(llUgrupil . I. ik~ Riden"tahl, Pa li!! 
( 19(1 ) Jnd Magor ( 19941. lo r cX3111plc, idealizc 'Samhuru 
culture ', delibt>rmel) ('\ e1 uding inu iv iduals wearing non­
' tradilional" clothes, Iiving in nOll' "traditional' houses. and 
doing non-'traditional' ta~ ks , The rresence orand interac­
lion with Indi viduals or other ethnic groups, othenvisL' n 
Illndal11cntal <lSpcct of th ~ ,;ocial lili:: In northern Kenya, 
is !lb,) ,iiL-n t l'J. Th ird, pain fin d thc hc:roic endurulIl;c ot" 
it COllSi ltut,; ve t other l11olit~ inherited l'i"clln I.(i cfi::nsrahl. 
l<ie iLw,tall I trlll) I l' lll.,-"Ic:U Nuoa wrestlin g, tnk ing 
nu m..:rous rilo[f)graplls of Nuba men fi ghting in ri vers 
of bl ood or 01" lI'omen cllll ing deconlliv e scar, (\Il eac h 
other', hodies . I.lkcII isc, l'onlcmporar) rholographcrs 
working among the Samhuru and the Mnasai d~pict scenes 
of circulllcision or cl itoridcctomy with a dear cmphasis on 
the pain Itt! instant of CUlling, (Beckwi th and Fischo::r 1999: 
85,90: (vb gor 1994: 17li: Pn l,ltI 1991: 100) , 

'God, are they beautiful ' 
In conclusion, R icfcn slahl '~ aestiletic style. as .:videnccd 
in her lal(' work in Enst ;\ rrica .. c<l rr ie:; a code that c' n~bles 

'sub lime' embodied COJl tclllpl~lil)ns. und lhus l11Llre casi " 
particip~tcs in politil's ofabjc'clion in I·arious cu ltural con­
tCX lS. The implicnt ion of these codes call not therell)re be 
compreh ended \\,ithoul rcfe rence to the synJes thctic read· 
in g, that the) enable. Further rc~ c,lrch on thc' c'llects o r 
Rlct~ n,tahl's aesthetics in East /\frica also nc::eds 10 COIl­

,i der the roli llc al implications or this l'mbuctieu readi ng 
and its role in r~eonfi g uring bodics and their relations. 

' I.ct me sho\\' you t\lLl bOOKS with piclU res: Denise 
sugges ts. ' 11111' husband bOllght them for me in Nairob i,' 
Denise, a French \loman in her fOl1ics, ani, ed in Kenya in 
199 1. During a holiday In the coastal tO\\11 of rvlal indi. she 
le ll in I(lve \lith Eltol11bc. a SaJ11b uru l11all . In 1<)93 the} gOt 
married. and a rie r seven Illore viSits she mOl'ed to Ken) a 10 
Iil'c with hcr hll~ ha n d in thc Sal11bllrU District. ,\" , he puts 
Ihe bCloks down (\11 tile table, I catch SIght of Ihe ir Ccll IT,, 

bot h of " hich ar.: fa mil iar 10 me. the fi rsi. Nigd Pavitt . the 
second ... Len i Ric l tn S t~hl Denise open, lhelll <lnd , as il" 
mcslIlcfl7.ed, exclaims: ' God, arc they hCButiful " _ 
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