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Introduction

 This paper introduces research undertaken 
over a 14-month field season in Turkana, north-
ern Kenya (carried out under the NACOSTI permit 
p/14/5212/833), which was completed in August 
2015 (Figure 1). This research sought to apply an 
archaeological mind-set to Turkana’s recent past, 
and to record social history by exploring changes in 
material culture throughout the various economic, 
social, and environmental transitions of the last cen-
tury. In particular this paper outlines the use of a col-
lection of historical ethnographic photographs in the 
field, and considers the value of this field method in 
the broader context of archaeological engagements 
with recent intangible heritage in Africa. 

Overview of the Project

 Archaeologists working with or in the vicin-
ity of rural non-industrialised communities in Africa 
tend not to focus on the very recent past (the last 
century), an area commonly explored via historical 
anthropology or ethno-history (although for excep-
tions see Gonzáles-Ruibal 2006; Gonzáles-Ruibal et 

al. 2011). One of the most significant reasons behind 
this is the intangibility of these groups’ heritage, par-
ticularly with hunter-gatherer and pastoralist popu-
lations who tend to have an extremely ephemeral 
impact on the landscapes in which they dwell, and 
rarely collect or curate everyday objects for long pe-
riods of time (Anderson and Broch-Due 1999; Little 
and Leslie 1999). The Turkana of northern Kenya, 
being predominantly pastoralist, are no exception to 
this. As a result of its immateriality, Turkana’s recent 
past is a realm scarcely traversed by archaeologists, 
who have instead tended to focus on far more distant 
time periods (or conduct research amongst contem-
porary communities for use as an analogy of these 
time periods) (for examples see Rybczynski et al. 
1996; Spoor et al. 2007; Stewart and Gifford-Gonza-
lez 1994).

 This situation stands in contrast to contem-
porary and historical archaeologies positioned in less 
‘remote’ contexts, which have applied archaeologi-
cal thinking to the present day and the recent past to 
examine the historical origins of the material condi-
tions of contemporary life, and unveil richer social 
histories than are visible to the naked eye (for ex-
ample, Buchli and Lucas 2001; Deetz 1996; Rathje 
and Murphy 2001; Schiffer 1991). A material culture 
based approach to recent history has been shown to 
unveil social dynamics that elude textual description, 
perhaps most convincingly by Schiffer (1991) in his 
typological analysis of the portable radio in Ameri-
can life throughout the 20th century. 

 Drawing on these approaches, the fieldwork 
undertaken in Turkana implemented a range of nov-
el techniques to explore recent history via material 
culture typologies. Five object categories were de-
termined prior to the main stretch of fieldwork dur-
ing several preliminary seasons (2012-2014), these 
were: domestic material culture (objects associated 
with the kitchen), weaponry, structures, and body 
adornment. Broad variations in these categories over 
time were ascertained through the analysis of a range 
of ethnographic object collections, photographs and 
historical documents, all spanning the 20th century 
and stored at archives and museums in the UK, the 
U.S, and Kenya. The most notable of these were the 
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Pitt Rivers Museum in Oxford, the Cambridge Mu-
seum of Archaeology and Anthropology, the Ameri-
can Museum of Natural History in New York, the UK 
National Archives at Kew, and the Kenyan National 
Archives in Nairobi.  Data pertaining to these collec-
tions were then brought to Turkana during the core 
field season to serve as the framework for interviews, 
discussion groups, household object inventories, and 
market surveys. They were used to elicit knowledge 
and memories relating to the changing production 
and use of various objects through time, and thus en-
gage with the ‘quotidian histories’ of everyday hu-
man experience. 

 One of the most significant features of this 
fieldwork was the repatriation of a range of photo-
graphic prints of places, people, and objects, which 

Figure 1:  Map showing Turkana County situated in East Africa.

dated to various times between the early 1920s and 
the present day. These photographs were the work of 
several different photographers, and were predomi-
nantly gathered from the archives of the Pitt Rivers 
Museum in Oxford. They were used in a range of 
contexts, from large-scale discussion sessions with 
groups of more than 50 individuals, to focused one-
on-one interviews. The amalgamation of photo-
graphs from several different time periods produced 
a temporally punctuated and diachronic representa-
tion of 20th century Turkana material culture.

The Photographs
 
 Throughout the main fieldwork period 150 
photographs were brought to a range of locations 
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across the southern portion of Turkana from the 
project’s base at Nakurio Village (Figure 2). Having 
been blown up to A3 size and printed on hardwear-
ing paper, they were passed around in villages, mar-
kets, and family homesteads at events ranging from 
wedding ceremonies involving hundreds of people 
to simple one-on-one discussions (Figures 3 and 4). 
The particular images in the collection were chosen 
to reflect a variety of eras in the decades since the 
1920s, and also to incorporate a broad selection of 
individuals, places, objects, and structures. 

 The earliest photographs in the collection 
dated to the years between the first and second world 
wars, and were taken by Earnest Emley, a British co-

lonial administrative officer. The majority of these 
photographs were taken in the late 1920s, and por-
tray scenes from the early years of colonial conquest 
in northern Kenya. These years hold very negative 
connotations for many Turkana communities, as a 
result of the ‘punitive expeditions’ of the King’s Af-
rican Rifles (Lamphear 1976), and the colonial au-
thorities’ policy of cattle confiscation. On top of Em-
ley’s images of this time, a number of photographs 
featured in Pavitt’s (2008) photographic account of 
the formation of Kenya Colony were used, these date 
to the 1930s and 1940s.

 The middle and later years of the 20th century 
were addressed via photographs taken by Sir Wilfred 

Figure 2:  Map showing Turkana County divided into its constituencies, and the location of Nakurio Village 
(the research base). The main research area is encompassed by the boundaries of Turkana South.
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Figure 3:  Photographic session with women in Nakoret Village.

Figure 4:  Photographic session with a family in Lothagam.
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Thesiger. Thesiger was born in Addis Ababa in 1910 
and travelled extensively throughout Africa and the 
Middle East. At various points from the early 1960s 
to the 1980s he travelled on foot across vast portions 
of northern Kenya, eventually settling down to live 
permanently in Maralal to the southeast of Turkana 
(Morton and Grover 2010). His photographs of Tur-
kana, which start in the early 1960s, appear to be less 
staged than Emley’s photographs and regularly por-
tray objects implicated in mundane everyday scenes 
(although for a critique of Thesiger’s inventive pow-
er see Edwards 2010).

The Sessions

 The evocative and nostalgic qualities of old 
photographs are well known in anthropology. Over 
the last few decades ‘photo elicitation’ has become 
one of the most prevalent connections between an-
thropology and photography (Carrier and Quaintance 
2012), an approach that has proven itself to be able 
to produce very unique results (Kratz 2002; Poignant 
1996). Carrier and Quaintance (2012: 83) point out 
that ‘by taking collections out of the archives and 
bringing them back to the people for whom they 
have the most meaning, very different perspectives 
emerge as people relate not to unknown representa-
tives of an exotic culture, but to kin and representa-
tives of a very personal history.’ 

 Photographs’ capacity for drawing out ‘per-
sonal history’ was key throughout the research in 
Turkana. The sessions were not aimed at simply clar-
ifying a series of object typologies, and piecing to-
gether a chronology of various changes. Rather, the 
affective qualities of the images were harnessed to 
extract multiple versions of the past. These manifold, 
sometimes-conflicting interpretations entailed per-
sonal accounts of, and experiences with, the material 
changes of the past. Extracting and recording these 
personal accounts was correspondingly a process of 
exploring the various shifting worlds through which 
change occurred. 

 Sessions generally took place in chronologi-
cal order, starting with a selection of Emley’s pho-

tographs. These photographs were used to open up 
discussions of the early objects that they depicted, as 
people recounted stories told by parents and grand-
parents who were alive during Emley’s time. On one 
occasion, at a market day in Kangarisae village to the 
south of Lodwar town, a photograph of two young 
women from 1921 arrested the attention of an elderly 
lady. The lady had noticed the vast quantity of ostrich 
eggshell beads the two women were wearing around 
their necks and waists. She bemoaned the fact that 
ostriches had been over-hunted and eventually van-
ished across Turkana, and recounted memories of a 
time when eggshell beads were entwined with cattle 
raiding and marriage relationships:

 When I was young, and especially during 
my mother’s life, women wore ostrich egg-
shell beads around their necks when their 
husbands were away raiding cattle. In those 
days raiding was done with spears not guns. 
When our husbands returned we would give 
them the beads to wear around their waists, 
everyone would know the men had been suc-
cessful and we would celebrate by slaughter-
ing some of the animals. After some days, the 
beads would be returned [to the women], and 
we would sew them into our leather skirts. 
Since guns came ostriches have gone extinct 
because hunting them was so easy, and cat-
tle raiding happens constantly (Interview in 
Kangarisae 04/07/14).

 Wilfred Thesiger’s photographs from the 
early 1960s were usually passed around after discus-
sions of Emley’s photographs had ended. Thesiger 
took these photographs at various locations along 
the Kerio River, where many of the 2014 sessions 
were held. As a result, on several occasions people 
recognised former prominent members of their com-
munity. It was also common for people to recognise 
family members who had passed away, and therefore 
form strong emotional attachments to the images 
(Figure 5). Many people had vivid recollections of 
the days depicted in them. 

 During a discussion at a homestead near to 
the Lothagam hills in southeast Turkana, a woman 
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Figure 5:  An Emuron (prophet or seer) recognises 
his grandfather in a session in Nakoret Village, who 
had been photographed by Wilfred Thesiger 54 
years previously in a nearby location.

took particular interest in the difference between 
Thesiger’s photographs from the 1960s and her ex-
perience of the present day. Many of the women de-
picted by Thesiger wore large single mollusc shells 
in prominent positions around their necks.  The 
woman pointed out that in many of the more recent 
images (Thesiger’s images from the 1980s), and in-
deed in the present day, there were very few women 
with such shells. Instead, women would often wear 
the modified ends of plastic spoons in a similar fash-
ion, as a substitute for the shape and colour of shells. 
She gave the following explanation:

 When I was a young woman there was far 

less danger in the area below Turkanaland… 
between here and Isiolo Town. Very few peo-
ple had guns, and families would frequently 
travel down to those parts without worry. It 
was during those trips that women would 
pick up shells from the dry riverbeds down 
there, many would bring them back for their 
relatives, or even trade them. Since my youth 
that area has become very insecure, there 
is much fighting between Turkana, Pokot 
and Samburu. People rarely travel there and 
therefore we rarely have shells. (Interview in 
Lothagam 11/10/14).

 The interrupted nature of the photograph-
ic collection provided clear points of comparison 
both for interviewer and subject. Transformations 
and continuations as reflected in the images placed 
themselves in people’s memories and reminiscences. 
Over the year personal stories were amalgamated 
and woven together to describe broader fluctuations 
through time on a range of themes. For example, the 
two interview extracts mentioned above both convey 
aspects of the practice of cattle raiding through the 
years, and the increasing insecurity that came with 
the gradual incursion of firearms throughout the sec-
ond half of the 20th century.

 The first story also touches on significant 
ecological changes that were experienced by the 
woman at Kangarisae market very early on in her 
life. She considers the importance of the extinction 
of ostriches, whose disappearance was attributed to 
the increase in firearms, was implicated in changes 
to customs surrounding familial relationships and 
inter-group raiding. Ecological change was a theme 
that was drawn out consistently by the photographs, 
the extinction of various wild flora and fauna in the 
second half of the 20th century carried innumerable 
consequences.

 For herding practices, the increasingly erratic 
appearance of pastureland forced a stronger empha-
sis on long distance punctuated migration. During 
a group session in Nakurio market (Figure 6), men 
were stirred by their photographic encounter with 
these environmental transformations. In compar-
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Figure 6:  Photographic session with a large group in Nakurio market.

ing photographs from the 1930s with those from the 
1960s many remarked on the differences in clothing. 
One man described them as follows:

 During the time of our grandfathers, the men 
in these pictures [Pavitt’s collection of 1930s 
images], men wore leopard skins and baboon 
skins over their shoulders. If you were a Ngi-
mor [age set] you would wear a baboon skin, 
if you were a Ngirisae [age set] you would 
wear a leopard skin. These men, our fathers 
[Thesiger’s photographs from 1961] wore 
cloth bought from Lodwar, already by this 
time most wild animals had gone. My fa-
ther told me that during his father’s time the 
environment was very different, men could 
hunt and collect wild fruits, and they did not 
have to travel far away from their families in 
search of pasture. The world was very differ-
ent (Interview at Nakurio market 07/02/15).

Photographs as Objects

 By the end of the fieldwork, the photographs 
had travelled vast distances across the southern por-
tion of Turkana County. Many communities had be-
come familiar with them, and they had taken on a 
presence, or character, amongst the people who had 
come to see them.  Indeed, people frequently heard 
stories about the images and travelled to Nakurio 
Village (where the photographs were kept) to have 
their own experience with the faces from the past. 
The magnetism of the photographs caused a reversal 
in the standard structure of research very similar to 
that described by Carrier and Quaintance (2012:97): 

 The impact of the photographic collec-
tion and its ‘ghosts’ was such that networks 
stretching out from the Jey Jey centre kept a 
continual stream of people coming to see us, 
constantly providing new contextual detail 
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about the photographs and the biographies of 
those contained within. Such was the value of 
the photographic collection to the community 
that the usual dynamic of researcher tracking 
down subject of research in fieldwork was re-
versed.

 When this reversal occurred in Turkana it had 
significant effects on both the manner of data col-
lection and the kind of data being collected. The ab-
sence of purpose on the researcher’s side meant that 
rather than a set of direct questions or factual clari-
fications, sessions were able to become open-ended 
discussions on a range of shifting themes. Instead of 
building a singular narrative of the communities and 
their homeland over time, the images served to cre-
ate a rich and fluid temporal framework of individ-
ual and collective experience and knowledge. It was 
clear that the photographs’ affective qualities held 
power over discussions of their content. The images 
had ‘volume, opacity, tactility and a physical pres-
ence’ (Blatchen 2000: 2).

 In her discussion of the materiality of pho-
tographs, Edwards (2002: 68) proposes that their 
physical presence takes on two distinct but interre-
lated forms. Firstly, the ‘plasticity of the image, the 
toning, the resulting surface effects’ and secondly 
its ‘presentational form’, she points out that ‘both of 
these forms of materiality carry another: the physi-
cal traces of usage and time’. In Turkana, the affec-
tive powers of the images were certainly maintained 
by the physical traces of their use over the year. The 
worn out appearance that they came to adopt reflect-
ed back at people the reports of their wide travels, 
and the many individuals who had seen them and 
contributed a story. Their presentational form; the 
layers of generations held together in bundles and 
arranged chronologically, was also deeply affective. 
The combination of these features often fostered a 
profound connection between people and the content 
of the images. 

Conclusions

 Photographers who visited Turkana at vari-

ous points over the last century have been able to 
perform the impossible task of capturing events and 
the ‘things’ that are tangled up in them that otherwise 
disappear (Harper 2002), and in so doing provide 
a record of various changes to the material world 
through time. However, the significance of this re-
cord goes beyond its function as ‘photographic stra-
ta’ to be interpreted singularly and exactly, through 
the enduring gazes of its various photographers. As 
Edwards (1992) clarified, historical ethnographic 
photographs are not necessarily constrained by the 
often-flawed colonial intentionalities that once lay 
behind them, but rather are able to take on new sig-
nificances and meanings as they perform in different 
contexts in the contemporary world. 

 In this sense multi-temporal photographic 
collections, and the material changes that they depict, 
are valuable to archaeologists not only as chronicles 
of history, but also as tools to evoke and construct it. 
In contexts where the physical residues of the past 
are minimal, photographs constitute effective substi-
tutes, and may facilitate the archaeological explora-
tion of a distinctively quotidian social history. Their 
implementation in archaeological projects in rural 
African contexts is currently rare, despite their fre-
quent use in the spheres of contemporary and histori-
cal archaeology elsewhere. As the archaeology of the 
contemporary past continues to develop in non-in-
dustrialised and non-‘western’ contexts, so too may 
the methodologies involved in the archaeological ex-
ploitation of historical ethnographic photographs. 
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