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Introduction:
What Is an Atlas of Global Media?

Juan Llamas-Rodriguez

Ten minutes into the documentary Cameraperson (Kirsten Johnson, 2016), 
there is a montage of people walking. Johnson’s camera follows a variety 
of people of different ages and skin colors across busy markets, dirt roads, 
cemeteries, damp caves, soccer fields, and office corridors. Though the 
film overall does not have a connective voiceover narration, it does in-
dicate with title cards the various locations where the footage was orig-
inally recorded, most of them unused scenes from Johnson’s work as a 
cinematographer in other documentarians’ films. The walking montage 
does away with the title cards momentarily to swiftly stitch together eleven 
different scenes in under two minutes. Some of the people walking we see 
later during the documentary; others we never see again. French philoso-
pher Jacques Derrida, whose scene crossing the street kickstarts the mon-
tage, is the only person explicitly identified on screen. Through the use of 
quick editing and in the absence of contextual clues, the resulting montage 
is a snapshot of the peoples of the world in movement and of one person 
desperately trying to capture them all.

Cameraperson is one of the three key texts that I often assign at the 
beginning of my Global Media Studies course. Building on her extensive 
career as a documentary cinematographer, Johnson edits together scenes 
from her previous works along with footage of her own family spending 
time in Wyoming to create a reflexive portrait of a woman who has spent 
decades looking at the world through the lens of her camera. Her doc-
umentary excels at forcing viewers to make sense of the connections 
across seemingly disparate locations and between vastly different types 
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of scenarios. Students tend to read the film’s vignette structure as either a 
synchronic snapshot (a reminder that these scenes could be happening all 
over the world at once) or as a diachronic travelog (an example of how one 
person’s travels around the world over the years get stitched together in 
their mind). I encourage them to explore the implications of both of those 
readings of the film: the impossibility of seeing it all at once and the im-
mensity of trying to make sense of such vastness across time. The walking 
montage, then, serves as a reminder that, try as we might, the world re-
mains elusive and in constant movement, and no single media production 
will ever be able to capture that elusiveness.

Teaching a course on global media often feels like the project Johnson 
takes on in Cameraperson: bringing together examples from different 
parts of the world and organizing them in a way that allows students to 
make connections and ask questions simultaneously. However many 
weeks there are in an academic term always seem insufficient to broach 
the historical, geographic, and mediatic diversity encompassed in the idea 
of global media. The process is likewise a humbling intellectual experi-
ence for the instructor who must admit the limits of their own expertise 
while also stretching beyond them. The idea for Media Travels: Toward 
an Atlas of Global Media began in spring 2021 at a workshop about pre-
cisely this problem held during the annual conference of the Society for 
Cinema and Media Studies. In the workshop discussions, faculty teaching 
at different types of academic institutions—from community colleges to 
small liberal arts schools to major public research universities—identified 
a key stumbling block to globalizing the media studies curriculum: the 
relative scarcity of resources offering an entry-level perspective into media 
outside the US-Anglo canon. Participants agreed that in theory there is a 
need to expand our pedagogical texts and perspectives beyond this tradi-
tional canon. Yet we also agreed that in practice such commitment runs up 
against material stumbling blocks, including faculty overwork, withering 
institutional support, and lack of translation opportunities.

While one edited collection cannot claim to be able to address all of 
these stumbling blocks, this collection’s foremost goal is to begin to take 
on the task of mapping emergent itineraries in contemporary global 
media studies in a way that is accessible to the widest possible set of 
audiences. Instructors for introductory media studies courses wishing 
to expand the offerings in their curricula will find in these essays new 
ways of approaching foundational concepts and issues in the field.1 For 
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instance, how are thrills and formal strategies of early slapstick comedy 
remixed by current Russian roofing YouTube videos? Or, how do questions 
about sound aesthetics gain new resonance when understood through 
Indigenous collaborative practices? Scholars wishing to expand their re-
search into specific media forms or representational issues can also turn to 
these case studies for approaches from beyond the traditional US focus. For 
example, what does games studies look like when considered from the per-
spective of South African industries? Or, how do the norms and practices 
of streamers’ original productions shift within video-heavy industries like 
Nigeria? The authors included here have written their contributions in a 
way that does not assume readers have deep contextual knowledge of their 
medium or geographical context. Instead, the specificities of each case 
study allow readers to learn about the media texts and simultaneously dis-
cover more about the broader social and cultural networks within which 
these media exist.

At the same time, the articles in this collection invite scholars versed 
in particular socio-geographical areas who wish to explore different media 
convergences within that area. Those working in fields such as cultural 
studies, gender and sexuality studies, comparative ethnic studies, and dis-
ability studies will find that these essays offer critical perspectives on the 
key issues of those fields as understood through different media forms. 
By addressing multiple axes of identity and difference across and within 
media, these authors demonstrate the importance of intersectional anal-
ysis to global media studies: how ageism and ableism inflect the narrative 
of a true crime documentary from Mexico; how the fantasy genre shapes 
the gender politics of a South Korean TV series; how formal inventiveness 
allows for Indigenous perspectives to emerge within a state-sponsored ed-
ucational campaign.

Finally, the writing and focus of these articles will make them ap-
pealing to those outside the field of media studies—and even to those out-
side academia—who are nonetheless interested in discovering more about 
media from around the world. The clear and accessible language of the 
written essays invite a curious reader regardless of academic background. 
The interactive elements of the collection facilitated by its publication in 
the Fulcrum platform offer actual glimpses at the media analyzed in these 
chapters, making such analyses both approachable and compelling.

Collecting eleven short chapters on different media forms from dif-
ferent parts of the world, Media Travels: Toward an Atlas of Global Media 



S
N
L
4

4�� �¦�ž�•�¢�š �­�«�š�¯�ž�¥�¬

takes readers on an eclectic and variegated journey across locales in order 
to reexamine perennial issues in global studies, revealing how the “global” 
in global media is best understood as operating at multiple scales and 
temporalities, “nonlinear, unpredictable, and evolving.”2 Media global-
ization in the twenty-first century must look beyond the media capitals 
of Hollywood and Bollywood while still contending with their unparal-
leled reach and influence. The stakes of any project such as this one cannot 
lie in providing a definitive map of the state of media around the world. 
Much more important is highlighting the power differentials shaped by 
decades of economic, political, and cultural influence across localities. 
Why our understanding of “global media” remains tied to a handful of 
locations is a function not only of US and Eurocentric biases but also of 
material conditions that prevent access to, and deep engagement with, 
other locales and perspectives. To begin to contend with such disparities 
means expanding the points of reference from which we ask questions 
about media’s role in the world. Media Travels is ultimately that: a guide 
across different media sites that, along the way, illustrates these sites as 
constantly mutating encounters between residual, dominant, and emer-
gent global forces.

On the Impossibility of Mapping Global Media on a  
Scale of 1 to 1

The map is one of the oldest and most basic forms of global media. It is 
a symbolic representation of a part of the world that simultaneously tells 
a story about that part of the world. Maps make claims about a specific 
place—claims about how to make sense of that place, about its relative 
importance (or lack thereof), and about their reader’s relationship to that 
place. Like other media, maps are always partial, yet they often give shape 
and power to totalizing ideas about how to perceive the world.3

The second key text I assign students at the beginning of a Global 
Media Studies course is Enrique Chagoya’s color print Illegal Alien’s Guide 
to Somewhere Over the Rainbow (2010) (see Figure 1). This print depicts 
a caricatured version of the traditional Mercator projection of the world, 
one where none of the countries’ sizes are proportional to their real-life 
scale: while the entire continents of Africa and South America are minis-
cule, the countries of Russia, China, and the United States occupy almost 
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a third of the entire map. Atop each of these latter countries are figures 
embodying national stereotypes: a brown bear with a surveillance camera 
for a head; a torso reminiscent of Mao Zedong with a mid-twentieth-
century BMW luxury car for a head; a Superman-like body with a gun for 
a head, respectively. Everywhere over the map are several smaller repeated 
icons: sharks attacking cargo ships across different oceans; stencil-like oil 
rigs on every continent and on some oceans; small rectangular symbols 
signaling air pollution or nuclear waste. It soon becomes evident that 
Chagoya’s map is not meant as an illustrated representation of the planet as 
it is geographically, but as an argument about the disproportionate effects 
of modern industrial practices on the planet’s environment.

Through its extensive and ostentatious iconography, Illegal Alien’s 
Guide to Somewhere Over the Rainbow neatly demonstrates how maps 
are media that shape perceptions about the world. Within a discussion of 
global media, Chagoya’s print also opens up discussions about any such 
media’s partial perspectives and multiple meanings. The map’s insert on 
the lower left corner parodies the types of inserts in European colonial 
maps that used figures of white men greeted by the natives to weave tales of 
colonizers’ saviorism. Yet here there is no redemption, only an overheated 

Figure 01.  Enrique Chagoya’s Illegal Alien’s Guide to Somewhere Over the 
Rainbow (2010) depicts a caricatured version of the traditional Mercator 
projection of the world.
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anthropomorphized Earth kneeling between two Death-like figures. 
Given this hopelessness, what is the “somewhere” in the title of the print 
and visually referenced within the insert and on the top of the map? Is this 
somewhere beyond the geophysical space of planet Earth or beyond the 
temporal framework of contemporary modern capitalist production—or 
both? Who is the titular “illegal alien” and how is this map supposed to 
serve as a guide? These sorts of questions and their lack of definite answers 
prompt us to reflect on how even a supposedly straightforward represen-
tation of the world—the map—contains within it a complexity of ideas.

Writers and scholars have long pondered the politics of the map and 
the creative ways of deploying this figure to re-imagine the world and 
its politics. In a paragraph-long short story about a guild of mapmakers 
trying to create a map of the empire in a 1-to-1 scale, Argentinian writer 
Jorge Luis Borges casts the impetus of empires to capture the entire world 
(through conquest and via representations) as a futile endeavor. Italian in-
tellectual Umberto Eco pursued this question of the logistics of scalar rep-
resentation to its logical conclusion in an essay titled “On the Impossibility 
of Drawing a Map of the Empire on a Scale of 1 to 1,” where he deduced 
not only that a 1-to-1 scale of an empire would be untenable but also that 
a 1-to-1 map of an empire “decrees the end of the empire as such” since 
the representational qualities of the map are both practical and symbolic-
mythical.4 Any map of the world is partial and selective by its very design, 
and therein lies its power.

The atlas is, in its most straightforward sense, a collection of maps. 
Whether by collecting different thematic maps about one single loca-
tion or by anthologizing a series of maps about several locations, the atlas 
operates as a holistic set of geographical texts with a distinct purpose. 
Two decades into the twenty-first century, the bound collection of printed 
pages is but a nostalgic figuration of the atlas. Yet its conceptual organi-
zation, as a collection of symbolic representations about different parts of 
the world, proves to be remarkably resilient as a form to organize disparate 
and often wide-ranging information about the vastness of the planet. The 
widely popular website (and subsequent book publication) Atlas Obscura, 
for instance, reports on “cool and unusual” locales for adventurous inter-
national travelers as part of its mission “to inspire wonder and curiosity 
about the incredible world we all share.”5

For Eco, the fragmentary perspective of the atlas already disrupts the 
totalizing and colonizing goals of making maps on a 1-to-1 scale. The 
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logistical impossibility of a 1-to-1 scale of the world in the figure of the 
atlas likewise presents a generative challenge for this edited collection 
focused on global media. Following Eco’s conclusions, the “atlas” in the 
subtitle “Toward An Atlas of Global Media” already signals the need for 
breaking apart any sense of possibly addressing the whole world all at 
once. It would be disingenuous to assume that “global media” represents 
a unified totality, so the breadth of the areas and media covered in these 
chapters is certainly not meant to be exhaustive. Indeed, as postcolonial 
critics have long argued, a claim that any one project presents a totalizing 
view of the world—as in the idea of “world history” or “world cinema”—
ends up replicating long-standing legacies of mapping as a colonizing tool.6 
Proposing to cover the world with one publication, or even with a number 
of publications, is futile: the global heterogeneity of media practices makes 
this an impossible task. At stake in this collection is, in fact, the opposite 
impulse: to embrace fragmentation and incompleteness as constitutive of 
our mediated understanding of the global.

Printed atlases emerged as European empires were expanding their 
control over parts of the world through colonization.7 The purpose of these 
publications was not only to know other places and peoples but also, even-
tually, to bring them into the control of the empire. This colonizing legacy 
embedded in mapping and atlas-making is at odds with the interventions 
this collection pursues. Our goal, it must be clear, is not to make the world 
of global media known so as to make it manageable and controllable. 
Rather, the aim is instead to bring together careful close examinations of 
media objects and phenomena across different locales and, in doing so, 
propose the idea of “global media” as something that is multifaceted, com-
plex, and always in flux.

By proposing an atlas as the organizing form to bring together different 
approaches to global media, the purpose of Media Travels is also to unravel 
the very idea that there is one such way to map—to see, to know, to make 
sense of—the multiplicity of global media formations. For that reason, this 
collection does not map global media in the sense of offering infographics, 
data visualizations, or other quantitative explorations of media titans and 
trends around the world.8 The constant technological changes and indus-
trial reconfigurations that characterize media in the twenty-first century, 
from corporate consolidations to subaltern resistances, would quickly 
render such an effort obsolete. Over twenty years ago, The Global Media 
Atlas edited by Mark Balnaves, James Donald, and Stephanie Donald 
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offered an early attempt at this type of collection, featuring illustrated 
maps that sought to convey the state of new and emerging media around 
the world.9 Despite its claims to include the “most up-to-date” informa-
tion on such matters, the collection quickly became outdated. Nowadays, 
media studies instructors must update their teaching materials on “which 
corporation owns what media” at least every new school term.

The mapping enterprise of Media Travels: Toward An Atlas of Global 
Media is to illustrate what it looks like to ask critical questions about media 
and the world from specific localized contexts and through particular 
media examples. The goal is to re-map a field that has thus far been heavily 
US and Anglophone focused. Chapters in the collection focus on media 
such as film, television, online videos, music, and video games from places 
as varied as South Africa, Ukraine, India, Cuba, South Korea, Nigeria, and 
the Tohono O’odham Nation. Only one of these texts is exclusively in the 
English language and most of them address thematic issues that have long 
stood outside mainstream media. In tandem, the contributions in Media 
Travels not only demonstrate how vastly unexamined the field of global 
media studies remains but also engage with methods, research questions, 
and sources that can enable a richer exploration of this field.

Finding the World on Your Screen

The third key text I assign students at the beginning of a Global Media 
Studies course is Transformers: The Premake (2014), a video essay by 
Kevin B. Lee that takes the production of the 2014 Hollywood blockbuster 
Transformers: Age of Extinction as the starting point for an exploration 
into the dynamics of global media circulation. Using the format of the 
desktop documentary, Lee guides the viewer through a series of YouTube 
videos, Google Maps, and internet searches that, in tandem, demonstrate 
the always already globally networked aspects of contemporary media. 
The video essay consists of screen recordings of Lee’s computer desktop, 
where he searches for the Age of Extinction trailer on YouTube then begins 
looking for user-generated videos capturing the filming of the movie in the 
streets of Chicago. Lee maps these videos by matching the urban locations 
depicted with their spots on Google Maps. At the same time, Lee overlays 
search results from scholarly sources, internet forums, and Wikipedia on 
the topic of “free” fan labor and co-optation. The video essay continues 



S
N
L
9

	 Introduction	 9

in this manner: finding and emplacing other user-generated videos of the 
Age of Extinction on-location shooting across the United States and around 
the world while juxtaposing news articles and snippets of critical analysis. 
Through these juxtapositions, the worldwide journey of the making of the 
fourth installment in the Transformers franchise becomes an opportunity 
to explore film tax breaks, the rising dominance of Chinese investment in 
Hollywood, state censorship, and cross-industry promotional tie-ins.

Transformers: The Premake illustrates the core takeaway of learning 
global media studies: the fact that we get to know most of the world 
through an increasingly complex network of media texts. By combining 
different types of media, from news segments to official industry releases 
to user-generated behind-the-scenes clips, the video essay demonstrates 
how media representations result from a series of historically varying 
technological, industrial, and aesthetic parameters and influences. At the 
same time, the video’s form reveals the always partial and fragmentary 
nature of understanding the world through media, as the sources from 
multiple users provide a cacophony of voices on a single media event. The 
desktop documentary format literalizes the medium by which we most 
often come to (partially, fragmentarily) come to know the world: through 
our computers.

During its twenty-minute runtime, Transformers: The Premake allows 
its viewers to reflect on the intrinsically digital experience of learning 
about the world in the twenty-first century. Such intrinsically digital expe-
rience is also the reason why Media Travels is not only a physical book but 
also an open access multimodal online publication. The collection updates 
the atlas form in response to the ubiquitous digitization of everything by 
including multimedia excerpts within its chapters. As advocates of mul-
timodal scholarship have convincingly argued, there is an added value to 
encountering scholarly research in the medium of its original object of 
study.10 While the extended analysis of each media text in this collection is 
a written essay, each contribution also offers digital excerpts of its object 
of study and further online resources to explore. Authors engaging in tex-
tual analysis have included their analysis side-by-side to the relevant video 
clips so readers can explore these on their own. In some cases, the entire 
media under study is included in the chapter, particularly where these are 
short-length films, individual songs, or online videos. Though short, these 
essays offer a wealth of information surrounding their central media texts 
in an accessible and engaging manner, essentially functioning as hubs 
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from which readers can then go off to explore and learn more about a va-
riety of media and geographical regions. If the world is increasingly medi-
ated through our computers, then we can learn much from studying media 
texts from around the world in a foremost interactive, digital environment.

Like the maps of yesteryear, contemporary interactive media raise 
questions about scale. In this collection, such questions lie not only in the 
selection of sample texts from around the world but also at the level of the 
analysis itself. From a global media studies perspective, what is the appro-
priate scale at which to study a specific media object? In their respective 
chapters, authors focus on a variety of scales, from specifics in form to 
transnational circulations, and often scale across and within media objects. 
As a whole, the collection also invites readers to make use of embedded 
links to move out of the different essays to other online sites and back. 
The embedded media’s metadata also offer a distinct way of browsing 
through the collection’s contents by focusing on time periods, medium 
specificity, or thematic concerns. These alternatives for traversing across 
an edited collection are intended to foster unconventional lines of thought. 
The digital format of the collection affords readers multiple and multifac-
eted opportunities to engage with the collection’s broader questions about 
global media.

“Thinking Globally” for the Twenty-First Century

Media have always been global. Globalization itself is nothing new. The 
study of “global media” as such has likewise been around for a while. This 
book does not propose to be the first, nor the last, to call for the need to 
critically analyze media from around the world. But it does argue for the 
need to think globally when addressing media from any specific location. 
And it provides a blueprint for how to do it. As Michael Curtin explains, 
the topographies of today’s media networks are ever “more plastic and 
complicated” as transnational media institutions scale their ambitions 
and operations in “an increasingly porous and dynamic environment.”11 
With this in mind, our project seeks to probe basic questions about the role 
that specific media forms play in various places around the world. Each 
of the chapters turns its examination of a localized example into an op-
portunity to address broader “global issues”: war and displacement, neo-
imperialism, transcultural influence, to name a few. A chapter’s case study 
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serves as the launching point for a globalizing approach to the study of 
media and society. At the same time, some of these issues recur across dif-
ferent chapters, demonstrating the importance of thinking across spatial 
and temporal scales to make sense of planetary phenomena.

Several contributors, for instance, take up the age-old question of the 
variegated relationship between the global and the local and theorize its 
contemporary articulations. How do (increasingly more consolidated) 
global media corporations impact local media productions? How do pur-
portedly national media adapt to imagine their publics beyond the borders 
of the state? As William Mazzarella argues, the “programmatic Formula 
of globalization studies” arose from scholars contending with the intran-
sigence of binaries such as structure and agency, macro and micro, and 
political economy and culture; mediation, understood as a relation of si-
multaneous self-distancing and self-recognition, becomes a critical mode 
for understanding these changes.12 The contributors of Media Travels dem-
onstrate how this process of mediation continues to play out across media 
forms and at different scales, whether that is, for instance, tracing the in-
fluence of the global video game production norms in smaller markets 
like South Africa (Chapter 4) or detailing the aesthetics of “postsocialist” 
Cuban films for international export (Chapter 6).

While many of the case studies in the following chapters refer to media 
produced in the twenty-first century, the authors place these contempo-
rary media examples into longer historical lineages, exploring how new 
media practices resonate with early-twentieth-century experimentations 
(Chapter 1) or how changes in the political economy of media during the 
late twentieth century contributed to the development of current produc-
tion and distribution practices (Chapter 5). Some chapters explicitly focus 
on historical examples that offer critical insights into media practices 
still prevalent today, such as transnational circulation (Chapter 2) and 
transmedia remixes (Chapter 7). Taken in tandem, then, the temporal 
spread of the contributions point to the many ways that media have always 
been global and, simultaneously, illustrate how changes in technologies 
and institutions facilitate (or restrict) new global connections.

From unearthing hidden treasures in the international streaming 
platform Netflix to revisiting classic nationalistic educational programs, 
the authors in this collection foreground media texts that variously en-
gage local, regional, and global publics. Several chapters also address more 
commonly studied areas with new approaches and through new media. 
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Authors explore video games about Palestine, online videos from Russia, 
documentaries in Mexico, television in South Korea. The practical pur-
pose of bringing together such disparate approaches, from a variety of 
locations and perspectives, with the expressed intention of not being total-
izing is the political project at the heart of Media Travels. Putting these 
different pieces into conversation will offer us insights into the gaps within 
existing media studies approaches and methodologies while, at the same 
time, introducing readers to new media texts they may be unfamiliar with. 
Ultimately, they will provincialize the US and Euro hegemony of global 
media by foregrounding how to study global media from any number of 
other coordinates.

Paths Ahead: Outline of an Atlas of Global Media

Although the chapters in Media Travels are self-contained and the open 
access nature of the book allows for readers to explore in any order, the 
organization of the chapters does stay true to the collection’s atlas-inspired 
roots by offering readers a guide with which to engage with a series of cen-
tral questions. The chapters in Part I: Transnational Lineages and Flows 
trace the circulation of media forms, texts, and genres across locations and 
historical moments. In Chapter 1, Maria Corrigan examines how the crea-
tive practices that make Russian roofing selfies and videos so popular now-
adays draw on and remix the aesthetics of early-twentieth-century film. In 
Chapter 2, Sonia Robles illustrates how sheet music producers in Europe 
and early radio enthusiasts in the United States during the early twentieth 
century influenced what was considered “Mexican” about a piece of music 
by detailing the history of the creation, promotion, and circulation of a 
specific waltz. In Chapter 3, Benjamin M. Han considers the popularity 
of Korean dramas in Latin America to explore how conflicting tropes and 
trends within the genres of melodrama, the fantastical, and magic realism 
shape the narratives of these television series.

In Part II: The Global Tensions in the Local, authors return to the en-
during global–local nexus through new perspectives, accounting for how 
rapidly shifting industrial configurations and newly muddied political 
definitions make the global–local traffic ever more complex and unstable. 
In Chapter 4, Rachel Lara van� der� Merwe analyzes how South African 
indie video game developers’ ambitions to participate in an international 
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market intersect with, and perhaps result in, their games’ use of generic 
tropes about their nation’s history of apartheid. In Chapter 5, Añulika 
Agina and Anthony Adah examine how a Netflix film about a man from 
Lagos sent to carry out his National Youth Service in Bauchi also serves 
as a political opportunity to recast the global image of Northern Nigeria. 
In Chapter 6, David Tenorio focuses on the recent political and economic 
changes to film production in Cuba and how these impact the develop-
ment of a “postsocialist” sensibility.

Part III: Transmedia Figurations includes chapters that demonstrate 
how movement between media forms has long been and continues to be a 
productive area for understanding the complexity of media consumption 
and distribution practices. In Chapter 7, Kuhu Tanvir offers a historical 
instance of what has more recently been termed “transmedia” by tracing 
the history of how songs from Hindi films acquired new aesthetics and 
meanings as they moved through vinyl records, radio, and television. In 
Chapter 8, Angelica Marie Lawson analyzes how the creative decisions be-
hind adapting Indigenous poetry to film can move beyond questions of 
fidelity or authenticity and instead respond to the long, troubled history of 
Indigenous representation in the medium.

Finally, in Part IV: Intersectional Politics in Global Media, authors 
consider how media forms attempt to articulate fraught issues ranging 
from the interpersonal to the geopolitical. In Chapter 9, Lilia Adriana Pérez 
Limón finds that tropes of pathology continue to shade the few instances 
where representations of disability and aging show up in Mexican docu-
mentaries. In Chapter 10, Meryem Kamil explores a video game about the 
institutional politics of Israel’s occupation of Palestine and proposes al-
ternative forms of play that respond to the game’s ethical and represen-
tational failures. In Chapter 11, Anna Shah Hoque provides a decolonial 
feminist approach to revisit the legacy of Indigenous-themed shorts within 
the national heritage series Historica Canada.

Flows, tensions, figurations, and intersections. Across these types of 
mediatory encounters, the chapters’ throughlines signal not a totality or a 
1-to-1 reproduction of the world of media but rather the connections and 
disjunctures that characterize media in the current state of globalization. 
These are the “media travels” of the book’s title.

In short, Media Travels is for anyone interested in further exploring 
and reflecting on how global interconnections affect the media we produce 
and consume and how such media, in turn, shape our perceptions of what 
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it means to live in an increasingly global world. It is meant as a series of 
introductory openings into the richness of media from around the world. 
As a whole, these short entry analyses amount to a broader reevaluation 
of how different media can help us make sense of pressing social issues 
through a variety of lenses. The project’s intellectual and political stakes lie 
in “re-mapping” what global media studies can do by introducing us not 
only to the texts that depict the world in innovative ways but also to the 
strategies by which to see the world anew.
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Chapter 1

The World’s Most Dangerous Selfies:
Post-Soviet Hijinks and the 
Attractions of New Media

Maria Corrigan

Roofing—also referred to as rooftopping or skywalking—has gained a 
large amount of attention over the last decade.1 Captured in photos and 
videos that make one’s insides lurch, roofing tends to reframe cities as 
playgrounds, sightseeing as a competitive sport, and world landmarks as 
props from which to dangle precariously. Like parkour, its predecessor in 
urban exploration, the activity seductively blurs the lines between sport, 
teenage misadventure, and art. A 2014 article in Rolling Stone defined 
roofers as a “loose-knit group of insanely non-acrophobic daredevils who 
scam and sneak their way to the tops of Russia’s highest buildings [and] 
perform death-defying tricks—hanging by their fingertips, standing on 
one leg—that they capture in photos and videos that frequently go viral.”2 
Roofing’s virality—its circulation in the form of media objects—is precisely 
what has transformed the activity into a global phenomenon. Shared as 
photographs and videos via LiveJournal, YouTube, Facebook, Instagram, 
and TikTok, roofing has elevated the risky set of activities previously as-
sociated with teenage punks (breaking and entering, loitering on the roofs 
of city landmarks, hooliganism) to a professionalized and commercialized 
category of urban exploration, or UrbEx. And while there is a transna-
tional community surrounding this form of exploration (you can find a 
wannabe roofer anywhere there’s a high rise), the most famous roofers 
have generally been Russian or mistaken as Russian.

Roofing’s rise to prominence has dovetailed neatly with a Western-
facing tendency of social media to view Slavic people—post-Soviet 
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identities inaccurately flattened to “Russian”—as foreign, inscrutable, and 
tending toward wild extremes. If, at any point before Russia’s invasion 
of Ukraine on February�24, 2022, you entered the term “crazy Russian” 
into a Google search, you might have found yourself amused by the initial 
autofill, which would often supply a host of ridiculous and comic avenues 
of exploration: YouTube compilations of drivers, rappers, and, of course, 
roofers, to name but a few. Since then, the proliferation of Ukrainian war-
time content on TikTok has resoundingly shifted the discourse on Russian 
vs. Ukrainian identity, but has in no way lessened the “extreme” quali-
ties attributed to post-Soviet identities, qualities that have become an 
online commonplace, particularly in corners of Instagram or TikTok like  
@lookatthisrussian and @squattingslavs, accounts which, in their heyday, 
basked in the untranslatable ruggedness of your typical Slavic male, and 
his obsessions with alcohol, bears, cigarettes, Adidas, and Putin (referred 
to as Pooty).

In what follows, I highlight some of the ways these extremes—the 
“Russian” and the roofer—have collided, a clash that has generated un-
commonly powerful media objects that provoke their viewer at the level 
of the body and the body politic. As an object of study, roofing can be 
almost infuriatingly rich, with high stakes for students of performance, 
affect, risk, and labor studies (not to mention the constant philosoph-
ical and political undercurrents attached to weighty concepts like ascent, 
the sublime, and victory). For the purposes of this short chapter, I will 
limit my scope to charting the ways that this recent phenomenon—so de-
pendent on GoPro cameras, selfie-sticks, and social media platforms—is 
rooted in a much longer, unexpected, eccentric media history that is, at 
once, transnational, revolutionary, and comedic. To understand the full 
impact of roofing media, I argue that it is necessary to trace a longer his-
tory to the mediatized encounter between the human and the city, one that 
erupts in intense meaning at specific points of identity crisis spanning over 
a century. This is most powerfully demonstrated by one specific example 
of roofing—the 2014 prank that saw the star atop a Moscow skyscraper 
painted in Ukrainian colors and adorned with that country’s flag. But 
even ninety years earlier, young filmmakers were also climbing cityscapes, 
deploying new technologies to capture the shocking thrills of a new Soviet 
urban life. In this chapter, I will demonstrate how specific instances of 
roofing from the 1920s and the 2010s present considerable challenges to 
our understanding of national identity, our global markers of difference, 
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and, finally, the narratives of our media histories. Seen from this vantage 
point, these pranks defy gravity only momentarily. Once they are exam-
ined alongside the weighty history of the twentieth century and cinema’s 
modernist attack on the senses, they invite the eye downward to explore 
the very real risks and stakes present in our global media.

Roofing and Its Iconography: Flags and Buildings

The practice of roofing began to garner attention in the early 2010s. While 
any description of the practice pales in comparison to the intense affec-
tive shock supplied by the photographs and videos themselves, I will begin 
this short history by recounting some of the big names and stunts that 
kicked off the social media trend. Some of the first prominent names as-
sociated with the budding sport are Kiev-born Vitaliy Raskalov, Tver’s 
Evgeniy Romanov, and St. Petersburg’s Ignat Chernyaev. From Moscow, 
Angela Nikolau and Ivan Beerkus have become leading figures, and their 
roofing—framed as a romance—has been captured in the 2024 docu-
mentary Skywalkers: A Love Story, directed by Jeff Zimbalist and Maria 
Bukhonina. Female roofers were consistently represented as part of bigger 
roofing crews but, with the turn to influencer culture, big names like 
Nikolau emerged, just as the focus on the athletic body standard in roofing 
media became more recognizably objectifying or commercial. Moscow’s 
Kirill Vselensky rose to early fame; a scroll through his Instagram account 
(@kirbase) gives a clear sense of the rapid professionalization of the ac-
tivity, specifically from 2013 to 2014, as his posts transition from hangouts 
with friends on rooftops (see Figure 1) to compositions that emphasize 
the stunning risks undertaken by the subjects (see Figure 2). Likewise, 
Raskalov’s online following exploded in numbers as he moved from risky 
romps on Moscow’s skyline, documented in detail alongside spectacular, 
heart-stopping photographs on his LiveJournal page, to global summits; 
the 2014 YouTube video of Raskalov and his partner Vadim Makhorov 
climbing the 128-story Shanghai Tower shot to the top of Russian YouTube 
within the first twenty-four hours and, as of the writing of this article, has 
over 1.2�million views.3

The year 2014 was pivotal for roofing, providing the most globally vis-
ible instance of the sport, when Pavel Ushivets, a Ukrainian fixture of the 
Russian roofing scene (who roofs under the aliases Grisha Mustang and 
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Mustang Wanted), climbed to the top of one of Moscow’s Seven Sisters 
skyscrapers, hung a Ukrainian flag, and painted the star at the top of 
the building in Ukraine’s colors. The gesture was no anomaly. Indeed, 
roofing was, from the very beginning, a political act with an obvious 
anti-authoritarian denotation. The presence of an outsider at the top of a 
building is already a violation, while the teamwork required to bypass the 
locks, guards, and police—referred to in the sport as infiltration—implies 
an informed and hidden collective of culprits working steadily behind the 
scenes. Russian officials have been actively engaged in curtailing the activ-
ities of roofers, with steady hikes in fines and initiatives like the Ministry 

Figure 01.  Kirill Vselensky’s photograph of a woman named Vasilisa 
(@vasiliola) in silhouette against a darkening city skyline was posted 
on August� 12, 2013. Vasilisa is centered in the frame, seated in profile 
drinking from a bottle of wine. She is perched on the edge of a roof, and 
the glow of the city below her combines with the sunset to create a halo of 
light around her and to illuminate the wine in the bottle. The photograph’s 
composition is relatively conservative for roofing media, as the implied 
climb to a rooftop serves as a dynamic backdrop, rather than the source of 
shock or disorientation.
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of the Interior’s “safe selfie” campaign. Beyond this, however, roofing 
carries with it a singularly rich challenge to authorities as well as an av-
enue for visible and powerful political protest, as when Romanov hoisted 
a rainbow flag on the top of Tver’s administration building in 2012. Later 
in that same year, roofer Vasily Pupkin was photographed naked on a roof, 
flipping off the city’s legislative assembly in solidarity with Pussy Riot 
members on trial (see Figure 3).

Figure 02.  This photograph was posted to Kirill Vselensky’s Instagram 
account on January�31, 2014. It features Vselensky, captured on the left 
hand of the frame, balanced along a high beam above a vast cityscape. He 
is dressed in muted dark colors and is wearing a backpack and some form 
of headgear. His face is turned away from the camera. He is empty-handed 
and notably without protective gear. He is photographed at a downward 
angle, as he looks out onto the view. In the distance beyond the city is 
a mountain range. The angle of composition emphasizes the staggering 
drop below Vselensky, and is exemplary of roofing media’s ability to pro-
vide a fearful jolt or vicarious thrill to its audience. The photograph is cap-
tioned with the simple phrase, “I’m on top,” and is accompanied by the 
credit @beerkus20.
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While the so-called Seven Sisters were already a regular playground for 
roofers, Mustang Wanted’s Ukrainian flag stunt was extraordinary for its 
political iconography, its real-life consequences, and for the semiotic chal-
lenge it presented to the very conception of Russian statehood and Soviet 
history. Performed in the wake of Ukraine’s Euromaidan and during 
mounting Russian military aggression in Crimea, Mustang Wanted appro-
priated Moscow’s own skyline and a particular Stalin-era skyscraper on 
the Kotelnicheskaya Embankment for the purposes of political resistance. 
The roofer posted a selfie (see Figure 4) to his social media, and the photo-
graph provides a shocking perspective of the city from above—a common 
visceral effect of roofing media.

In the immediate chaotic aftermath, the Russian government lev-
elled accusations of vandalism and hooliganism against a number of 
different types of urban explorers (base-jumpers and skydivers, who 

Figure 03.  In this photograph, posted to @jury_tver’s LiveJournal account 
on August�11, 2012, Vasily Pupkin (a roofer from Tver) is photographed 
from behind, naked and extending the middle finger of his right hand 
to the building across from him. Out of keeping with roofing media, the 
height of the building climbed by Pupkin is not impressive. Instead, the 
photograph is eye-catching for its display of Pupkin’s naked body, just 
left of center, and his gesture of defiance to Tver’s juridical government 
building. Part of the thrill of roofing media is the irrefutable evidence of 
the body in peril. While Pupkin is not in immediate danger from his climb, 
he is nevertheless relying on the danger implicit in the roofing genre to in-
dicate the political risk taken by his vulnerable body.
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were immediately arrested after an independent and ill-timed stunt at 
the same building). Mustang Wanted, already safe in Ukraine, claimed 
the stunt as his own in order to exonerate the accused, and offered to 
present himself before Russian authorities in exchange for the release 
of a Ukrainian political prisoner. No such exchange took place, and the 
five people accused were subsequently labeled by Memorial as “political 
prisoners,” facing court proceedings in 2015. In the decade following the 
stunt, Mustang Wanted continued to post breathtaking photographs of 
precarious climbs but has limited his social media posts since Russia’s 

Figure 04.  This screengrab was taken of Mustang Wanted’s Facebook page, 
where he claimed the Kotelnicheskaya Embankment climb and flag stunt. 
The photograph is divided almost perfectly in two, capturing Mustang 
Wanted’s perch on the star spire at the top of the skyscraper on the left side 
of the frame and the terrifying 176-meter drop down to the Moskva River 
and city below on the right. There is no evidence of any safety equipment. 
Squeezed in at the top left of the image, Mustang Wanted’s face denotes a 
calm, steady presence that clashes productively with the visual drama of 
the rest of the frame. The roofer stands on top of the star, newly painted 
blue. The selfie crops out the Ukrainian flag, which has been secured to 
the top of the star with tape that has also been painted. The photograph 
is accompanied by a long caption in which the roofer describes the stunt, 
confesses that he has photo and video evidence thereof, and denies any 
knowledge of or acquaintance with the Russians who were detained for 
his crime. The caption ends with the following: “Well, as we know, the 
Russian court is the most just court in the world!” The photograph has 
been removed from Facebook in the decade since its posting.
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invasion of Ukraine to brief updates from the Ukrainian front where he 
is currently serving.

The flag stunt—referred to by Mustang Wanted as an art performance—
was particularly poised to garner international attention and seemed ready 
to continue the narratives set in place by the infamous Pussy Riot protest 
of 2012, which saw members of a punk band sentenced to hard labor for 
an anti-Putin performance in Moscow’s Cathedral of Christ the Savior. 
Within this context, the seductive narrative of youth culture quashed 
by austere political retribution occupied the central role, while Russian 
authorities sought to brand Mustang Wanted as a Ukrainian right-wing 
extremist. Both Pussy Riot and Mustang Wanted aimed their protest at the 
heights of Russia’s self-expression. A monumental problem materialized—
roofing in this instance supplied a performative act that sees an individual 
body triumph over the political, national, localized icon of the Moscow 
skyscraper (and not just any skyscraper, but one of seven Stalinist buildings 
constructed after World War� II and rumored to be built by German 
POWs). The concern in the aftermath was how the subversion of order 
accomplished in this feat could be put right again; the body victorious in 
one iconic moment might be then dwarfed in size by Moscow’s judicial 
authority. The matter was settled in a surprising way: Mustang Wanted 
was arrested in absentia, but Ukraine refused extradition to Russia. Of the 
five Russians accused, four were fully exonerated, while the fifth pleaded 
“guilty in part” for aiding in the stunt’s infiltration, and guiding Mustang 
Wanted through the building’s security.

Such a resolution, though unexpectedly lenient, nevertheless demon-
strated Russia’s careful negotiation of the crimes committed. This lesser 
sentence solidified the bond between this roofing incident and Pussy Riot, 
particularly as the punishment in both cases reflected a greater concern 
over the iconography and visibility of protest rather than the criminal ac-
tivities themselves, or as Masha Gessen views it, the concerns of a totali-
tarian state rather than a tyrannical one. The focus on the flag is highly 
telling, Gessen argues: “In a totalitarian state, climbing up to the roof of a 
building with someone who will plant the flag of a neighboring country can 
be a political crime punishable by hard labor—like dancing and singing in 
a church can be.”4 But the planting of the flag is not merely a crime to be 
punished from a legal purview; it is also quite clearly an attack on the sense 
of identity and national belonging triggered by the Ukrainian flag itself, 
which, having historically been used to delineate a border against Russian 
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and Soviet territory/identity, evokes a host of concerns at the level of na-
tional identity and the military history of the twentieth century.

Subverting Victory: Soviet Iconography Meets  
Post-Soviet Iconoclasm

Mustang Wanted’s performance, therefore, was crucial in bringing the 
tremendous affective potential of roofing to the unstable but potent ico-
nography of post-Soviet national identity and memory. Unpacking this 
stunt is no mere semiotic exercise, as all its aspects seem overdetermined, 
oversaturated with meaning, from the highly symbolic field of the flag 
to the skyscraper and the shift of perspective supplied by the view from 
up top. For former Soviet subjects, this act conjures the highly symbolic 
terrain of Evgeny Khaldei’s “The Victory Banner over Berlin,” the fa-
mous photograph of a soldier brandishing the Soviet flag from on top of 
the Reichstag. While we now know it to have been carefully staged, the 
photograph became part of the “established symbolism” of the Soviet vic-
tory over Nazi Germany on German soil—a war referred to in Russian 
and Ukrainian as the Great Patriotic War.5 The photograph accomplishes 
the tricky task of flattening geopolitical and military complexities into 
an easily digestible denotation of victory, one which has been central to 
postwar Soviet (and post-Soviet) identity and memorialization. Jeremy 
Hicks approaches the photograph using Murray Edelman’s notion of “con-
densation symbol,” “sum[ming] up attitudes toward the past.”6 Seen from 
this vantage point, the photograph serves official history, a dominant ac-
count that “underplays other facts, such as the specific fate of Soviet Jews, 
the Soviets’ own alliance with Nazi Germany, and the invasion of their 
Polish and Baltic neighbors in 1939–1941,” and which “denies outright 
the crimes committed during their own drive forward to Berlin.”7 While 
this history is a shared one—providing important memory markers for 
Russian and Ukrainian identity—Mustang Wanted’s performance reso-
nated powerfully with this “established symbolism” at precisely a moment 
where these shared meanings, already critiqued and demythologized after 
the fall of the Soviet Union, were disintegrating beyond repair. Though the 
Victory Banner—the hammer and sickle flag—was incorporated into both 
Soviet and post-Soviet memorialization via marches and parades, it was, 
by 2014, newly infused with specific pro-Russian sentiment in Ukraine.
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But the impact of Mustang Wanted’s performance was not limited to 
the sensation of the photograph itself circulated by the roofer in the af-
termath of his climb. Indeed, the stunt continued its iconoclastic assault 
on the country’s state-myth as it was particularly difficult to undo, and 
Moscow residents woke up to see a city landmark changed from their perch 
on the ground. Ilya Varlamov’s photographs of the worker charged with 
removing the flag and repainting the star, widely circulated in Western 
coverage of the crime, are particularly evocative (see Figure 5). Unlike the 
roofer, the worker is equipped with safety equipment as he climbs the tower 
and begins repainting the spire. But like the roofer, the worker cannot help 
but photograph himself along this great height, capturing a view that has 
been inaccessible to Moscow residents since the building of the skyscrapers 
themselves. Varlamov’s humorous photographs of the worker and his selfie 
put the stunt directly into conversation with another history hidden in 
plain sight: the postwar development of Moscow’s skyline and the workers 
who built them, all of whom were the “first to see Moscow from the new 
vantage points created by the city’s tall buildings.”8 Here, the word used for 

Figure 05.  A Moscow worker takes a selfie while removing the traces of 
Mustang Wanted’s Ukrainian flag and paint from the spire of a Moscow 
skyscraper.
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the roofer—literally rufer, taken from English—has a linguistically Russian 
predecessor: vysotnik, from vysota, the word for height. According to 
Katherine Zubovich, the term vysotnik “applied to all construction workers 
engaged in building Moscow’s skyscrapers [and] included in their ranks 
both skilled and unskilled laborers.”9 This was a class of worker that imme-
diately became heavily mythologized and celebrated “in the mold of Soviet 
heroes before them,” as “heroes of the sky—men and women who skillfully 
braved the elements in the pursuit of impossible heights.”10 In this sense, 
the workers were linguistically and mythologically connected to Soviet 
aviators who fascinated the popular imagination with daring flights in the 
1930s. Such heroic stature certainly covered over the fact that Moscow’s 
skyscrapers “were built in part by incarcerated laborers.”11

But such iconic stature and myth are rarely tied to good memory and 
record keeping, and the same fate has followed the famous 1932 photograph 
Lunch Atop a Skyscraper, often mistakenly attributed to Lewis Hine and 
the building of the Empire State Building (the photographer is unknown 
and the building is the Rockefeller Center). Zubovich notes that New York 
City’s “sky boys” and “poet builders” were similarly mythologized, though 
much earlier than was the case in postwar Moscow.12 This spirit of trans-
national influence is noteworthy, not only for the iconography that 
becomes central to state-myth but also for the way these concepts travel 
across borders—particularly as the building of the skyscrapers themselves 
“signaled a shift in the way the Soviet Union positioned itself globally.”13 
Zubovich specifically underscores “the newfound irony in transforming 
the icon of capitalist triumph, into a symbol of communism” and provides 
an in-depth history of the role these structures played “in the shifting dy-
namics of Soviet internationalism.”14

In the North Atlantic context, however, the iconography of the sky-
scraper as capitalist triumph was not always as culturally settled and static 
as this comparison might lead one to believe. While skyscrapers had al-
ready become “tokens of urban modernity” prior to World War�I and were 
occasionally represented in cinema as “creations of corporate capitalism” 
and “monument[s]‌ to pure greed,” Steven Jacobs points out the many com-
plex ways people found themselves negotiating the new sensorial registers 
of the modern metropolis, an entity that he, following Georg Simmel, 
Siegfried Kracauer, and Walter Benjamin, characterizes as a “cultural con-
stellation in which, through the confrontation with anonymous crowds 
and motorized traffic, ‘shock experience has become the norm’.”15 Jacobs 
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likens the skyscraper to the car, both of which offered new vectors—one 
horizontal, the other vertical—“of modern rationalized space…that de-
fined the spatial logics of the urban environment.”16 In other words, people 
had to learn how to live among these new emblems of technological pro-
gress, and some of the most memorable—or shocking, to use the language 
given to us by these theorists—lessons of urban modernity emerged from 
cinema (another new technology).

An Embarrassment of Attractions: Architecture, Cinema, 
and Eccentrism

From this perspective, roofing has a decidedly long, rich, and unexpected 
prehistory. The performance of scaling buildings resounds strongly with 
the history of early-nineteenth- and twentieth-century “human flies”; 
Mustang Wanted calls to mind Harry Gardiner, who, between 1905 and 
1933, “successfully climbed over 700 buildings in Europe and North 
America, usually wearing ordinary street clothes and using no special 
equipment.”17 In The Thrill Makers: Celebrity, Masculinity, and Stunt 
Performance, Jacob Smith charts the trajectory of human flies, which 
begins as a nineteenth-century female-oriented circus performance, and 
evolves into gut-churning spectacles of male heroics that can best be 
understood through their encounter with a rapidly evolving matrix of 
twentieth-century communication technologies: “This was a period when 
a new type of urban architecture, modern modes of advertising and publi-
city, the motion picture newsreel, and film stardom were all emerging, and 
all of these played a role in shaping how human flies were understood.”18 
Ultimately, roofing as a type of media depends upon the jarring encounter 
of the human with modern technologies, with cinema providing these 
types of affective shocks in many different ways since its inception.

Within a genealogy of roofing, then, the skyscraper becomes far more 
than a monument to US capitalist industry or an urban structure offering 
new perspectives and vertical trajectories. We have already seen above how 
the skyscraper acted as a global provocation (which the Soviets accepted 
in the postwar context). To this, we can add what Jacobs refers to as an 
“architecture of attractions,” arguing that the skyscraper corresponds pre-
cisely to the impulse for amusement and fragmentation that characterizes 
modernity’s other great emblem, the cinema. Silent slapstick cinema, for 
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instance, provides another pillar of roofing media history, as comedians 
such as Harold Lloyd and Buster Keaton incorporated skyscrapers into 
their comedies and used their stature as yet another monolithic structure 
against which the slapstick hero must prove himself. To quote Jacobs again, 
“it was precisely the confrontation of vulnerable bodies with the thrills of 
heights and the wonders of architectural progress that provided [slapstick 
comedy] with its most powerful images.”19 Soviet filmmakers also heeded 
this call, responding to the perilous thrills depicted in American films like 
Lloyd’s iconic Safety Last by constructing their own sequences of comic 
exploits on Moscow and Leningrad roofs. Two films in particular stand 
out—Sergei Eisenstein’s Dnevnik Glumova (Glumov’s Diary, 1923) and 
Grigori Kozintsev and Leonid Trauberg’s 1924 Pokhozhdeniia Oktiabriny 
(The Adventures of Oktiabrina). The short films share an extraordinary 
amount in common, though the former is considerably shorter (at roughly 
four minutes) than the latter (thirty-five minutes), and they were pro-
duced in different cities in the Soviet Union. Nevertheless, both films were 
their directors’ first forays in cinema; both were conceived as a play on the 
American chase/detective genre; both staged these chases on the rooftops 
of their cities; and, curiously, both have been lost (though Glumov has been 
found and restored to the extent possible).20 Even the films’ fragments, 
however, demonstrate a fascination with new and exciting vectors for 
visualizing the world, though it is important to note that, in the case of 
Oktiabrina, rooftops are a realm not exclusive to male comedic acrobatics 
(see Figure 6).

Despite this transnational exchange of fascinations between the United 
States and the Soviet Union, however, the Soviet directors were working at 
something of a disadvantage, living as they were in imperial and baroque 
cities whose encounter with the twentieth century and with modernism 
was most forcefully staged through revolution and war. VGIK, the Soviet 
national film school, had to power through its early years with classes like 
Lev Kuleshov’s “Film without Film,” owing to a scarcity of equipment and 
film stock; in a similar way, filmmakers were forced to stage their daring 
rooftop chases without the skyscrapers. Indeed, one critic characterized 
The Adventures of Oktiabrina as “an unrestrained collection of all the 
stunts that directors starved of cinema fall greedily upon.”21 In a North 
Atlantic context, the slapstick hero is catapulted into a new and dizzying 
future by working through the gags and obstacles of the modern metrop-
olis. By contrast, Soviet slapstick protagonists had no modern metropolis 
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Figure 06.  A still from the lost FEKS film Pokhozhdeniia Oktiabriny [The 
Adventures of Oktiabrina], 1924. Here, the titular character Oktiabrina 
chases her opponents along the rooftops of Leningrad.
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to contend with—only an imperial history and a wide array of vernacular 
delights—from street theater to circus acrobatics—to juggle in their resist-
ance against this weighty past.

Glumov’s Diary and The Adventures of Oktiabrina are key texts, then, 
in the longer history of roofing, as they offer us actual examples of roofing 
from the early 1920s (that is, captured encounters between performers 
and rooftops designed to thrill a mass audience). More than this, how-
ever, they provide a theoretical framework for this mediatized encounter, 
which helps to define the full potential of the daring roofing hijinks cap-
tured via GoPro and selfie almost a century later. Both films enact a stark 
collision between the freedom of the acrobat actors, who chase speedily 
and gracefully across rooftops, and the fixedness of cities not yet ready for 
such slapstick encounters, what Alfonso Puyal refers to, using the language 
of a slightly older Eisenstein, as “this dialectic between the old and the 
new.”22 These films were produced before the theory for which Eisenstein 
is most known, in which he develops his ideas of dialectic, conflict, col-
lision, and montage (terms which are only too apt to describe the power 
of roofing media). Nevertheless, the theoretical foundations of both films 
are highly significant for our purposes, particularly in light of two shared 
terms, the meanings of which have been contested ground for historians 
and theorists of media: Eccentrism and the trick, or the attraction.

In 1923, Eisenstein was working in the Proletkult theater and consid-
ered cinema to be an element that would assist in revolutionizing, or in 
his words, “abolishing the very institution of theatre as such.”23 To accom-
plish this, he devised “the agitational theatre of attractions (dynamic and 
Eccentric—the left wing).”24 Kozintsev and Trauberg, meanwhile, had been 
working together since 1921 toward a similar mission, brandishing the term 
Eccentrism in Leningrad (or Petrograd as it was then named), where they 
founded FEKS, the Factory of the Eccentric Actor. The two young artists 
(aged sixteen and twenty, in 1921) had only recently arrived in the former 
capital from their hometowns of Kyiv and Odessa, respectively, but they 
found themselves aghast at the imperial backwardness of the city’s culture, 
and dedicated themselves immediately to complete aesthetic and eccentric 
upheaval. This was announced via their manifesto—“Ekstsentrizm”—in 
which they declared Eccentrism to be “the art of the 20th century, the art 
of 1922, the art of this very moment.”25 The founding of their factory soon 
followed, and the artistic duo mounted plays, taught classes, and trained 
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students in what they considered to be the Eccentric arts—from acrobatics 
to film history to courses on modernity.

This shared interest in the Eccentric is important to elucidate, espe-
cially as it can get tricky with all the slippery “isms” of the time period. On 
the one hand, Eccentrism falls quite neatly into the categories of “slapstick 
modernism” or “comedic modernism,” terms deployed to clarify the colli-
sion of modernism and slapstick, or the “affinity for slapstick film on the 
part of the interwar European avant-garde.”26 In this sense, Eisenstein and 
FEKS are exuberantly accompanied by interwar experimental artists like 
Fernand Léger, Luis Buñuel, Salvador Dalí, and René Clair. But, as we have 
argued throughout, rooftop media cannot help but signify on the level of 
the nation, and thus the Soviet specifics are of vital importance. Puyal 
attributes Eisenstein and FEKS’s desire to play with “city, machine and dy-
namism” to the influence of futurism in Soviet culture, and argues that 
“Soviet Constructivism turns the city into a stage upon which amazing 
deeds, burlesque situations and acrobatics are performed.”27 Eccentrism 
has been far less studied than these other movements, but emerges from 
these same traditions and negotiations.

It has been necessary to trace this artistic convergence between 
Eisenstein and FEKS because, seen from this vantage point, roofing 
extends entirely from the same impulses as Eccentrism itself: that is, a de-
sire to use new media to visualize stunning new forms of expression and 
urban existence—a momentary freedom from gravity and the shock of an 
eccentric encounter with the landmarks and monuments that mark our 
otherwise fixed places. And if we accept this premise—that Eccentrism 
and roofing are the same tradition—we are then able to approach the on-
going theoretical concept at the heart of early cinema, slapstick cinema, 
Soviet cinema, and roofing media: that is, the focus on the attraction as 
the possibility for media to accomplish something truly transformational. 
For Tom Gunning, who coined the “cinema of attraction” in the 1980s, 
the term was useful to explore the ways that we were willfully misunder-
standing early cinema and its unwillingness to tell a story over its impulse 
to display a set of views. But Gunning lifts the term from Eisenstein and, 
in this transposition, an essential component of Eisenstein’s attraction is 
lost. For Eisenstein, the attraction is “any aggressive moment in theatre…
that subjects the audience to emotional and psychological influence, verified 
by experience and mathematically calculated to produce specific emotional 
shocks in the spectator” (emphases in original).28 Thus, Eisenstein deploys 
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the attraction not for the capacity of theater or cinema to display, but to 
shock its audience toward a political purpose. FEKS, too, was working 
through this collection of attractions in their battle to upend tradition 
and the genres that were stabilized therein, as they participated in the 
avant-garde overhaul of culture that, in the post-revolutionary period, was 
united with the new Soviet project: an “October of the Arts.” Seen from 
this vantage point, Mustang Wanted’s stunt stands firmly in the tradition 
of Eccentrism that Phil Cavendish characterizes as “a broader phenom-
enon within Soviet proletarian culture of the early 1920s which sought to 
harness the carnivalesque energy of popular theatre for directly political 
ends.”29 Gunning acknowledges this Soviet setting partly, writing that “the 
source [for the term attraction] is significant.” So too is the historical con-
text; Eisenstein theorized the attraction as politically powerful in an ar-
ticle where he laid out how Glumov’s Diary, his very first film, which also 
marks our earliest Soviet example of roofing, functions as the archetypal 
example of the attraction.

Conclusion

New media platforms such as TikTok, Instagram, YouTube, and the now 
deceased Vine have been warmly embraced by film historians in the class-
room, as they restore an urgency to the study of early cinema’s display of 
views and tricks. Like these early cinematic predecessors, TikTok refuses 
to absorb its user in a narrative, opting instead for the characteristics 
which have defined Gunning’s use of the attraction: “direct confronta-
tion of the audience, brevity of film subjects, a fascination with speedy and 
surprising special effects, a display of novelties, and sustained temporal 
and narrative development.”30 Disciplinary specifics have introduced new 
terminology into the mix, forcing a shift from audience to user, view to 
scroll, and tickets to “like and subscribe.” But if this shift has asked us 
to reconsider the “cinema” part of the equation, I argue that we should 
also adjust our understanding of the “attraction” to include more than its 
Eccentric circus and fairground origins. As Maria Belodubrovskaya points 
out, the attraction was a stepping-stone to Eisenstein’s “cine-fist,” which, 
through its impact, was ultimately “about getting through to the audience 
and making an adjustment in them.”31 The trick is self-contained, but the 
attraction enacts a transformation beyond the bounds of the performance.
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A general distrust of media and youth culture leads to a great deal of 
surprise at the political engagement and activism of teenage TikTok users 
or the use of new media platforms to disseminate updates from war fronts 
faster and more directly than our news channels. I do not argue that all 
new media attractions are laden with the same political or radical poten-
tial. Indeed, in his examination of the human flies of the early twentieth 
century, Smith also finds that “the thrill makers were remarkably adept at 
developing performance forms that spoke to a wide range of class constitu-
encies and sustained multiple interpretations.”32 Roofing can, of course, be 
political provocation. It can just as easily be a pastime, a commercial ven-
ture, a brand, or, like the Jackass franchise to which it may draw compar-
ison, a “modern manifestation of the medieval carnival” and a new vista 
for performance art.33 Take Oleg Cricket, who provides a useful counter-
point for Mustang Wanted’s overtly anti-Russian rooftop provocation. 
Cricket describes roofing as an activity that allows him access to views that 
would otherwise be reserved for the elite who can afford multimillion-
dollar Moscow penthouses.34 In addition to his multiple urban climbs, 
Cricket has performed roofing in the background of a music video and 
has transitioned his career into a lifestyle clothing influencer. Soviet lit-
erary theorist V.�N. Volosinov might help us account for this wide variety 
of roofing in his development of the “multi-accentuality of the ideological 
sign” with regard to the cultural arena.35 In this chapter, we have surveyed 
a litany of “multi-accentual” ideological signs—the flag, the skyscraper, 
the body in peril—all of which contain within themselves provocations 
that evoke an unstable history whose meanings and outcomes continue to 
hang in the balance.
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Chapter 2

Sobre las Olas: Sheet Music, 
Radio Broadcasting, and the 
Popularization of a Mexican Waltz

Sonia Robles

On March�1, 1931, Rudolph Kuré, a self-identified “enthusiastic DX fan,” 
wrote a letter to “Radio Station X.F.X.” in Mexico City, Mexico, requesting 
that XFX send him a response verifying that he had tuned into their sta-
tion from his hometown of Cincinnati, Ohio, in the United States. Though 
notable, this request was not unusual. Named after the amateur or “ham” 
radio code for distance (DX), DXers were tinkerers who belonged to an 
extensive community of operators across the world engaging in similar be-
havior such as building receivers at home or in their sheds or garages, and 
staying up late into the night calibrating the dials of their devices in search 
of distant sounds.1 During the Golden Age of Radio (1920s to 1950s), the 
DX community in the United States often promoted competitions cen-
tered on tuning into as many stations as possible in the Americas, the 
Caribbean, Europe, or even Asia. The farther, the better. As a nocturnal 
activity, “DXing was a real adventure in mastering the unpredictable” and 
“success” was measured by the number of distant stations a DXer could 
tune into during a specific period of time.2 Tinkerers would listen to a 
broadcast from a far-away location and immediately compose a letter 
hoping to obtain a response in the form of a verification stamp, card, or 
other official documentation that they could use as bragging rights, enter 
into their log books, or to participate in a local contest. Their late-night or 
early morning adventures across the ether were in vain, in fact, if the sta-
tion they had tuned into did not write back with a response.
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Mr.� Kuré’s one-page letter to XFX includes details and information 
DXers frequently included in their correspondence with foreign sta-
tions: the language or languages transmitted, the exact time the station 
broadcast a song via record, singer, duet, etc., at what time a speech was 
given, the station’s call letters, announcements, the tone and volume of 
the transmission, details on the radio receiver used to listen to the broad-
cast, and whether there was static interference. Mr.�Kuré noted that on the 
two occasions that he picked up station XFX he heard a “pretty Spanish 
melody,” a “popular tune,” and a “beautiful Mexican waltz.” He recorded 
listening to the latter, titled “OVER THE WAVES”, at “exactly 3:30�A.M., 
American Eastern Standard Time.”3

This chapter traces the historical trajectory of the Mexican waltz “Over 
the Waves”, or “Sobre las Olas” in its original Spanish-language name, 
across the various print and electronic media forms which disseminated it 
from the nineteenth century, when it was created, to the 1930s, when it was 
picked up by this amateur radio enthusiast in the US Midwest. It is unclear 
whether or not Mr.�Kuré knew or was able to recognize “Sobre las Olas” 
when he tuned into XFX at dawn in the spring of 1931, or if the announcer 
told listeners its title before “the Spanish tenor” sang it.4 And while it is 
probable that the amateur radio enthusiast had heard it before, I argue that 
the reason the waltz made it on XFX’s playlist and the factor that made it 
recognizable thousands of miles away, decades after it was composed, lies 
in communication media’s role in transforming a formal dance song into 
an international hit.

The chapter opens with a brief discussion on the history of Mexican 
music across three different time periods: the colonial era, which lasted 
three centuries (1521–1821); the mid-nineteenth century, when Mexico 
was invaded by the French in what is commonly known as the Second 
Mexican Empire (1864–1867); and the rule of President Porfirio Díaz in 
the late nineteenth century, which was the time when the waltz was cre-
ated. Next, the chapter explains the different factors making this waltz 
a Mexican formal dance song, including the fact that the waltz’s creator 
was a Mexican man of humble origins by the name of Juventino Rosas. 
In this way, the chapter builds upon recent literature on the multifaceted 
origins of Latin American music.5 In the third and final section, I explain 
how sheet music and radio broadcasting, essential features in the print and 
electronic media revolutions of the nineteenth and early twentieth cen-
turies, played a role popularizing “Sobre las Olas.” Without sheet music, 
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certain songs would never have been able to circulate within Europe or 
the United States. Likewise, radio broadcasting has allowed music of all 
genres—including waltzes—the ability to be global media forms since the 
first decades of the twentieth century. Focusing on communication media 
adds necessary layers to the history of Mexican music, songs, and artists, 
as it brings to the forefront media’s role exposing, circulating, and pre-
serving sounds.

Mexican Music from Independence, to the French 
Intervention, to the Porfiriato

“Sobre las Olas” is the name of a series of Viennese waltzes created in 1891 
by Mexican violinist and composer Juventino Rosas. Understanding the 
historical events prior to the moment when they were written and the con-
text in which they emerged helps explain the role and impact commu-
nication media had in diffusing, labeling, preserving, and popularizing 
this text.

Mexico’s musical history is a multifaceted and extensive story given 
that the country is home to an array of unique musical sounds and 
traditions. What might be recognizable today as “Mexican music” is a by-
product of a long tradition of blending together pre-Hispanic Indigenous 
sounds, lyrics, and storytelling with both African and European melodies 
and rhythms.6 In the twentieth century certain genres, such as corridos, 
which are lyrical ballads, and canciones románticas (romantic songs) were 
labeled “Mexican” because of their association with the popular classes 
and because their lyrics recounted stories familiar to the majority of the 
population during a specific historical moment. In this case, corridos and 
canciones románticas were byproducts of the Mexican Revolution of 1910.7 
In the aftermath of this time of vast social change, as Mexican historian 
Ricardo Pérez Montfort explains, there was an interest on behalf of the 
government to collect music from Mexico’s vast regions and use it to give 
shape to a new national identity.8 This dedicated pursuit to define Mexican 
music and associate it with a new national identity is in sharp contrast to 
one of the first English-language studies on Mexican popular music, which 
explained that “to the majority of people in other countries…Mexican 
music is not associated with a given artist or tune but with a certain type 
of orchestra, or rather, a particular sound.”9
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This sound, however, did not originate in the twentieth century. 
Decades before Mexico achieved independence from Spain in 1821, 
musicians and singers throughout the country produced local tunes 
and vernacular music. Scholars such as Yolanda Moreno Rivas claim 
that Mexican music has its roots in Mexico’s colonial era (1521–1821). 
In the eighteenth century, Spanish authorities encouraged the colonial 
population in New Spain, as the colony was called, to demonstrate and 
pledge allegiance to the motherland through music. By the seventeenth 
century, the colony’s multi-ethnic and socially stratified population con-
sumed and created music in a variety of places: family parties, religious 
celebrations, outdoor festivals, the theater, and other public and private 
gatherings.10 Any musical piece that was produced in one of Spain’s most 
prosperous colonies was considered a “son”. The word, in fact, became a 
blanket term to tag the rhythms or melodies created in what later became 
Mexico.

New musical expressions were born after independence, when the so-
cial interaction between the high-brow or elite and the popular classes be-
came more common.11 A distinguishable feature among Mexican society 
in the first half of the nineteenth century was that the “public was avidly 
musical,” as historian Robert Stevenson explains. “High and low professed 
an overwhelming fondness for music.”12 Despite new forms of social inter-
action, class divisions did not disappear following independence and the 
elite began to characterize themselves by their taste in music and opera, 
prioritizing Italian, French, and Spanish styles. Communication studies 
expert Mark Pedelty notes that “opera, both tragic and common, became 
the rage among Mexico City elites, paralleling the growth of the urban 
middle class.”13 Another European import arriving in Mexico in the early 
nineteenth century was the waltz.14

Unsurprisingly, the military invasion of Mexico by France (1861–1867) 
was a chaotic and politically uncertain time for the young nation, which 
was recovering from a devastating war with the United States in the mid-
nineteenth century that cut the size of its territory in half.15 In the realm of 
culture and music, the “waltz circulated among the high court salons” of 
the Austrian Archduke Maximilian von�Hapsburg and Queen Charlotte’s 
tenure in Mexico between 1864 and 1867. The French imperial family 
aided high society’s ease from only enjoying and accepting religious music 
to being open to European genres such as classical operas, signs of much 
larger cultural shifts occurring during a time of liberalism. The invading 
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French court also ushered in the practice of hiring Europeans and foreign-
trained musicians, which became widely acceptable by the second half of 
the century.16 And while the French did not stay in Mexico long, the im-
portance given to classical music, opera, and waltzes remained in the na-
tion for decades. From the 1860s onward, in fact, waltzes were accepted 
and diffused among different social classes.17

In the early 1890s, when Juventino Rosas composed “Sobre las Olas,” 
European trends—clothing, art, music, architecture, etc.—still dominated 
Mexico. The nation was ruled by Porfirio Díaz, an authoritarian figure 
who came to power in the late 1870s and helped develop Mexico’s railway 
system, implemented small-scale industrialization, opened the country 
to foreigners and their investments, and advanced a policy of “order and 
progress,” most often through brutal repression. Díaz was in power for 
the latter half of the nineteenth century and finished his tenure when the 
Mexican Revolution erupted in the first decade of the twentieth century. 
His time in office, 1876 to 1910, is a historical era known as the “Porfiriato,” 
after his first name.18

Musically, genres began to shift in the second half of the nineteenth 
century, particularly during Díaz’s ascent to power. The government subsi-
dized musical education and established the National Conservatory. There 
was a sizable and cultured population with the means to purchase piano 
sheet music. This feature set Mexico apart from many other countries, in 
particular, the United States. Despite fluctuating governments, political 
instability, and the rule of a dictator from the latter third of the nineteenth 
century to 1910, there was an undisputable “belief that music was impor-
tant enough in national life to merit government support.”19 Both of these 
aspects—the government’s attention to musical education and the advent 
of new musical genres—were vital elements of the origin story of “Over 
the Waves.”

What Makes a Waltz “Mexican”

“Sobre las Olas” is celebrated as Mexico’s first international hit.20 
Encyclopedia entries and scholarly articles and chapters mention its pop-
ularity briefly or in passing, yet disregard its connection to popular, folk, 
and other forms of nineteenth-century Mexican music. The song is rec-
ognized as Mexican despite the fact that it does not “sound” Mexican or 
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“Indian.” On the contrary, one scholar claims that “if one were asked to 
define the particular qualities in ‘Sobre las Olas’ which distinguish it from 
hundreds of Viennese waltzes, the task might prove difficult.”21

On one level, “Sobre las Olas” does, in fact, contradict the stereotypical 
Mexican musical categories recognized across the world today thanks to 
the film industry, restaurants, or the internet: mariachi, ranchera, corrido, 
and other music featuring an array of trumpets, string instruments, 
and wailing male and female voices. The waltz is a lively salon piece be-
cause its tune is in line with formal dance culture including waltzes and 
Czechoslovakian polkas, both mid-nineteenth-century European imports. 
Waltzes were romantic and quintessentially Porfirian musical pieces be-
cause they followed a rigid structure and also included heartfelt lyrics with 
nostalgic overtones, which, according to Ricardo Pérez Montfort, reflected 
the processes of political and economic decay during the dictator’s long 
rule over Mexico.22

However, “Sobre las Olas” is considered Mexican and was recognized 
as a “beautiful Mexican waltz” by a radio amateur in the 1930s for other 
reasons. The waltz gave a nod to European styles and was a product of its 
time, but it paired those sounds and styles with long-suffering romantic 
lyrics of love and disdain. This invocation of sentimentality and its associ-
ation with patriotism were foundations of what is known as “Mexican cul-
tural nationalism,” a government-sponsored movement spearheaded by 
the Ministry of Public Education in the 1920s.23 “Sobre las Olas” fits well 
into the category of “canción de autor,” or singer-songwriter song, which 
was part of a musical genre produced in the late nineteenth century by 
composers wanting to sell large numbers of sheet music. This genre was 
different because the composers who wrote canciones de autor also played 
an instrument. These were songs of longing and loving complaints and are 
also often categorized as “sentimental songs.”24

Of course, another reason “Sobre las Olas” can be labeled “Mexican” 
is because its creator was born in that country. Juventino Rosas was born 
January�25, 1868 in the central Mexican state of Guanajuato. When he was 
six years old, his family left his village for Mexico City, a rural to urban so-
journ millions of other people throughout Mexico have embarked on since 
the late nineteenth century. In the capital city, the Rosas family struggled 
to make ends meet. Juventino, who learned to play violin at a young age, 
joined his father and brother, formed a musical trio, and found work as 
itinerant musicians. The group performed in public venues throughout 
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the capital city for a few years until the patriarch’s passing, when they 
disbanded.

Next, Rosas enrolled in the conservatorio nacional, National Conser
vatory, a no-fee musical training school established during the Porfiriato. 
A career as a musician was a worthwhile and promising path for someone 
with a humble background like Juventino. “Even among the highest 
classes,” Robert Stevenson notes, “music was regarded as a worthy vo-
cation.”25 However, the violinist left the Conservatory and followed the 
demands of the growing entertainment industry. Rosas joined acclaimed 
opera singer Angela Peralta’s company and traveled throughout Mexico 
until her untimely death, when he was out of work.26

Jumping from one musical gig to the next was not an uncommon ex-
istence for an amateur without formal training as a musician. During 
the second half of the nineteenth century, Mexican-born musicians and 
composers of different backgrounds wanting to succeed as musicians had 
to create music for the aristocratic class; that is, elite Mexicans familiar 
with Bach, Mozart, and Italian operas. Rosas was caught in a moment when 
Mexican music sought to resemble European models as much as possible.27 
Opportunities for amateurs were plentiful, and the chance to sell a piece 
of music available, but in order to earn a livelihood as a musician one had 
to produce music that obeyed a distinct business model by conforming “to 
the fashions of the period.” A second requirement, especially for someone 
from a lower social class, was to acquire patrons.28

Juventino’s lucky break came in 1885 when President Díaz heard him 
play the violin at one of Mexico City’s most prominent theaters, the Teatro 
Nacional. The performance and recognition by Díaz served Rosas well. 
Afterwards, he was able to perform with formally trained elite orchestras, 
acquire patrons, and sell some of his original music. One of these aristo-
cratic members of the Porfirian high society was Señora Calixta Gutiérrez 
de�Alfaro, whom Rosas dedicated “Sobre las Olas” to when he composed 
the waltz at age twenty-three. Three years after creating the waltz, while on 
tour directing an orchestra in Cuba, Rosas died of a preventable illness.29

Juventino Rosas’s life story—born in poverty in Mexico’s country-
side, forced to move to the capital to find work, struggling to make it as 
a student and hustling as an amateur until he struck gold, before dying 
at a young age—is both representative of migration patterns prevalent in 
Mexico both historically and to this present day and a vital component of 
stardom myths in Mexico. The fact that music or other cultural traditions 
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from Mexico’s provinces have to travel to Mexico City in order to be recog-
nized and legitimized is a centuries-old trajectory that was subsidized and 
sponsored by the government for a number of years.30 I propose that the 
examination of this popular Mexican waltz extend beyond the accepted 
and official narrative highlighting Rosas’s premature death, the way in 
which he was paid a pittance for his internationally known song, or the 
fact that he was never able to enjoy a life of stardom. Juventino Rosas was a 
talented and young musician on the road to a bright future when he com-
posed “Sobre las Olas,” but it was the print and broadcast media forms 
accompanying the song’s evolution that played a vital role in ensuring that 
the song become “a hit unparalleled in the history of Mexican music.”31

Print and Electronic Media: Essential Components in 
the Story

Printed sheet music became an essential component in popularizing 
“Sobre las Olas.” In 1891, when Juventino Rosas published the waltz, there 
was a local and international market in Mexico interested in publishing 
salon music. As many as 103 salon pieces were published in Mexico during 
the Porfiriato, most between 1870 and 1900.32 “The enormous vogue of all 
this salon repertory in Mexico during the latter part of the 19th century,” 
Stevenson notes, “proves how internationally minded the townspeople 
were. Their polkas, mazurkas, valses, and schottisches were all interna-
tional dance types.”33 Piano and salon music—waltzes, polkas, etc.—were 
so prominent, in fact, that five publishing houses stayed in business during 
the mid- to late nineteenth century.34

A. Wagner and Levien Suc., the German publishing house that bought 
“Sobre las Olas,” was a successful international enterprise with regional 
offices in Guadalajara, Puebla, Monterrey, Mérida, and other cities 
throughout Mexico and was responsible for publishing a wide variety of 
salon pieces: polkas, schottisches, mazurkas, marches, potpourris, boleros, 
paso dobles, meditations, and caprices.35 After paying Juventino 17 pesos 
for the waltz, the publishing house exported “Sobre las Olas” to Germany, 
where it was known as “Über die Wellen.” The Mexican waltz was also sold 
in the United States by 1895, just four years after it was created.36 Calculating 
the amount of profit the publishing house made from the waltz is challen-
ging. One scholar contends that because of its reputation and its ability to 
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reprint and distribute the waltz widely throughout Europe, A. Wagner and 
Levien Suc. made more than a 100,000-peso profit from “Sobre las Olas.”37 
The waltz was created in Mexico and traveled to Europe thanks to the in-
ternational sale and exchange of sheet music, undoubtedly; yet it enjoyed 
a longer life because of other media forms, namely wireless broadcasting 
and the electronic communications revolution of the twentieth century.

Radio communication initiated with wireless telegraphy, using Morse 
code to transmit information without the cables and machinery that had 
accompanied the telegraph. This feat, which is credited to the work of 
Italian inventor Guglielmo Marconi, existed decades before the commer-
cial use of radiotelephony, the transmission of voice and music.38 Despite 
not containing any moving parts, radio is a complex machine, more than 
a camera, a typewriter or any of the other devices of the technological 
revolution, as Rubén Gallo reminds us.39 Radio is also an electroacoustic 
medium. It shares this aural element with other sound media such as the 
telephone and the phonograph. The amplification of music and the human 
voice came about through a series of experiments and discoveries in the 
early 1910s, most importantly the development of the audion, a vacuum 
tube designed by Lee De�Forest in 1907.40 Once the practice of successfully 
sending voice messages wirelessly became widely known in the 1910s, “the 
entire world was seized by a radio frenzy.”41 Media scholar Susan J. Douglas 
explains that in the United States, “the word miracle was used repeatedly to 
try to convey the revolutionary, and mystical, properties of the device.”42

The fact that an amateur radio enthusiast such as Mr.� Kuré from 
Cincinnati, Ohio listened to “Sobre las Olas” decades after it was created 
and mentioned its title by name in his letter to station XFX reveals the 
international popularity of the waltz. In the first decade of the twentieth 
century, new technologies such as telegraphy and telephony caught the at-
tention of amateur radio enthusiasts, many of whom began to construct 
and tinker with homemade radio receivers. Amateurs were key players in 
radio’s early history and development in the Americas and Europe because 
they had access to the necessary resources to develop the medium and 
they had an interest in perfecting wireless communications. As Susan J. 
Douglas explains, long-distance friends were the “very first radio audience 
in the first decade of the century.”43

For many radio enthusiasts, there was an unavoidable thrill in 
constructing an apparatus that had the capability to receive voices from 
unseen distant audiences. In the United States, hobbyist or “Ham” culture, 
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as has been described by historian Kristen Haring, transformed into a 
unique “technical culture,” a world of amateurs and tinkerers who joined 
clubs, subscribed to specialized magazines, participated in contests to earn 
trophies and recognitions for their abilities, organized and participated in 
technical conferences and regional meetings, and engaged in other mascu-
line group behavior, as they were mostly male.44 Mr.�Kuré was certainly a 
part of a subculture of male hobbyists and that fact that he chose to write to 
Mexico City hours after listening to XFX’s transmission suggests that for a 
ham operator, he possessed advanced skills. Before home receivers became 
widely available in the 1930s and 1940s, in order to operate a radio—either 
in private, as Mr.�Kuré, or at a station—you needed to possess technical 
expertise and the time and resources to work with different components: a 
receiver, a transmitter, antennas, batteries, tubes, dials, and numberless 
cables, including the ones attached to your head, via earphones, which 
were required to listen to any transmissions at the time. In the spring of 
1931 Kuré had calibrated the dials of the RCA Radiola 60 receiver and 
tuned into this particular Mexican station before writing them a letter.

The correspondence between the radio aficionados and the offices and 
stations they were in contact with in an effort to receive a verification re-
port or reply was a vital component of hobbyist culture and was “at the 
center of two interdependent experiences relying on new technologies.”45 
Mexico’s Ministry of Public Education, the managing entity of station 
XFX, collected and counted English and Spanish-language correspon-
dence from DXers and other radio enthusiasts from Canada, countries in 
the Caribbean and Central America, and every region of the United States. 
The radio department archived the correspondence and used it to calcu-
late the range of the station’s transmitter and highlight its power and reach. 
As historical archival sources, these reports are valuable for a number of 
reasons, since they contain written documentation, i.e. proof, of which sta-
tions were on the air, what they played, for how long, when, etc.

Electronic media helped popularize and preserve “Sobre las Olas” 
during the 1920s when Mexican radio station playlists prioritized Porfirian 
sounds and melodies. Radio played a number of roles in the history of this 
particular song: it exposed it to wide audiences, it circulated it across na-
tional borders, but it also preserved it for generations. Broadcast media 
helped the waltz maintain its “popular” status by including it in daily 
playlists long after waltzes lost their appeal. In the same way that sheet 
music’s reproducibility took the waltz to Europe and back to the Americas, 
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radio helped “Sobre las Olas” circulate within Mexico and be picked up by 
radio amateurs in the United States.

Conclusion

This chapter has attempted to bring into conversation the complexities of 
Mexican music and the challenges scholars face when we try to label music 
as “Mexican.” “Sobre las Olas” became an international hit, was labeled a 
Mexican waltz, and received airplay over radio stations decades after it was 
created because of communication media’s role in reproducing it and dis-
seminating it throughout the world. Furthermore, it is Mexican because it 
can be defined by “multiple factors and actors” such as its romantic lyrics 
and the composer’s nationality.46

Late-nineteenth-century Mexican waltzes such as “Sobre las Olas” are 
a window into understanding how communication media popularized 
musical genres and exposed listeners throughout the world to different 
sounds. Furthermore, as radio scholars Jason Loviglio and Michele Hilmes 
highlight in their collection Radio’s New Wave, radio’s global reach was 
taking place many years before the arrival of the internet, podcasting, and 
other forms of digital radio, when amateurs like Mr.�Kuré were staying up 
late at night and tuning into far-away stations in an effort to win prizes, 
or simply out of boredom.47 Only focusing on the waltz’s sole creator, 
Juventino Rosas, overlooks the role that different forms of media played in 
popularizing this Mexican waltz. The story of the popularity and longevity 
of “Sobre las Olas” highlights the transnational power of different forms 
of media in making music appealing to local and international audiences.
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Chapter 3

Secret Garden: The Fantastic, Melodrama, and 
Disenchantment in South Korean Television

Benjamin M. Han

In September 2014, a Facebook page titled “Queremos ver Secret Garden en 
la TV” (We Want to Watch Secret Garden on TV) was created to urge Latin 
American TV channels to broadcast Secret Garden, the popular Korean TV 
drama about a CEO and future heir of a large department store conglom-
erate and a working-class aspiring stuntwoman who swap bodies with the 
intervention of a magical spell. By October 2014, the page had 10,000 likes, 
and in January 2015, the Argentinian cable channel Magazine announced 
that it would air Secret Garden. In the same year, the Argentinian maga-
zine Revistas Noticias published an article titled “Melodramas Exóticos: El 
Nuevo Boom Llega de�Corea” (Exotic Melodramas: The New Boom Arrives 
from Korea) in which it discussed Secret Garden and further noted how a 
kiss is identical in all languages. A few months later, actress Ha Ji-won, 
the female protagonist of Secret Garden, addressed Latin American fans 
in a short video to commemorate the 6th K-Pop Latin American Contest. 
These examples not only attest to the growing significance of the Latin 
American market to the circulation of Korean TV dramas but also under-
score how Secret Garden captivated the hearts of Latin American viewers.

While concepts such as cultural proximity, transcultural affinity, and 
transnational proximity have been employed to examine the contraflow 
of media from South Korea to the Global South,1 this chapter explores 
how Secret Garden navigates the nebulous boundaries between the fan-
tastic and magical realism to reinvent Korean TV dramas that speak to 
ambivalence toward global modernity.2 In particular, the chapter analyzes 
how Secret Garden’s engagement with identifiable elements from what has 
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been commodified and ethnicized as the Latin American magical realist 
tradition to reinvent the fantastic Korean TV drama reifies a problematic 
understanding of Latin America as the unknowable and marvelous. In 
doing so, the chapter explores the cultural intersections between South 
Korea and Latin America beyond the mere question of influence. Here 
I am interested in what Ella Shohat and Evelyn Alsultany have described 
as “complex itineraries” in cultural productions that subvert the uneven 
and dominant West–East binary.3 In Secret Garden, the intervention of the 
fantastic in the form of a magical spell defies rationality rooted in science 
and materialism of Western modernity while simultaneously enabling the 
protagonists to recuperate from their disenchantment with modernity. 
During the process of re-enchantment, the protagonists actively engage 
in the process of translation to seek rationality, which also entails piecing 
together their fragmented memories to emancipate themselves from the 
painful past in order to be re-enchanted with modernity.

The Fantastic, Melodrama, and Affect

The fantastic has been historically more closely aligned with literature 
than media productions and yet has enchanted global readers and viewers. 
According to Cynthia Duncan, “the fantastic has proven to be an enduring 
source of fascination for readers decade after decade, in large part because 
of its mysterious and still undefined relationship to our understanding of 
the real.”4 In Secret Garden, the fantastic not only speaks to the nebulous 
relationship between what is real and unreal but also operates as a dis-
cursive mode to address ambivalence toward the past and future without 
strictly adhering to either fantasy and realism to address the characters’ 
disenchantment with modernity. According to Bliss Cua Lim, “the domi-
nant conceptualization of the fantastic as a question of belief versus skep-
ticism is a rigid antimony between enchantment and disenchantment.”5 
More specifically, “enchantment is an idiom of profound disaffection, a 
lived and felt register of resistance to the contradictions of millennial cap-
italism.”6 For Tzvetan Todorov, the fantastic “introduces some element 
into the text that strikes us as potentially supernatural, impossible, or in-
explicable according to logic and reason.”7 Hence, in Secret Garden, the 
protagonists’ re-enchantment with modernity is only possible through the 
intervention of the fantastic that not only reinjects mystery and wonder 
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but also involves a self-reflexive process of translation to make sense of 
the ethereal forces, which becomes central to re-enchantment. As Joshua 
Landy and Michael Saler put it, the process of re-enchantment with the 
world encompasses not only the infusion of mystery and wonder but 
also order and purpose.8 The process of re-enchantment requires the 
protagonists to actively seek out rationality to restore order to their chaotic 
lives while simultaneously discovering the purpose and meaning of their 
lives through the consummation of heterosexual romance.

Moreover, the fantastic becomes a transnational mode that addresses 
the complex configuration of colonialism, postcolonialism, and modern-
ization. In Secret Garden, the fantastic interacts with the affective mode 
of melodrama inscribed in emotional feelings to address the complex and 
polarized understanding of Korean modernity while simultaneously pro-
viding the characters’ disenchantment of the world in the form of social 
class disparities in the nation’s path toward rapid developmentalism and 
modernization. The fantastic not only offers the audience a conflicting 
understanding of modernity but also allows them to recognize “that mo-
dernity is characterized by fruitful tensions between seemingly irrecon-
cilable forces and ideas.”9 Thus, the traumatic experiences stemming from 
oppressive social and authoritarian powers are inflected in the personal 
struggles of the characters who cope with their own conflicting identi-
ties that stand in between the historical past and the present. Additionally, 
the fantastic is employed to “articulate contemporary anxieties without 
ignoring a realist perspective entirely.”10 That is, the fantastic interacts 
with the characters’ traumatic historical pasts to help them reclaim their 
new modern subjectivities.

In the context of South Korea, the fantastic has been more discernible 
in Korean cinema than in television.11 The fantastic in Korean cinema has 
often been linked to imaginaries, formulated through dream sequences. 
According to Soyoung Kim, “the fantastic mode of cinema in its powerful 
conjuration of the obstinate past also provides a rich platform on which to 
think about non-synchronous synchronicity and the working of the pre-
modern modernity.”12 As a result, the fantastic became a discursive space to 
address clashing tensions between premodern and modernity in Korea. In 
particular, the fantastic in the form of magical aura or supernatural power 
is further interconnected to colonial modernization projects that depict 
the sacrifices of the older generations central to Korea’s compressed mo-
dernity. In cinema, the fantastic often featured female ghosts and vampires 
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as repressed figures who return to the present from the past, which speaks 
to how women were seen as threats to modernity, as their sexuality and 
desires for social mobility have been repressed under colonialism.13

Between the Fantastic and Magical Realism

The discussion of the fantastic cannot be disassociated with magical re-
alism as they have been the subject of polemical debates among scholars. 
Magical realism as a literary genre had its first iteration in Europe with ties 
to the historical avant-garde movement of the 1920s. It became identified 
between 1949 and 1970 as “an emancipatory cultural discourse capable of 
expressing Latin America’s historical particularity and desire to establish 
an aesthetic rhetoric independent of European modernism.”14 Magical re-
alism became known as the genre of “literary identity politics,” in which 
writers used to express the traumatic experiences of marginalized cultures 
and the underdeveloped world under different forms of oppression, in-
cluding colonialism.15 In the words of Homi K. Bhabha, magical realism is 
a “literary language of the emergent post-colonial world.”16

As magical realism came to be thought of as an inherently Latin 
American genre, it received much criticism from Latin American writers 
and critics. Here, I echo Argentinian cultural critic Fernando Sdrigotti’s 
critique that magical realism is a Western label coined to commodify and 
ethnicize Latin American literature. He writes:

If this reduction were limited to literature the only problem would be in-
adequate criticism, mediocre books, confused readers, and some other 
minor catastrophes. But this imperative not only continuously shapes 
ideas of Latin American literature; in a more problematic way, it also 
shapes ideas of the region, well beyond the cushy world of books.17

Sdrigotti further claims that magical realism is a marketing label, “a re-
duction by means not of absurdity but of obfuscation—a crude simpli-
fication through fuzziness.18 Therefore, it is more appropriate to mark 
magical realism as more exotic and foreign than the fantastic. As Sylvia 
Molloy observes, the United States’s imaginary of Latin America has been 
replete with exoticism, ahistoricism, and postcolonialism through magical 
realism.19 Therefore, Secret Garden’s intended or unintended oscillation 
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between the fantastic and magical realism engenders a narrow and reduc-
tive imaginary of Latin America as the unknowable despite its desire to 
engage and appropriate magical realist elements found in popular Latin 
American cultural productions.

Magical realism has traveled well across national and cultural borders, 
including the Middle East and Asia, with literary scholars Lois Parkinson 
Zamora and Wendy Faris describing it as “an international commodity.”20 
While the fantastic is a more appropriate lens than magical realism to 
analyze Secret Garden, the Korean TV drama oscillates between the two 
modes, thus deserving further historical contextualization of how magical 
realism was introduced to the Korean literature circle. Even before the in-
flux of what was marked as magical realist literature in Korea, the concept 
of magical realism was discussed by Chungmoo Choi in her discussion 
of minjung (the people) movement when she wrote that “magical realism 
functions as an apt genre to address the supratemporality of history.”21

The introduction of magical realism to Korea parallels its popularity 
in East Asia, further corresponding with the rapid economic development 
and growing cultural interactions between the West and the East.22 In par-
ticular, the Latin American Boom, known as Boom Latinoamericano, a 
Latin American literary movement of the 1960s and 1970s, introduced 
Gabriel García Márquez’s work to the Korean public. In 1977, Márquez’s 
Nobel prize-winning fiction One Hundred Years of Solitude was translated 
into Korean for the first time by Ahn Jung-hyo.23 Many readers interpreted 
Latin American literature of magical realism within the specific political 
context of Korea when the nation was under the authoritarian regime of 
Park Chung-hee, who espoused rapid industrialization and economic pro-
gress. As Ben Holgate explains, magical realism in East Asia “acts more as 
a shared approach to addressing contemporary issues that result from mo-
dernity, market-oriented economies, authoritarian political regimes and 
the erosion of traditional cultures and values.”24

Therefore, it is no coincidence that Kim Eun-sook, a star TV writer, 
desired to engage with world literature that includes Latin American work. 
Most of her TV dramas have featured books as a narrative device that 
connects characters but also, in an interview, she explained that she read 
many books while working after graduating from high school, which was 
the only way to escape from reality.25 Accordingly, in Secret Garden, there 
is a brief scene where we observe the books on the female protagonist’s 
desk, which include global literature titles such as 1984 (George Orwell), 
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The Flounder (Günter Grass), and One Hundred Years of Solitude (Gabriel 
García Márquez), which particularly offered “a road map of the desire for 
modernization of Latin America” in order to speak to its own ambivalence 
toward its modernity.26

The introduction of Latin American literature into Korea made 
Márquez’s influence more discernible in the Korean literature of the 1990s 
and early 2000s, especially with the publication of such titles as Korae 
(Whale, Cheon Myeong-kwan, 2004) and Paek Ny�ny�kwan (One Hundred 
Years Inn, Lim Chul-woo, 2004). The characters’ struggle to make sense of 
the marvelous in their lives and distinguish between what is real or not 
signals how Korea’s imaginary of Latin America is firmly embedded in ne-
ocolonial logic, as it reproduces the West’s problematic use of magical re-
alism to characterize Latin American cultural productions while ignoring 
the particularities that undermine the otherness of the region. Cuban 
novelist Alejo Carpentier argued that the marvelous could co-exist with 
the real in what he described as “lo real maravilloso.”27 Nonetheless, this 
term emanating from a Latin American scholar did not appeal to Western 
scholars. Instead, they borrowed the term magical realism from Franz 
Roh, a German art critic, who used it to describe a European art move-
ment.28 While the problematics of understanding magical realism inher-
ently tied to Latin American media and culture have not subsided, what is 
more productive is not to come up with a clearly defined set of boundaries 
but rather to consider how a growing number of Korean TV dramas ap-
propriate and engage with it, intentionally or unintentionally, in their de-
sire to confront Korea’s ambivalence toward modernity.

Secret Garden and the Fantastic

The broadcast of Secret Garden in 2010 on the terrestrial channel SBS 
followed several years of uncertainties and anxieties facing the nation. In 
2007, Lee Myung-bak, a businessman turned mayor of Seoul and a member 
of the conservative political party, won a landslide victory in the presi-
dential election, restoring the power of the economic elites and shedding 
the hopes of true democratic progress. Additionally, in 2008, the global 
financial crisis took a toll on the nation when the government announced 
a US$130�million financial rescue package to assist banks and stabilize 
markets. Given this uncertain political and social milieu, Secret Garden as 
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a fantastic Korean TV drama not only provided escapist entertainment to 
Korean viewers but also allowed them to confront their own disillusion-
ment with the experience of modernity.

Compared to other fantastic genres, Secret Garden does not feature fe-
male ghosts, vampires, or aliens but a socially privileged yet arrogant male 
protagonist who struggles to recuperate from a tragic event of the past, 
which continues to haunt him. The Korean TV drama uses the fantastic 
and melodrama to elicit affect, further enabling Latin American viewers to 
identify strongly with the characters. As Carla Marcantonio puts it, “mel-
odrama continues to do significant work toward helping us make affective 
sense of a global environment that exceeds the legally demarcated contours 
of the state.”29 The interplay between the fantastic, magical realism, and 
melodrama not only speaks to the ambivalence toward the past and future 
but also addresses ambiguity, as “one of the defining characteristics of the 
[fantastic] genre” to explore “important philosophical, ideological, and so-
cial constructs.”30

Secret Garden adapts conventional elements of a telenovela as its nar-
rative centers on the romantic relationship between Kim Joo-won (played 
by Hyun Bin), who is the CEO and future heir of a large department store 
conglomerate, and Gil Ra-im (played by Ha ji-won), who is not only a 
member of the working class but also a stuntwoman aspiring to succeed 
in the film industry. With the intervention of a magical spell, their bodies 
are swapped, forcing them to experience each other’s social class experi-
ence while revealing how their lives are far more interconnected than they 
have imagined.

The switching of the bodies not only interjects a fantastical element 
to the narrative but also functions as an opportunity to make an explicit 
commentary on social issues when the characters are occupying the bodies 
of the opposite sex. For example, in episode thirteen, as they arrive at Joon-
won’s home, they are surprised to discover Joo-won’s mother waiting. The 
mother humiliates Ra-im with harsh words and actions, hurting her and 
ridiculing her socioeconomic background without knowing that she is 
indeed speaking to her son in Ra-im’s swapped body. After the incident, 
Joo-won and Ra-im are in the car having a candid conversation about the 
incident back at home. Interestingly, as they speak to each other, the scene 
visually gives the illusion that their bodies have returned to their normal 
state. Joo-won apologizes to Ra-im about the incident involving his mother 
as he states, “But it’s a relief that you didn’t have to deal with it. It’s the first 
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time I was glad that our bodies were switched.” Joo-won adds, “There is 
no need to be touched; this is called upper-class social conscience.” Ra-im 
responds, “This is called lower-class rebellion.” This scene poignantly 
captures the clash between the different social classes, and the conversa-
tion directed at each other in their original bodies resonates more with 
the audience as it offers the traumatic experience from Ra-im’s perspec-
tive while also offering social commentary on the oppression of the female 
working class by the economically privileged class. It is only when the two 
characters’ bodies are switched back to their normal state that there is the 
opportunity for a critique of patriarchal culture and chaebol.31

Instead of adhering to social realism to provide a critique of so-
cial and gender relations, the incorporation of the fantastic into social 
criticisms further illuminates the characters’ disenchantment with 
social class hierarchies as an outcome of modernity. Additionally, the 
fact that the two characters are talking to each other in their own bodies 
undermines the otherness of this scene and successfully meshes the real 
and the fantasy world. In this particular scene, not only is the fantastic 
“understood as inhabiting an imaginative realm that was taken for ‘real’,” 
but the viewers also help to create reality.32 In the subsequent scene, Joo-
won visits Ra-im after hearing about the incident involving his mother. 
Instead of offering a sincere apology to her, Joo-won states that he does 
not know how to apologize. In response, Ra-im asks him to get out of 
her pathetic life and return to his pretty fairytale life. As she leaves him, 
the camera captures Ra-im in slow motion as one of the show’s theme 
songs, “Reason,” plays in the background to accentuate the emotional 
affect of the scene. Instead of highlighting Ra-im as a victim of social 
oppression, the camera employs different angles to capture Joo-won as 
he stands still in a state of shock. Joo-won does not speak a word and his 
facial expressions convey his sadness and heartache to the audience. The 
dramatic scene, further accentuated by the use of music, animates our 
emotional feelings and embodied experiences in the form of what Steve 
Choe characterizes as an “affective interlude.”33 Choe explains how the 
affective interlude not only implies “too lateness,” borrowing from Linda 
Williams, but is the “culmination of the dramatic tension felt in the mis-
match between how things are and how they, in the realm of fantasy, 
should be.”34 The scene not only elicits affect but also prompts the audi-
ence to further identify and establish a more personal connection with 
the characters, especially Joo-won.
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As the interaction between the fantastic and melodrama requires ac-
tive participation by the viewer to reflect on the past, cope with the pre-
sent, and imagine the future, the drama also features many instances in 
which the act of reading a book becomes central to the characters’ redis-
covery of enchantment in order to affirm their romantic feelings toward 
each other. That is, the act of reading a text not only involves the process 
of translation but further requires reasoning. The protagonists participate 
in the act of translation in their attempt to seek an explanation for their 
unusual circumstances involving the swapping of their bodies and come 
to grips with their rational subjectivities.35 In particular, the drama’s ex-
plicit references to Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland illuminate how the 
characters’ disenchantment with modernity must be overcome through 
the intervention of the fantastic that defies rationality. The characters’ 
re-enchantment with the modern world is only possible through the fan-
tastic, which reinjects mystery and wonder, and self-reflexivity, which 
becomes critical to the process of re-enchantment. For example, the drama 
depicts how Ra-im and Joo-won cope with their conflicting understanding 
of fantasy and realism as each engages in their reading and translation of 
Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland. In the process of translating the text, 
they encounter difficulty interpreting the magical forces that shape their 
romantic relationship. For example, in episode ten, Ra-im is reading Alice’s 
Adventures in Wonderland, juxtaposed with a shot of Joo-won looking out 
through the large glass windows of his house while the intertitles on the 
screen read: “Like the fairy tale of Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland, on a 
night when galaxies pass through each other, a bad boy stood there. Such 
a trivial melancholy. He walked at the speed of memories.” While Alice’s 
Adventures in Wonderland is set entirely outside the real world, Secret 
Garden depicts how the characters’ own internalization of the fantastic 
enables them to cope with their subjectivities and identities in the modern 
world to rediscover enchantment. As Ra-im’s voiceover in episode thir-
teen states, “There are things that seem like fantasies because they exist 
far away. That is how it is in the universe of stars. Just as very beautiful 
people do, they easily disappear.” The voiceover underscores how ration-
ality overcomes the fantastic as they come to terms with the historical 
consciousness of the past.

The protagonists’ continuous struggle with ambiguity in the drama 
culminates in a fantastical climactic moment when the characters can fi-
nally confront and liberate themselves from their traumatic past embedded 
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in painful personal memories. In episode seventeen, Ra-im gets into a se-
vere car accident while doing stunt work on an action film. Joo-won, on 
the advice of Oska (his celebrity cousin), browses the books on his book-
shelf for any possible clues that might save her. Interestingly, he discovers 
a sheet of paper inside the pages of Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland 
containing a short story about a mermaid who falls in love with a prince. 

Figures 01.–02.  The protagonists read Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland 
to make sense of the magical spell and irrationality in their lives. 
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According to the story, the knife in the little mermaid’s hand trembled, 
and she flung it into the waves. As the knife fell into the water, the waves 
turned red, and the sun rose above the sea. The little mermaid looked at 
the prince with fading eyes and threw herself into the sea. She turned into 
foam and disappeared. As he is reading the story, the camera shifts back 
and forth between the close-up of his face and the actual text of the mer-
maid story. The scene is again accompanied by the theme song “Reason” 
as we witness Joo-won crying. This is a rare moment in the drama where 
Joo-won, rather than Ra-im, fully displays his emotions. Additionally, the 
song’s lyrics “Even though my body changes, my heart remains here” sug-
gest the transformation of Joo-won from an arrogant, individualistic, and 
unemphatic man to someone who can profess his love for Ra-im. Again, 
the use of the sentimental theme song continues to engender melodra-
matic affect while interjecting rationality manifested in romance.

After reading and translating the fairytale story, he places Ra-im’s 
unconscious body in the car and drives into a rainstorm with the hope 
that their bodies will be swapped again to save her life. As expected, their 
bodies are successfully swapped as Ra-im regains her consciousness in 
Joo-won’s body while he remains in a coma in Ra-im’s body in the hos-
pital. As Joo-won is holding Ra-im’s hand on her hospital bed, there is 
a dreamlike sequence in which Ra-im’s father appears and looks into 
a cup filled with a mysterious drink, which eventually converts into a 
hospital space where Joo-won and Ra-im are together. In the following 
scene, the two protagonists are sitting around a table. The voiceover 
narration of each character is interposed with a shot-reverse shot of the 
character that captures a medium close-up of their faces. Then, a man 
whom we recognize as Ra-im’s father appears with a mysterious drink 
and explains that it is the beginning and end of the magical spell and 
pours it into the characters’ glasses. The father tells Joo-won that it is 
okay to forget him because he has fulfilled more than what was prom-
ised. He tells the daughter to live and be loved and states that this is the 
end of the magic he has created, and they should manifest their own real 
magic in their romance. As the father finishes his statement, the back-
ground instrumental music converts into the romantic theme song “You 
Are My Spring” by Sung Si-kyung, a prominent Korean singer, followed 
by the characters’ consumption of the drink. The scene again uses shot-
reverse shots to capture the emotions on their faces as they look into each 
other without any dialogue. The visual aesthetics of the scene highlight  
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the fantastical elements in which we witness rose petals falling from the 
sky to the ground. The interplay between the fantastic and melodramatic 
affect renders it difficult to distinguish what is real and fantasy as the 
audience actively must translate the affective interludes for themselves. 
After drinking the wine, their bodies are swapped back to their orig-
inal state. It is the father’s use of a magical spell that restores order and 
enables the characters to consummate their love.

Conclusion

Secret Garden enables us not only to move beyond a nation-centric frame-
work to the study of global media circulation but also to explore the 
cultural intersections between Korea and Latin America through the spe-
cificity of the fantastic Korean TV drama. More specifically, it prompts us 
to move beyond the questions of cultural proximity, transcultural affinity, 
and hybridity to understand the intertwinement between the fantastic, 
magical realism, and melodramatic affect. The cultural interplay between 
the fantastic and melodrama as popular elements of contemporary Korean 
serial television speaks to how our disenchantment with the chaos and 
uncertainty of the modern world defies rationality and urges the need to 
rediscover our enchantment with the social world manifested in hetero-
sexual romance and global modernity. Borrowing Kenneth Chan’s words, 
“the fantastic serves the modernizing discourse of rationality as a nega-
tive example of what must be transcended, superseded and left behind in 
the course of a universal process of modernization.”36 Secret Garden as a 
fantastic TV drama that requires viewers to participate in an active nego-
tiation between what is fantasy and real illuminates the complex itiner-
aries through which Korean TV dramas travel across the globe. As Ella 
Shohat and Evelyn Alsultany note, “cultural production, consumption, 
and reception are ultimately intertwined, with blurry boundaries made 
ever more entangled within multiple itineraries” to highlight East–West, 
North–South, and even South-on-South cultural flows.37 Accordingly, 
Secret Garden illustrates how “postcolonial dislocations and transnational 
cultural flows have generated collaborative artistic dialogues that go be-
yond the mere question of influence.”38

As non-Anglophone media texts circulate transnationally, they not 
only accrue meanings but also are susceptible to the othering process. 
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Nonetheless, the entanglement between East Asian and Latin American 
cultural productions prompts us to reconsider how the interaction be-
tween the fantastic, magical realism, and melodrama allows the global au-
dience to be re-enchanted with modernity. Hence, a critical analysis of the 
fantastic in Secret Garden illuminates its complex itineraries with other 
cultures, particularly Latin America, as it becomes a discursive mode to 
address ambivalent views on modernity while offering entertainment and 
pleasure to the global audience.
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Chapter 4

Beautiful Desolation: Finding Apartheid 
in South Africa’s Video Game Futures

Rachel Lara van der Merwe

In the shadow of massive, well-funded industries like Hollywood, smaller 
national cinema and television industries have historically struggled to 
establish economic viability, let alone contribute culturally to the con-
struction of national identities.1 For video games with more extensive 
technological and infrastructural needs, the struggle has been even more 
difficult,2 especially when in competition with the dominant North 
American and Japanese industries.3 Nevertheless, independent game 
developers and publishers keep emerging around the world and with them 
burgeoning new industries. The existence of national video game cultures 
that contribute to the representation and construction of collective na-
tional identities, however, remains unclear and under-researched.

In my own home country, there is a distinct lack of “South African-
ness” in the most successful video games produced here. South African 
(SA) game developers focus on designing games for a global audience 
while SA gamers primarily purchase foreign-made video games.4 Research 
indicates that this dynamic is quite common around the world: in order to 
establish a successful national video game industry, game developers must 
appeal to a transnational audience first.5 When game developers do choose 
to incorporate a sense of national identity into their games, this decision 
is unusual.

This chapter focuses on a game that does just that: Beautiful Desolation 
(BD), a point-and-click adventure puzzler and role-playing game (RPG) 
that begins when an alien technological edifice called The Penrose appears 
off the coast of SA. While exploring the structure, Mark Leslie is propelled 
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into a future post-apocalyptic version of SA and must find a way home. The 
game was released in 2020 by SA studio The Brotherhood, run by brothers 
Chris and Nic Bischoff. It followed two successful independent games for 
the studio (Stasis, 2015 and Cayne, 2017), and built on this success by using 
Kickstarter to raise US$138,457 for game development. BD, however, was 
their first game to be set in SA with SA characters and explicit references 
to SA culture. While their previous games were only released on Steam 
for PC, BD was also ported to the PlayStation 4 and Nintendo Switch, sig-
naling The Brotherhood’s ability and desire to reach a much broader audi-
ence. Despite criticism about the quality of the console ports, the game was 
generally positively received and widely reviewed.6

While other reasonably successful and explicitly African RPGs exist, 
such as Aurion: Legacy of the Kori-Odan from Cameroon, most game 
developers have not had the means to port their games to console. This 
makes BD unique in its capacity to promote the SA video game industry on 
the global market and in its ability to contribute to national identity rep-
resentation and construction. Using the former factor (industry success) 
as context, in this chapter I focus on the latter: how does BD imagine SA? 
I explore how the visual, verbal, and procedural rhetoric of a recent, rela-
tively successful SA video game engages and performs SA national identity 
within the context and confines of existing global industries. My analysis 
reveals an imagining of SA infused with colonial and apartheid values that 
conflicts with contemporary struggles to more fully decolonize SA, and 
I argue the global video game industry encourages the continued produc-
tion of games with such values.

Context: Building a Nation with Video Games

Foundational to my argument are three propositions supported by ex-
isting research. First, national media industries play a role in cultivating 
a nation’s sense of self, and national identity serves a role both internally 
(internal cohesion) and externally (performing a cohesive identity to 
the world). Second, due to the cost and infrastructure necessary to pro-
duce video games, it is difficult to establish a financially viable national 
video game industry unless it garners significant engagement globally. 
This proves challenging due to the already dominant Japanese and North 
American media infrastructures. Third, the logics of many successful and 
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influential triple-A7 games are fundamentally colonial even when they im-
plement more diverse representation.

Before I weave these together into my argument, I will briefly unpack 
each, beginning with the first proposition: national media industries play 
a role in cultivating a nation’s sense of self. By using the term “nation” 
rather than “nation-state,” I focus on what Benedict Anderson described as 
an “imagined political community…conceived as a deep horizontal com-
radeship.”8 Anderson demonstrates how the modern nation was a unique 
political entity best understood not by examining borders and government 
structures, but by studying shared sociopolitical consciousnesses that 
emerge through the collective consumption of circulated media. Anderson 
points to the expression of an abstract “German-ness” or “Mexican-ness” 
in print media capitalism that facilitated the construction of these new po-
litical entities in the nineteenth century across large geographic areas and 
spanning disparate people groups.

His findings were followed by those who pointed to the fundamental 
role of the novel in developing national identities,9 and those who extended 
these ideas to other media, such as the concept of “national cinema.”10 
Scholars like Ziad Fahmy have thus proposed replacing Anderson’s no-
tion of “print capitalism” with “media capitalism,” in order to acknowledge 
the broader media infrastructures and modalities that facilitate national 
imagining and in order to “make room for the aural and oral alongside 
the visual.”11 Andrew Higson further notes that national cinema, and by 
extension other forms of media used to imagine the nation, serve both in-
ternal and external functions.12 They can unify a nation’s population across 
varying interests and understandings of what the nation is or should be, 
and they can communicate to the rest of the world the nation’s “unique” 
identity and values. Both functions serve to construct an imagined coher-
ence of a unified state, though, in reality, national identities are seldom 
coherent nor unified.

Very little research, however, has been done to explore the relationship 
between video games and national identity, perhaps because video games 
tend to be associated with other digital forms of technology that are linked 
to transnational or global identities or perhaps because games have errone-
ously been perceived as niche media, not circulated widely enough to affect 
national identity. However, research demonstrates that video games are in-
tegral to mainstream culture and integral to the production of cultures,13 
and game scholars increasingly look to the relationship between games 
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and local or national cultures.14 This focus on games is vital because they 
“are cultural in their own terms, rather than as a result of their similarities 
to forms like film.”15 For example, Nick Webber investigates how national 
identity formation might operate when the interactivity of games allows 
for diverging possible narrative outcomes.

Returning to the word “imagined” is crucial because it reminds us to 
think about who is doing the imagining. On the one hand, there are the 
game developers cultivating an imaginary within their narratives, but on 
the other hand, players imagine their own narratives through their game 
choices. All media forms—even print media and novels—are subject to 
the agency and interpretation of the media user, so, in a sense, all media 
are interactive. But understanding the varying natures of interactivity for 
distinct media helps us to understand how processes of individual and col-
lective identity construction take place. For video games, Webber suggests 
that “the imagined community is then created through wondering what 
others did when confronted with a dilemma, and in some cases realizing 
that many would have acted as you did because national enculturation led 
them along that path.”16 Nevertheless, player interpretation is limited by 
the choices of the developers; such dilemmas must be coded into the game 
with set outcomes. These decisions, along with those regarding landscape, 
character, and general narrative design, reflect how game designers instill 
their own sense of nation into a game, regardless of how a player makes 
decisions.

The second proposition is that due to the cost and infrastructure nec-
essary to produce video games, it is difficult to establish a financially vi-
able national video game industry unless it can garner significant global 
engagement. In order to understand this, we can return briefly to Higson, 
who demonstrates that national media operate within a necessary ten-
sion between the global and national. On one hand, national media are 
constructed through an inward gaze upon the nation’s self, but on the 
other hand, the process of establishing national identity (and identity in 
general) is necessarily also about differentiating the self from the other. 
For cinema, this means “asserting national autonomy in the face of (usu-
ally) Hollywood’s international domination,”17 but the establishment of a 
new national film industry infrastructure paradoxically also requires reli-
ance upon resources and recognition from Hollywood.

We see a similar tension in the video game industry for game developers 
and publishers operating on the periphery in relation to the dominant 
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video game industries of North America, Western Europe, and Japan,18 
perhaps experienced more strongly due to how much more expensive and 
complex it can be to produce a video game. Mark Wolf outlines the nec-
essary infrastructure for a video game industry from “basic needs such 
as access to electrical power, verbal and visual literacy, and lifestyles that 
include leisure time for gameplay”19 to “corporate structures to stabilize 
and maintain an industry, the necessary investment capital, and a large 
enough user base to make larger-scale productions financially feasible.”20 
To give a sense of how much game development costs: in 2023, a high-
fidelity triple-A game, sold on a console like the Sony PlayStation 5, costs 
around US$200�million to make, not including a similarly priced mar-
keting budget, and can take two to three years to produce.21

Recent digital initiatives have made game development and distribu-
tion more affordable for amateurs and indie game studios.22 For example, 
the free-to-download Unity Game Engine used by many developers world-
wide23 (including The Brotherhood to make BD) provides a sophisticated 
interface and toolbox for simplifying the process of game production. The 
emergence of online platforms like Steam, the App Store, and Google Play 
also means that game developers no longer have to rely on “traditional 
gatekeepers, from console manufacturers to publishers and brick-and-
mortar retail distributors” in order to sell their games.24

But with this so-called democratization of game design, there are new 
costs, both financially and in terms of creative liberty. Jennifer Whitson 
observes that the structures and systems that shape who can participate in 
the industry have simply expanded into different configurations of “exclu-
sion and gatekeeping.”25 With a flood of new games on the market, success 
is dependent on your game standing out, which in turn is dependent on 
your ability to not only design something unique and engaging but also 
market it effectively.26 Data-driven design becomes a key strategy to ad-
dress these concerns but, as Whitson shows, it is time-intensive, costly, 
and minimizes a developer’s capacity for creative experimentation.27

Instead of relying upon traditional game publishers, game developers 
who opt for these new production models now find themselves reliant on the 
priorities of data analytics companies, digital platform intermediaries (e.g. 
Steam and smartphone app stores), and the developers behind game engines 
like Unity. While these companies make it much easier to initially enter the 
world of making games, they simultaneously “lock-in how amateurs and 
professionals build digital content for platforms”28 and create longer-term 
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financial dependencies. For instance, with Unity, while initial download may 
be free, “Unity generates revenue by taking a percentage of earnings made 
by Unity and Asset Store developers, charging advertisers per ad placement, 
subscription-based analytics and reports features, licensing products to 
resellers, and charging partners for developing computer-aided design tools 
for Unity.”29 Chris Young also points out that now Unity Technologies has 
developed a game development infrastructure upon which many developers 
heavily depend, they are “closing the walls around these open gates”30 and 
expanding their monetization of the product.

Many independent game developers are motivated not by large-scale 
commercial success but rather by “simply being able to keep the team to-
gether to make the next game.”31 In order to earn enough revenue to be 
sustainable, these developers need to appeal to as broad a player base as 
possible.32 As a result, game developers on the periphery tend to eschew 
local or national culture in their games in favor of “globally recognized” 
cultural tropes and game styles. Game developers that do have the capacity 
to make games about local culture are often directly supported by govern-
mental funds, for example in the UK, Ireland, and France, where grants 
incentivize creating games “judged to be culturally specific to a national 
or European culture.”33 It does not appear that the SA government is cur-
rently providing this kind of support.

Even when governments indicate support and/or preference for games 
contributing to a national imaginary, for game developers, a prioritization 
of global standards persists.34 John Vanderhoef argues that indie games 
with national markers “are exceptions rather than the rule in a global 
marketplace that privileges genre tropes and innovative mechanics over 
cultural narratives embedded in specific geographies and cultures.”35 
Describing what he calls a “transnational indie imaginary,” Vanderhoef 
suggests that games are intentionally developed as “culturally ambig-
uous,”36 with an emphasis on familiar types of narratives and mechanics, 
while innovation takes place within the general bounds of gamic legibility. 
I have found the same to be true for SA games.37 Performances of “South 
Africanness” are located in the performance of industry success on the 
global market—not within the game texts themselves.

This leads to the third proposition: the logics of many successful 
triple-A games are fundamentally colonial even when they implement 
more diverse representation on the level of the audiovisual. Though a game 
developer might not be designing a triple-A game, if their goal is to make a 
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game legible to a broader audience, as we observed in the previous section, 
then they will model at least part of their game upon existing financial 
“success stories.” Thus, it is useful to consider the elements and values that 
constitute games regarded as commercial successes, and how those might 
shape understandings of gamic legibility.

I use the concept “imperial play” to describe the colonial ideologies 
embedded within the video game industry and many video game texts, 
focusing especially on the procedural logics in mainstream, generally 
triple-A, games to demonstrate “how so many of our basic assumptions 
of how a video game should work are fundamentally wrapped up in colo-
nial attitudes.”38 In previously making this argument, I highlighted how 
textual analysis that operates on the level of audiovisual representation, 
i.e. observing what we see and hear taking place in a media text, is not 
sufficient for analyzing video games that also incorporate a procedural, in-
teractive logic that significantly changes the meaning of text. We need our 
textual analyses to also engage on the level of procedural representation.

I analyzed the example of Naughty Dog’s Uncharted: The Lost Legacy, 
the latest installment in a franchise featuring treasure-hunters who fight 
and puzzle their way through ancient monuments, generally found in ex-
otic locations of the Global South. While The Lost Legacy replaced the 
franchise’s White39 main character Nathan Drake with Chloe and Nadine, 
two female protagonists of color, the video game maintained its previous 
exploitative and colonial game mechanics. Marc James Carpenter makes 
a similar argument about games like Civilization, noting that “even as 
these games have added indigenous polities, they have maintained core 
game systems that reinforce settler colonial assumption.”40 For example, 
the steadily expanding maps in videogames like Civilization and Total 
War: EMPIRE tend to be used as tools for mastering and traversing the 
gamescape much like maps were used during colonialism.41 Without ana-
lyzing the procedural mechanics of these games alongside the audiovisual 
components, a scholar would miss key contradictory aspects of meaning-
making embedded in these texts.

Addressing these deeper, procedural levels of representation is crucial 
to better understanding how players experience and make sense of video 
games and, in turn, how these representations might shape society. Ian 
Bogost notes that video games are “media where cultural values them-
selves can be represented—for critique, satire, education, or commen-
tary”, and that we scholars need to address “the social practices of playing 
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the game”, not just those “represented in the game.”42 My concept of im-
perial play builds upon this argument and those of other game scholars 
attentive to such concerns: Alexander Galloway describes algorithms of 
control in games;43 Geoff King shows how such an embedded logic of con-
trol and mastery within games can reify the ideology that success in so-
ciety entails mastery of one’s body and environment;44 Souvik Mukherjee 
argues “the video game might become a medium of subalternity”;45 and 
Christopher Paul points to the toxic meritocracy that transcends gameplay 
and characterizes the logics of the surrounding game culture itself.46 The 
concept “imperial play” directly links these procedural patterns to the co-
lonial capitalist ideologies that produce them.

Woven together, the three propositions raised above suggest that in 
order to accomplish global legibility and/or some form of commercial suc-
cess, game developers are likely to model the logics of existing successful 
games, many of which tend to be inherently colonial. If creators also at-
tempt to represent their nation, then one can infer that colonial values will 
likely be woven into whichever national identity and culture is depicted 
within the game. The nation itself is a colonial entity, so any construction 
of national identity necessarily participates in colonial structures;47 how-
ever, for nations such as SA that are actively trying to decolonize within 
the limitations of a nation-state, introducing further colonial logics into 
the national imaginary is counterproductive.

Methodology

To explore how SA is imagined within BD, I conducted a rhetorical and 
critical discourse analysis through playing the game in its entirety and 
watching gameplay on YouTube. Rhetorically, I studied not just visual 
and verbal rhetoric deployed throughout the game but also proce-
dural rhetoric, the “practice of using processes persuasively.”48 As Anna 
Anthropy notes, “Games tell stories…not just through their explicit con-
tent but through the logic of their design, and the systems they choose to 
model.”49 Even as I attended to how characters and gamescapes look and 
sound, I also asked what was possible in the game, and what choices was 
I given as a player?

Building upon the rhetorical analysis (the values and messages I per-
ceived privileged in the game’s representations and processes), I did a 
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critical discourse analysis to see how those values and messages reproduce 
or challenge existing societal discourses.50 In particular, I wanted to un-
derstand how SA national identity was constructed, and how it was re-
lated to apartheid and colonialism. I also investigated how other aspects 
of cultural identity (gender, race, socioeconomic class, and sexual orienta-
tion) were depicted as they inform expressions of collective identity, such 
as national identity. For this chapter, I focus on my observations regarding 
gender and race.

Analysis: Entering into the Beautiful Desolation

The video game BD plunges us into 1976 Cape Town on a stormy eve-
ning when a strange triangular structure abruptly appears in the sky. The 
arrival of the Penrose coincides with violent atmospheric conditions that 
cause a city-wide power outage, radio signal failure, and ultimately a pow-
erful shockwave. We witness the disaster from the backseat of a couple’s 
car, tossed through the air by the shockwave, but then travel forward ten 
years to learn that protagonist and principal avatar, Mark, survived the  
accident while his wife didn’t.

The Penrose turns out to be “an object of untold technological abun-
dance that would advance civilization on all frontiers: hunger and 
disease eradicated, energy mastered, immortality conquered,”51 but 
Mark, an investigative journalist deeply shaken by the tragedy, harbors 
concerns about the Penrose. Determined to uncover where it came 
from and what the military is actually doing with it, Mark convinces 
his brother Don to f ly him onto the structure. During this mission, the 
brothers are inexplicably transported into a post-apocalyptic future 
where new evolved alien civilizations have arisen in the wake of global 
self-destruction, catalyzed by societal struggles over the technological 
discoveries from the Penrose.

The majority of the game takes place in this future where our prime ob-
jective is to get home. None of the game is set in present-day SA and what 
little of 1970s and 1980s SA we see depicts an alternative history. While 
BD’s SA is a speculative construct, its SA is nevertheless grounded in a 
familiar, existing SA. SA players will easily pick this up through various 
cultural signifiers scattered throughout the game; e.g. common Afrikaans 
terms and SA lingo are dropped into conversation (“Ja” for Yes) or used 



S
N
L
70

70�� �¦�ž�•�¢�š �­�«�š�¯�ž�¥�¬

to label items in gamescapes (for example in Figure 1, “bakkie”: pick-up 
truck; “skottel”: Weber grill).

Our protagonists in this game are both White men, and as we join them 
on their adventure, a White patriarchal vision of SA emerges. Though we 
travel into the future, ideologically we never leave 1980s SA and its apart-
heid national imaginary. I will begin by pointing to the colonial ideology 
embedded in the game’s mechanics before addressing the audiovisual 
representations of race and gender that reify apartheid thinking.

Ideological mechanics in BD: White saviors and 
incidental  genocides

There are no real puzzles or combat in this game, unlike many RPGs. 
Instead, most of the game entails running around a beautiful, strange 
world while trying to fix decades-old tensions between communities. By 
completing errands for new acquaintances, you gradually expand your 
map access and locate the spare parts you need to repair your ship. These 
tasks could be innocuous, but Mark and Don actually wield a significant 
amount of power and influence within this new world. Take for an ex-
ample the conversation in Figure 2:

Figure 01.  Callan Tours airfield shed in Beautiful Desolation. Screengrab 
by author.
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The Boneyard Maidens were part of a larger community called the 
Kettle Maidens, but they had a disagreement years ago and left to start 
their own settlement. The two communities have been estranged, but 
in our journey, we engage with both. Each community agrees to help us 
so long as we respect their individual politics and history; however, the 
game makes it advantageous for us to interfere. We ignore the Boneyard 
Maidens’ wishes for privacy and tell the Kettle Maidens where they are. 
Mark is a complete outsider meddling in issues he cannot possibly un-
derstand, but our brash interference is rewarded. Unna protests weakly 
before very suddenly declaring that the Boneyard Maidens were wrong 
and thanking Mark for his intervention. This is just one example in BD 
of the classic colonial White savior trope at play, where the White man, an 
outsider with no prior experience in the local context, comes in to save a 
so-called primitive, less intelligent people from themselves.52

Most of our errands are not simple acts of service or fair trades but 
amount to political maneuvering wherein the people we meet are reduced 
to pieces on a chessboard. Through Mark, we occupy a god-like position 
from which we determine the fate of entire people-groups; e.g. at one point 
we arbitrate between the Hanasi and the Chiznyama peoples and must 
decide to whom we will give map information. From what we learn in the 
game, the Chiznyama have enslaved the Hanasi for generations, so the 

Figure 02.  Conversation with Old Aunty Unna of the Boneyard Maidens 
in Beautiful Desolation. Screengrab by author.
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groups hate each other bitterly. By giving the map to one group, we provide 
the means by which that group can destroy the other. Our companions, 
Don and Pooch (a robot dog), each offer opposing advice in these types of 
decision-making situations, such as arguing that the Hanasi were enslaved, 
so surely they deserve revenge.

This is not the only genocide that I facilitated while playing the game. 
Without fully understanding what I was doing, I made a “click-of-a-
button” decision that murdered the Caecus people. Later in the game I de-
cided between the lives of the Moss People, Dr.�Anna, and the Nest hive 
intelligence. Genocides occurred not because of my ineptitude as a player, 
but because they were baked into the logic of the game. Besides the Caecus 
situation, it was not a question of genocide or not, but rather a question 
of who experiences genocide. Other forms of binary, “zero-sum” thinking 
also occurred regularly throughout the game. I was always playing sides, 
picking between this-vs.-that, and pretending to be everyone’s friend, 
while my interest was instrumental or voyeuristically curious about the 
“other-ness” of this foreign world.

The most fundamental binary in the game is the “us-vs.-them” dy-
namic, and the driving force in gameplay remains trying to get “us” home, 
whatever it might take. In a side conversation, Don suggests that maybe 
we should stay and make our lives in this world. In response, we argue 
that we need to go back to our own time and prevent “all of this from ever 
happening.” Mark refers here to the apocalypse that took place because hu-
manity meddled with the Penrose. While at first Mark’s argument seems 
to be a critique of techno-utopianism, implicit in his stance is the assump-
tion that all the civilizations and lives that have emerged post-apocalypse 
do not deserve to exist: that 1980s SA (and the rest of the world) deserves a 
second chance more than this emergent world deserves to remain in exist-
ence. From what I could determine, it is not possible to choose an outcome 
in BD that allows Mark to remain in futuristic SA, short of refusing to play 
the game to completion. Thus, all genocides authorized throughout game-
play inevitably appear irrelevant in light of the mega-genocide we commit 
against this entire future timeline.

Race and Gender in BD: The Alien Everyone Else

The “us-vs.-them” dynamic mentioned above is integral for understanding 
how race and gender are depicted in BD. Though the game begins in a 
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version of 1970s and 1980s SA, there are no direct references to an apart-
heid system that would have been in place at that time, or even depictions 
of a multiracial society, whether separated or integrated. However, the 
game does imagine a racialized and largely segregated futuristic southern 
African society.

Our protagonists, the “us,” are White and male, and everyone else, who 
are not both those things, are coded as alien and strange. Mark’s White 
wife Charlize dies in the opening scene, effectively erasing her from the 
narrative. In their abrupt time travel to the future, Mark and Don acci-
dentally bring with them a robot designed to resemble a dog. The robot 
had been guarding the section of Penrose where they landed and wishes to 
return home. It agrees to travel with them, becoming a companion avatar 
we occasionally control in the game. But “Pooch” is clearly not of equal 
standing and is coded as “other” through both gender and in being not-
human. While never explicitly gendered in the game, “Pooch” is marked 
with stereotypical and concerning indicators of femininity, such as a 
higher pitched voice and a nagging personality.

Once we begin engaging with the locals in this future, it is difficult to 
distinguish between who is human and who is alien, and perhaps who is 
both. We never learn the nature of evolution and settlement that took place 
after the apocalypse, so our encounters are largely dehistoricized. Everyone 
who isn’t a protagonist is experienced as alien and other. The alien and 
unfamiliar is always a bit unsettling, but in the context of the game, such 
characters are often visually and aurally coded as disturbing (see Figure 3), 
and little is done to challenge or transform those perspectives. Mark does 
not treat these characters with respect, but rather as tools by which to get 
home. When Don or Pooch challenge him, they do so based on abstract 
ethical principles while “speaking for” these non-player characters (NPCs) 
without ever actually listening to or asking the NPCs what they want. The 
alien NPCs remain alien.

Furthermore, characters encountered are often coded racially. Jarek 
the Mechanic speaks with an implied Jamaican accent (see Figure 4). 
Intimidating guards protecting the Sanctuary of Witherberg speak 
a language that is visually depicted using unfamiliar symbols but au-
rally sounds quite similar to isiXhosa, a Nguni language from southern 
Africa that incorporates clicking phonetics. Thus, players encounter 
characters that are racially depicted as Black, regardless of the color of 
the character’s skin, and that are simultaneously depicted as alien and 
disturbing—a very concerning combination reminiscent of colonial and  
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apartheid narratives. For some characters, the associations of being 
Black with negative societal values are even more pronounced. The 
Hanasi people, implied to be Bantu descendants based on their accents, 
are portrayed as degenerate, lazy, and lacking moral values. They wor-
ship their dead hanging around the city, and the city itself is in disarray. 

Figure 04.  Conversation with Jarek the Mechanic in Beautiful Desolation. 
Screengrab by author.

Figure 03.  Conversation with The Root in Beautiful Desolation. Screengrab 
by author.
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Many citizens are on drugs, and Don exclaims that the place smells like 
rotten meat. These unfavorable depictions hold an uncanny semblance 
to historical narratives that were used to justify colonialism as a “civi-
lizing” or “redemptive” mission.

Even when characters are not coded with blatantly negative values, we 
are reminded frequently that the locals all need help. By design, they are 
non-playable characters placed throughout the game to serve Mark and 
Don while simultaneously Mark and Don sweep in as White saviors to 
fix their decades-old conflicts or to complete tasks that somehow these 
characters were unable to do themselves.

Conclusion

Beautiful Desolation’s audiovisual representations of race and gender reflect 
colonial and patriarchal ideologies, and the game mechanics, which re-
quire players to play a White savior while simultaneously committing gen-
ocide, further reify the colonial values embedded throughout. Combined 
with the use of SA cultural markers and an absence of any in-game critical 
reflection or indication of satire, the national imaginary cultivated in this 
futuristic SA is one that centers Whiteness and masculinity, reminiscent 
of its apartheid past.

In trying to develop a video game that both embraces a SA context and 
might be legible to a global audience, the strategy that The Brotherhood 
took results in a game that (1) privileges White masculinity in its 
representations, perhaps catering to a presumed predominately White 
male audience, and (2) implements “imperial play,” i.e. the colonial logics 
as seen in many successful triple-A games—although these choices contra-
dict and even undermine the post-apartheid, decolonial identity that many 
South Africans are striving to build. One could argue that their game even 
encourages a return to a colonial imagining of the region.

As I have demonstrated above, scholarship indicates that indie game 
developers are deeply influenced by what constitutes success in dominant 
video game markets and these existing models are profoundly colonial in 
their values. BD exemplifies how the video game industry continues to 
sustain the production and success of male-centric games endowed with 
colonial values. At the moment of writing, this is the SA game most likely 
to circulate widely at a global level, meaning this is the story about SA 
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that gamers will more likely encounter. What would it take to see instead 
enjoyable adventure RPG video games, with decolonial values reflecting 
a diverse range of cultures, find a global audience? Some success has al-
ready occurred with games like Iñupiat Never Alone (Kisima Ingitchuna), 
but this is where scholars should consider partnering with indie, inter-
national game developers to explore strategies for breaking the industry 
cycle that privileges colonially informed games and marginalizes games 
instilled with decolonial, counter-cultural social imaginaries.
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Chapter 5

Up North: The Re-Narration 
of Northeast Nigeria

Añulika Agina and Anthony Adah

The main concern of this chapter is how a popular Nigerian film, Up North 
(2018), “converses” with or ideologically “narrates” its themes, subjects, 
and social reality. Directed by Tope Oshin and set in Lagos (Southwest) 
and Bauchi (Northeast), Nigeria, the film reflects on the tensions between 
Bassey and his father, Chief Otuekong. After studying abroad, a recal-
citrant Bassey returns home to discover the future imagined for him by 
his father. Otuekong intends to merge the family business with a bigger 
one and arrange a marriage between Bassey and his business partner’s 
daughter to ensure the longevity of the company. Bassey’s rejection of 
these plans causes his father to take punitive measures by freezing his bank 
accounts and insisting that he goes to Bauchi, Northern Nigeria (see the 
map of Nigeria in Figure 1 below), for the National Youth Service. Initially 
furious at the thought of Bauchi, but overpowered by his father’s body-
guard, Bassey resigns himself to his new situation amid challenges and 
support from the locals. He coaches a group of schoolgirls while publi-
cizing his activities through social media, thereby frustrating his father’s 
efforts to redeploy him to Lagos. The film leads us to articulate the over-
arching question that the chapter engages with: How does Up North di-
alogue with and re-narrate the location and people of Northeast Nigeria 
given the familiar visions of violence that the geographical area is known 
for? Since 2002, mainstream media have been awash with details of the 
terrorist group Boko Haram and their insurgent activities in Northeast 
Nigeria. Such activities have mainly been to instill fear—through suicide 
bombings and kidnappings—in the citizens of the region to force them to 
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do their bidding. The overall aim of this terrorist group has been to reject 
and eradicate infidels (i.e. non-Muslims) and to resist all influences of the 
West, including education and Christianity.

In 2014, Boko Haram kidnapped 276 schoolgirls from their dormi-
tory in Chibok, Northeast Nigeria, and hid them in the Sambisa Forest in 
Borno State for three years. Efforts to liberate the girls from their captors 
proved futile at first. However, with a global outcry and social media cam-
paign #bringbackourgirls, coupled with military and diplomatic assis-
tance from the United States and especially from Europe, some girls were 
released but not without substantial mental health problems and physical 
abuse. Many of the returnees had been viciously indoctrinated, radical-
ized, forced to marry their captors or renounce Christianity, and given 
severe beatings whenever they tried to escape or challenge the terrorists. 
In their book-length treatment of this episode, Joe Parkinson and Drew 
Hinshaw observed that

the Chibok Secondary School was meant to be an outpost through which 
Western education spread through Nigeria’s conservative Northeast. But 

Figure 01.  This map of Nigeria highlights the six northeast states from 
which Boko Haram activities take place.
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it was now almost the last of Borno State’s 1,947 schools left open. For 
months, Boko Haram’s men had been attacking campuses, torching at 
least 50 schools and murdering teachers they accused of polluting chil-
dren with godless knowledge.1

The effects of the Chibok kidnap, the largest of its kind in the Northeast 
in terms of the global outcry it sparked, heightened the national security 
problem in the region, accounting for mass migration to other parts of the 
country, closure of schools and churches, and an end to public gatherings. 
Visits to the north by southerners became a thing of the past since the 
operations of Boko Haram spawned several other (counter)attacks by the 
ever-increasing Islamic fundamentalist cum terrorist groups, sub-factions, 
and the Nigerian military. What made the Chibok episode particularly 
traumatizing is that parents and teachers had debated the wisdom behind 
leaving the school open, given the rising militancy in the region. After 
much deliberation, the parties agreed to keep the school open just for the 
duration of the senior students’ final exams. But with the kidnap, schools 
and education were never heard of again in the region, and many became 
abandoned.

So when a southern Nigerian film crew, driven by Lagos-based 
Anakle Films and Inkblot Productions, moved northwards to shoot a 
film, Up North, it was considered “a feat that has never been attempted 
in the Nigerian film industry.”2 A chance meeting between Anakle Films 
CEO Editi Effiong and Bauchi State’s governor at the time, Mohammed 
Abdullahi Abubakar, was pivotal to the actualization of the film, which 
had over 25,000 background actors, five cameras, and a crew of 160 people, 
including over 50 security personnel. Up North needed a large number of 
people for a re-narration of prevailing news stories in the popular press of 
mass murder, militancy, and kidnap in Borno and Bauchi, both in the same 
geographical area. The film injected a refreshing practice into Nigeria’s 
mediascape because it was a cross-regional production (south and north of 
Nigeria) and it offered an alternative story of Northeast Nigeria. The term 
alternative media has been used to identify diverse ideas and practices. 
Chris Atton observes, for instance, that while the term could be used to 
map media that “generate non-standard, often infractory, methods of cre-
ation, production and distribution,” it is also possible to think of alterna-
tive “content.”3 Similarly, and closer to our usage of alternative media, is 
Mitzi Waltz’s assertion that the term refers to “any form of media which 
constitutes an alternative to, or positions itself in opposition to, widely 
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available and consumed mass media products.”4 Within the context of this 
essay, we understand alternative media to include films that draw atten-
tion to significant but ignored regional/national stories, thereby enabling, 
in a Gramscian sense,5 a counter-hegemonic narrative that interrogates 
and rebalances mainstream media portrayal of Northeastern Nigeria, 
while offering a different possible national future.

We chose Up North because it envisions an alternative Northern Nigeria, 
which has been previously unseen in the dominant narratives of brutality 
that daily make the headlines in local and international news media. It 
subtly challenges and critiques Boko Haram’s Northeast by drawing in the 
uncommon practice of political endorsement through the figure of the state 
governor who made a cameo appearance. The film’s setting is not a place 
of bombings and kidnaps but a beautiful and culturally rich location that 
values and defends education and religion and openly welcomes visitors. It 
uses the same instrument rejected by Boko Haram: the education of the fe-
male to offer alternative visions of people and place in the 99-minute-long 
film. By this choice, we argue that the popular Nollywood film functions 
as alternative media by providing social commentary on women-enabled 
education, thus tacitly entering broader discussions of Nollywood’s ability 
to comment on social disintegration and political change.6

In the following sections, we briefly examine Nollywood, the Nigerian 
film industry, to show how the popular and commercial film culture it 
birthed became a powerful and alternative media outlet. This is imme-
diately followed by a brief exposé on the activities of Boko Haram, the 
terrorist group operating in parts of Northern Nigeria, especially Borno 
and Bauchi, where Up North was set. The section on Boko Haram is im-
portant because of the main argument of this chapter, which is that Up 
North re-narrates a Northeastern Nigeria pillaged by the terrorist group. 
In the final section, we offer a reading of the film through its stylistic and 
other aesthetic features.

Nollywood: Popular, Alternative, and Subversive

The Nigerian film industry, referred to as Nollywood, was born in 1992, 
with the production of a family drama titled Living in Bondage. This pe-
riod marked a major turn in the history of filmmaking in Nigeria because 
it launched the home video boom, made films available on VHS cassettes 
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in people’s homes, and attracted larger audiences, all thanks to available 
new digital technologies. The filmmaking period from the 1970s to the 
early 1990s was less known even though it produced a crop of filmmakers 
who had previously trained and worked in the popular Yoruba traveling 
theatre and television industries. But fewer Nigerians at home and abroad 
ever got to see the celluloid films that the likes of Francis Oladele, Ola 
Balogun, and Eddie Ugboma made. Our attention in this chapter, however, 
is focused on the period from 1992, which triggered the growth of what 
currently exists today.

Growing out of popular expressions of the self and community, crea-
tive enterprise and storytelling, Nollywood represents the ways through 
which ordinary people denied official channels of communication re-
spond to societal issues such as those raised in Up North. Based on his 
interactions with television producers who later migrated to filmmaking, 
Jonathan Haynes documented the following: “Even if you shared thoughts 
in the public space…as we were all drinking, you could be taken into State 
Security Services for questioning for two or three days…It was that bad, not 
to talk of reproducing things like that on television.”7 This lack of freedom 
of speech and artistic expression, a feature of the military regimes from 
1966 to 1999, meant that people either had to focus on apolitical themes on 
television (and film) or seek alternative channels of expression, where the 
government was unlikely to look. Nollywood was therefore self-censored 
until the post-military era, when it began to produce political critiques.8 
Prior to 1999, Nollywood filmmakers were criticized by scholars such as 
the historian Biodun Jeyifo and elite Nigerians including the executive 
director of the Censors Board, James Ademola, for not engaging with 
the deep sociopolitical conditions of the state in their narratives. It was 
Jonathan Haynes who tied this absence of politically conscious narratives 
to the stiff censorship of the military period, revealing the shift since the 
end of military dictatorship from apolitical to political themes. From 2000, 
filmmakers felt free enough to explore political topics again. By 2009, 
critics were making the point that Nollywood was boldly addressing socio-
political themes and denouncing a host of illegal wealth obtained through 
institutionalized malfeasance.

Nollywood is today the largest film industry in sub-Saharan Africa, 
with over 2,500 titles per annum, according to UNESCO, and a signifi-
cant contributor to Nigeria’s gross domestic product. The films are mostly 
financed locally through self-sourced funding (between N5�million and 
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N100�million = US$12,000 and US$240,000), and since 2011, federal and 
state governments have shown more interest by offering minimal funding 
to a handful of filmmakers. To a large extent, Nollywood’s self-financing 
model allowed filmmakers to tell stories without external control. On 
very few occasions, however, the National Film and Video Censors Board 
(NFVCB) banned films for containing potentially incendiary images or 
dialogue.9 Its huge popularity distinguishes Nollywood among local and 
continent-wide audiences, a feature that sets it apart from its antecedents 
not only in Nigeria but also in various parts of Africa. Due to small budget 
sizes, most productions are completed within a month in Lagos. To have a 
film crew move out of Lagos in the Southwest to the North is noteworthy. 
Produced on a budget of N94�million (US$225,600) and judged one of the 
best films of 2018, Up North featured among the top twenty-five films of 
all time according to FilmOne Entertainment, the leading cinema chain in 
the country and publisher of the Nigerian Box Office Yearbook.

Using Chris Atton’s alternative media as a conceptual tool,10 we ex-
amine through textual and contextual analyses the Nigerian film Up 
North as an introduction to and a re-narration of an often-ignored vision 
of Bauchi State, which shares a border with Borno State, the den of Boko 
Haram, the Islamic insurgency group. Atton’s use of alternative media in 
reference to non-official mainstream media (community, grassroots or 
radical media, electronic and internet-enabled modes of communication) 
and Tony Harcup’s perspective11 provide some insight into our reading 
of Up North as an alternative version of the same geographical location 
now known for violence and hostage-taking, among other extremist ac-
tivities. According to Atton, the range of media products and activities 
understood as alternative media includes a hybridized field that comprises 
artistic and literary practices, which admit of extremes of transformation 
in products, processes, and relations. Refocusing their gaze from the dom-
inant and wealthy, alternative media would encompass pamphlets of the 
less dominant, whatever is not accepted, permitted, or available in main-
stream media,12 or activist AIDS videos as politically expressive forms 
of low-budget community engagement.13 Alternative media in this sense 
challenges the status quo while evoking a call to action from the various 
perspectives of dissident and underrepresented people.

Our use of alternative media goes beyond the concept of the press to 
include Nollywood films, most of which seek to challenge and change 
society in discernible ways. Interestingly, by engaging explicitly in 
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sociopolitical national subjects, Nollywood could be said to perform as a 
national cinema practice. Although slippery to any fast definition, the con-
cept of national cinema loosely functions as a placeholder for filmmakers, 
institutions of filmmaking, film texts, and their audiences within some 
generalized geo-social space. Whereas theorists such as Andrew Higson 
deemphasize the critical value of the concept given intensified globaliza-
tion,14 others such as Susan Hayward and Stephen Crofts suggest that na-
tional cinema may still be mobilized for significant heuristic benefits.15 To 
Crofts, for instance, the concept should be nimble enough “to challenge 
the fictional homogenisation of much discourse on national cinema, and 
in others to support them.”16 If Boko Haram’s efforts were to provide a 
homogenizing narrative of a violent Northeast Nigeria, Up North offers 
an alternative counter-narrative. The fact of traveling northwards to shoot 
the film and collaborating with local talent is, in itself, alternative and sub-
versive, refusing to accept the familiar images of the north while inviting 
viewers to rethink the location through beautiful shots of the landscape, its 
people, and festivals. At the end of the film, popular sentiments about the 
north, which are mostly those of fear, anger, and disgust, give way to tour-
istic longings and a desire for social change through education. For Nancy 
Kranich, the term alternative media is used to describe the collection of 
small independent publishers seeking to complement mainstream or cor-
porate media.17 A similar arrangement can be seen among Nollywood 
filmmakers. Nollywood as described by Haynes has never functioned like 
the studio system in North America but has been made up of pockets of 
culture entrepreneurs who raise meager sums for film productions, make 
little profits on them, and move on to other film projects. The model is 
risky since the failure of one project could be ruinous to the small-scale 
entrepreneur, but the industry has been sustained by numerous entrants 
coming and going at will.

As an alternative vision of Northeast Nigeria, one that embraces edu-
cation, sports, dialogue, culture, and development (elements rejected by 
Boko Haram), we read the social issue film as a tribute to a ravaged and in-
secure people and place. Up North follows MIT graduate Bassey (Bankole 
Wellington, aka Banky W.), whose wealthy father, Chief Etuekong (Kanayo 
O. Kanayo, aka KOK), gets him deployed to Bauchi for a year-long national 
service (notice the t-shirt worn by the lead character, printed NYSC—
National Youth Service Corps) to both punish him and coerce him into 
taking over and ensuring the longevity of the family business. Bassey resists 
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but gets to Bauchi and manages to thwart his father’s plans by falling in 
love with the people and the city through his work in a secondary school. 
When Up North was released in December 2018, popular Nollywood and 
media blogs were brimming over with positive reviews because it featured 
one of Nigeria’s pop music icons, Banky W., in the lead role with other 
celebrity actors like Kanayo O. Kanayo and Adesuwa Etomi, and was the 
first Nigerian film to cast an incumbent state governor to play his official 
role. This meant an institutional endorsement of the film, including the 
deployment of state security apparatus for the protection of cast and crew 
from threats to life and property. Setting aside his official duties to audi-
tion for the role, Mohammed Abdullahi Abubakar’s appearance on set was 
a powerful testimony of the role and position that Nollywood has come 
to occupy in the Nigerian imagination and specifically in the publicity of 
an alternative, re-imagined Bauchi. Prior to the production of Up North, 
Nollywood stars were the endorsers of politicians and corporate entities, 
but with this film, we witness a reversal of roles in the politician’s (or state 
celebrity’s) endorsement and appropriation of the film. Without a doubt, 
the film was at once inspirational and resistant, invoking new forms of col-
laboration between filmmakers in the north and south and simultaneously 
defying Boko Haram and the fear it instills.

Boko Haram and the Rejection of Western Education in 
Northeast Nigeria

Although the group called Boko Haram emerged in 2002 under the lead-
ership of Mohammed Yusef,18 its beginnings go further back to the activi-
ties of another controversial self-proclaimed Muslim prophet, Mohammed 
Marwa (aka Maitatsine: “the one who damns”), who, with his ardent 
followers, terrorized Northern Nigeria from the late 1970s until his cap-
ture by the police and death in 1980. Like Maitatsine, Boko Haram (trans-
lated as “Western education is forbidden”) eschews all things Western, 
including books and communication technologies (radio, television, cars, 
etc.), but ironically uses social media to broadcast its threats to the gov-
ernment and people of Nigeria. Given these goals, it is not surprising that 
the only way to practice the lifestyle the sect advocates is to create its own 
Caliphate. That said, Boko Haram as an iteration of violent religious ad-
vocacy is different from the movement Maitatsine championed because 
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the focus of the latter was to foreground poor economic conditions and 
uneven distribution of wealth.

Since 2009, Boko Haram has terrorized Nigeria (especially pockets of the 
Northeast) with bombings, kidnappings, banditry, and extortions. In the 
public’s consciousness, news, and social media circulations, Northeastern 
Nigeria swarms with Boko Haram’s violent operations. In the US State 
Department’s travel advisory to Nigeria, the Northeast is clearly marked 
out as a “Do Not Travel To” zone (travel.state.gov). While such warnings 
might come off as a tendency to exaggerate violent conditions in devel-
oping nations by the “developed” world, Nigerians are just as concerned 
and, perhaps, do little to nuance or counter the stereotype of Northeast 
Nigeria as a Hobbesian environment.

Scholarly discourse on the emergence, history, and actions of Boko 
Haram abounds, is varied, and is cast along Islamic, class, ethnic, and 
political lines. Framed as one of the world’s deadliest jihadist groups in 
the world, Boko Haram’s terrorist activities have left tens of thousands 
of people in Nigeria (and neighboring Niger, Chad, and Cameroon) dead 
and millions displaced. Several extrajudicial killings including that of the 
leader, Mohammed Yusuf, in 2009 precipitated counterattacks with deadly 
repercussions for the military, civilians, and members of the group itself. 
As Atta Barkindo observed, what was originally a peaceful existence of 
a group desirous to propagate Islamic ideology, albeit questionably as in 
to Islamize the Nigerian state, morphed into violent extremism due to 
the state’s misrepresentation of the group. In his words, “A massive na-
tional and cross-border military deployment supported by the Civilian 
Joint Task Force, mercenaries, local hunters and vigilantes has failed to 
eradicate the group.”19 Instead, the group’s recruitment effort—even of 
highly educated individuals—its operational tactics, and its exploitation 
of Islamic and cultural history to spread its ideology in Northeast Nigeria 
intensified, leading to a takeover of the region. The result is a heightened 
security threat among civilians and the military and the use of terror to 
instill fear.

Locals in the north and elsewhere in the country have their lives ruled 
by this fear, although the impact of the terrorist activities is less felt in the 
southwestern region, where many Nollywood filmmakers work. To justify 
its operations, Boko Haram alludes to the environmental degradation and 
corruption among government officials that plunge indigenes into deep 
poverty; hence its efforts to seek justice.20 In spite of this narrative, locals 
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are doubtful of Boko Haram’s intentions as the violent attacks seemingly 
wreck more havoc on civilians, who are easy targets and without the secu-
rity apparatuses mounted by the military and government officials.

In this social context, therefore, to be transferred to Borno State or 
anywhere Northeast is to be sent to one’s death. This mainstream pop-
ular opinion of Northeast Nigeria as a Boko Haram hotbed provides an 
opening into Bassey’s initial refusal to take up national service in Bauchi.

A brief look at the NYSC scheme is essential to provide some back-
ground to Bassey’s mandatory year of service in Bauchi and narrative ad-
venture. Following the Nigerian Civil War and from 1973, the Nigerian 
government established the scheme as a unity project. It entailed deploying 
fresh Nigerian graduates to locations within the country where they nei-
ther studied nor originated from. The youth spent the first three-week 
period undergoing paramilitary training to withstand physical and other 
relocation challenges. Thereafter, they received primary assignments for 
a year and held weekly and monthly meetings with peers and officials of 
the scheme “with a view to the proper encouragement and development 
of common ties among the youths of Nigeria and the promotion of na-
tional unity.”21 The scheme was a laudable project, comparable in merit to 
the reconciliation projects of post-war or politically divided countries like 
Rwanda and South Africa. But its execution was a different ballgame. The 
failure of political institutions to boost security and guarantee the welfare 
of the youth contributed to ruining the scheme’s objectives. Children of 
wealthy or influential parents compromised the process, and with deteri-
orating security in the country, serving in the Northern states as depicted 
in Up North became anathema to many. Given his parents’ economic class, 
Bassey expects redeployment upon learning about his posting to Bauchi 
State, but that did not happen. Instead, his father insists that he go to 
Bauchi to teach him a lesson—traditional respect for the patriarch. He or-
ders his redeployment to Lagos only when the chief learns that Bassey is 
making the most of his Northern experience.

Formal and Stylistic Features of Up North

While the audience may seize upon their knowledge of terrorism as a crutch 
to interpret dramatic situations in the Northeast, it is worth recalling that 
Boko Haram’s initial fight was against Western education and culture. Part 
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of the film’s success is focusing the narration on a generalized sense of the 
West that most Nigerians can understand. When the film opens, the pro-
tagonist, Bassey, is introduced with what would become his sound motif, 
a popular Nigerian hit song, Omode Meta Sere by Tony Tetuila. Based on�a 
folktale, the song not only establishes Bassey (Olubankole Wellington aka 
Banky W.) as a cool “baddest” guy, but it also hints at the three major 
challenges Bassey must overcome as the narrative unfolds. In the Yoruba 
folktale, �m�dé M�ta , three kids playfully boast that they can climb a 
palm tree without any tools, swim across the ocean, and hit the heavens 
with an arrow respectively. Challenged by the king for their audacity, the 
kids tearfully begin their tasks, failing in the initial attempts, but after 
some prodding and cheering from the wider community, they finally suc-
ceed. Similarly, Bassey must overcome three challenges: succeed where his 
father expects him to fail, convince his Northern hosts of his genuineness 
and industry, and persuade Miriam (Rahama Sadau) that his love is whole-
some and not exploitative. Omode Meta Sere, therefore, sets up Bassey’s 
challenges and invites the community to be allies. Stylistically, Up North’s 
use of folklore in a popular commercial medium shows how a Nollywood 
film can be a site of convergence for exploring folklore, popular music, and 
film and providing a multilayered intertextual practice that is yet acces-
sible to various audiences.

The narrative structure of the film is linear, with forward progression 
once Bassey’s father punitively thrusts him into a challenging journey to 
Northeast Nigeria. Up north in Bauchi, Bassey meets initial resistance and 
must learn to navigate local social and religious mores. His primary NYSC 
assignment is to teach in an all-girls high school. When he tries to engage 
the students in athletics, he encounters resistance from a conservative reli-
gious father who insists that sports are not for girls. Bassey, therefore, must 
reassure the Islamic parents and his collaborator-love interest, Miriam, 
about the wholesomeness of his intentions.

From the outset, it is obvious that Up North utilizes elements of par-
allel structuring. For example, just as the Northern father “protects” his 
daughter from Bassey’s southern Nigerian (Western) influence, so does 
the chief, who believes his son is pampered and spoiled because of his 
Western education (he is an MIT graduate and carries an air of American 
“arrogant” attitude) and needs to be reined back into traditional ways. In 
one scene very early in the film, Bassey appears in tight sporty attire to a 
business and marriage arrangement meeting hosted by his father, clothing 
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inappropriate and disrespectful to the occasion. Similarly, Miriam ini-
tially rebuffs Bassey’s friendship on the grounds of what might be called 
Western privilege.

Such a narrative parallel also extends to aspects of style, particularly 
the mise-en-scène. Setting, which is rich in range and depth, is pivotal 
to Up North’s narration and renarration of Northeast Nigeria. Generic 
glamorous aerial shots of Lagos are balanced by equally spacious drone 
shots of Bauchi. The parallel structure also governs the dazzling sartorial 
codes of North and South. However, interior spaces are more contrasted. 
Interior scenes in Lagos tend to be in tight framing (perhaps suggestive of 
the father’s high-handedness and traditional stuffiness), while interiors in 
Bauchi are in open frames and utilize more offscreen space. Even more 
striking than the images described above, the film offers viewers a stun-
ning visual spectacle of the Northeast: vast landscapes of gorgeous rolling 
hills and valleys; lakes and pools; the international tourist attraction 
Yankari Game Reserve; iconic architectural structures such as the tomb of 
Tafawa Balewa (Nigeria’s first prime minister); and the brilliant colors of 
the Emir’s Durbar.

These scenes are shot in expansive, deep-focus cinematography. Not 
infrequently, especially with the nature shots, the images function as 
attractions. Tom Gunning uses the term to refer to images that provide “a 
series of views to an audience, fascinating because of their illusory power…
and exoticism.”22 Such images, as provided in Up North, invites the viewer’s 
attention, excite curiosity, and offer spectatorial pleasure rather than dra-
matic action (in fact, they retard it). Overall, rather than the swirling dys-
topian images of the Northeast circulating in mass media, the film offers 
a visual spectacle that re-narrates Northeast Nigeria as idyllic, peaceful, 
understanding, and loving.

Up North equally delivers a national unity message using other popular 
media arts: film, music, and social media. Casting Banky W., a famous 
Nigerian musician and actor, as the protagonist, Bassey, helps not only to 
market the film but also to participate in an ongoing effort to leverage the 
economic potential of the popular arts in Nigeria. Banky W.’s star power 
in Up North echoes Stephen Neale’s explanation of the relationship be-
tween content creators (auteurs) and viewers. Neale argues that the “name 
of the author can function as a ‘brand name,’ a means of labeling and sel-
ling a film and of orienting expectation and channeling meaning and plea-
sure…”23 Up North benefits from the recent accelerating synergy between 
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Nollywood and the popular music industry in Nigeria by exploiting Banky 
W.’s star “brand” for marketing purposes and disseminating an imagined 
and unified Nigeria that defies Boko Haram’s terror and divisive rhetoric.

Furthermore, Bassey becomes the conduit through which the world 
knows of a “new” Northeast. Broadcasting from “up north” on social media 
as “Bauchi Boy,” he uses social media platforms to transform perceptions 
of Nigeria, with an anonymous consumer public “liking,” “loving,” “que-
rying,” and “commenting” on his posts and cheering him on. About three-
quarters into the film, it is not only local allies cheering him on. Like the 
broader community that encourages the three boys in the folktale, a wider 
international community is now involved in ensuring that Bassey succeeds. 
Bassey’s documentation of his experiences in Northern Nigeria stands in 
sharp contrast to what the popular press offers. Whereas Boko Haram uses 
social media to disperse citizens and instill fear, Up North mobilizes it to 
reconnect and unite them. After the kidnap in 2014, Abubakar Shekau, 
the terrorist leader, circulated videos on YouTube in which he swore to 
maim and kill Nigerians. He also promised to sell the abducted girls 
through a series of videos. This contradictory feature of social media was 
echoed by two journalists from The Wall Street Journal. Parkinson and 
Hinshaw’s account of how musicians, Hollywood actors, politicians, and 
other influencers used social media, particularly Twitter, to promote the 
“#bringbackourgirls” campaign revealed the inherent paradoxes of social 
media use and effects.24 The authors argue that the rescue efforts of the 
Nigerian government were thwarted by the increasing use of tweets and 
retweets, which apparently led to an overexposure of rescue efforts and 
compromised the girls’ safety. The result is that they ended up in captivity 
longer than was strictly necessary. Through his social media posts, Bassey 
documents in Up North the location that had been forgotten and silenced, 
so much so that he incited comments from his on-screen followers such as 
“This is absolutely magnificent” or “I’m feeling homesick for Bauchi.”

Conclusion

Jude Akudinobi observes that Nollywood narratives tend to be topical, 
noting that “Nollywood’s penchant for the quotidian and its focus on life 
lessons inevitably intervene in the social and political imaginaries not just 
through its narrative premises but also in terms of how its narratives unfold 
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as bearers of meaning.”25 So, what are the life and national unity lessons 
in Up North? Since Nigeria’s independence, different administrations have 
tried to forge a wholesome and enduring imagined “national” commu-
nity. Examples include the establishment of unity schools and the NYSC. 
Perhaps we could say that Up North advances that project by suggesting 
the role popular arts and culture play in nationhood.

Up North re-narrates in the following significant ways. Boko Haram 
displaced people and their livelihoods; Up North reinstates them by of-
fering Bassey and his girlfriend a new location and jobs to settle down to. 
Boko Haram caused the loss of Bauchi’s touristic value with the mindless 
bombings and torching of schools, churches, and government buildings; 
Up North restored viewers’ confidence in the aesthetic values of the en-
virons where the film was shot. Boko Haram ended festivals and crowds; 
Up North re-started them through the lavish Durbar Festival as well 
as drawing attention to the geographical attributes of the state, which 
mainstream media had long forgotten. Boko Haram made women de-
spise schools as it was reminiscent of the Chibok girls’ worst nightmare; 
Up North rekindled the love for education and sports, turning girls into 
school and state champions through the “She Runs Bauchi” competition. 
In significant ways, Up North offered a different and welcoming view of 
the northern region, where the sounds of guns and bomb explosions gave 
way to the boisterous sounds of girls in school fields and a referee’s whistle.

The importance of Up North in re-telling a dominant Nigerian story 
among local and international news media cannot be overlooked. Through 
the film, Nollywood becomes a vehicle of resistance and subversion, illus-
trative of the use of alternative media in a national context, and for once, 
viewers do not hear gunshots, bombs, or any of the devastating stories that 
have come to define the Nigerian Northeast in mainstream media. Instead, 
the voices of schoolgirls and their teachers are heard. Given that the film 
was set in Bauchi, which shares a border with Borno, we read Up North, 
in the first instance, as an alternative vision of Northeast Nigeria, one that 
embraces education, sports, dialogue, culture, and development. However, 
in doing so, we are also keenly aware that Up North is not a localized narra-
tion limited to Northeast Nigeria. Rather, the film enables a revitalization 
of concepts of national cinema and film’s role in national unity projects.
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Chapter 6

Santa & Andrés: The New, The Old and The 
Queer in Postsocialist Cuban Cinema

David Tenorio

In this chapter, I articulate the idea that twenty-first-century queer 
Cuban cinema has directed our eyes to the emergence of what I am 
referring to as “postsocialism” in Cuban cultural politics. Postsocialism, 
I argue, refers to a marked distance from state-funded models of so-
cialism that shape and inform sociocultural arrangements in Cuba. 
By tracing a postsocialist turn in twenty-first-century queer Cuban 
cinema, I redirect the “political actions and feelings” to expand on a 
method that “shed[s]‌ light on ongoing socialist legacies in new ethical 
collectivities and networks of dissent opposing state- and corporate-
based military, economic, and cultural expansionism since the end of 
the Cold War.”1 Furthermore, I seek to unsettle a Cold War paradigm 
that continues to pervade cultural criticism on the island and abroad, 
as well as in discursive practices that construct a dichotomous onto-
epistemology between unreconcilable categories such as revolutionary/
counterrevolutionary, public/private, local/global, socialist/capitalist, 
and homosexual/heterosexual. More than cinematic productions, queer 
films in postsocialist Cuba extend a queer critique from the global south 
that, following Bogdan Popa’s notion of queer postsocialism, “seeks to 
imagine a new temporality that moves away from a Cold War narrative 
of progress, emancipation, and development.”2

Queer and trans cinema in a postsocialist turn teases out conven-
tional scripts of representation, challenging the very legacies of the Cuban 
revolution’s sexual politics. Carlos Lechuga’s feature film Santa & Andrés 
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(2016) is a case in point through which to trace the complicated and 
contested intimacies between queer ways of life and Cuban revolutionary 
affects, as they become entangled in a globalized network of consump-
tion, distribution, and production. These affective entanglements reveal 
an ongoing tension shaping a sexual culture built on suspicion, shame, 
and distrust in the Cuban context. By establishing a sensorial engagement 
with the film, that is, an attunement to the film’s sonic, haptic, and mate-
rial registers, which do not always appear as distinct elements of images in 
motion, I extend three axes of a queer media mixology, that is, a critical in-
teraction with various media artifacts carrying a queer sensibility, to help 
situate a postsocialist turn in Cuban cinema today. In doing so, this queer 
media mixology sends out a sexual feeling that, evoking Eve Sedgwick’s 
articulations, moves beside and alongside queer formations that disrupt 
Cuban heteronormative frequencies of global postsocialism.

Grappling with the political persecution of sexual and gender 
nonconforming folk, Santa & Andrés invites critical viewers to examine 
the contested relationship between queer dissent and Cuban revolutionary 
politics through a film that, far from portraying a reconciliation with the 
past, restages the very conflicts leaving queer people astray. This drama 
centers on the development of an unlikely friendship between a gay writer, 
Andrés, and a revolutionary farmworker, Santa. Preoccupied with the 
threatening possibility of talking to the international press, local revolu-
tionary officials task Santa with watching over Andrés for three consec-
utive days until an international peace summit held in their small town 
concludes. Rather than developing an antagonistic plot set in 1980s Cuba, 
the film centers on the mistrust each share for the Cuban revolution, while 
interrogating the patriarchal structures of a once-thought redemptive so-
cial struggle. As such, the camera follows the chase between two strangers 
who become friends amid a lush countryside. In the end, Andrés rushes to 
the shoreline, making sure no one trails behind him, as he hastens to the 
beach to catch an escape boat. An expansive shot shows Santa catching up 
to him at the edge of a cliff. “Don’t go,” she exclaims, hoping to change her 
friend’s decision to flee. This farewell scene is not uncommon to members 
of the queer Cuban diaspora, who constantly entertain the hypothetically 
improbable supposition of staying on the island. Santa & Andrés thus 
reconsiders how revolutionary legacies continue to shape new forms of 
media production in a global Cuba.
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The New

Cinema in Cuba is shaped by changing laws and policies that, first and 
foremost, seek to protect the integrity of the Revolution’s cultural interests. 
Officially launched in 2019, Cuba’s Law 373 (Decreto-Ley no.�373) sought to 
respond to the emergence of “independent” film and audiovisual creators.3 
Making a direct reference to the creation of independent collectives, the 
law not only represents a significant amendment to the vigorous Law 
169 (Decreto-Ley no.�169) from 1959, which determined the creation of 
the ICAIC, Cuban Institute of Cinematographic Art and Industry, two 
months after the triumph of the Cuban Revolution, but also stipulates 
the creation of a registry for independent creators, Registro del�Creador 
Audiovisual. Registration would depend on a successful evaluation made 
by two admission committees spearheaded respectively by the heads of 
the ICAIC and the recently created Cuban Institute of Information and 
Social Communication. Some critics of Law 373 effusively outcry the 
requirements for the admission process, as well as the arbitrary composi-
tion of the evaluation committee since the head of each institute unilater-
ally selects its members.4

While Law 373 seeks to recognize independent cultural production, 
the sociopolitical and economic practices it enacts seem to further en-
shrine ICAIC’s core ideological values than aid the production, exhibition, 
and distribution of independent film and audiovisual production in Cuba. 
Tellingly, Law 373 reinscribes the importance of ICAIC by attributing full 
control, regulation, and execution of programs that guarantee the distri-
bution, production, and commercialization of independent audiovisual 
materials that solely align with the “artistic characteristics of the Cuban 
cultural tradition and the means that sustain it through the Revolution to 
ensure a climate of creative freedom.”5 In other words, it is the role of the 
Revolution’s cultural institutions to define what constitutes “independent” 
audiovisual creation inasmuch they regulate, surveille, and profit from its 
production and distribution. Law 373 not only represents a new regulatory 
measure to ensure that independent audiovisual production stays “in line” 
with revolutionary ideals, a mission that ICAIC has translated into specific 
thematic, aesthetic, and visual codes, but the law also presents a new fiscal 
measure through which independent filmmakers are taxed appropriately 
for their labor and external sponsorship.
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Enmeshed in the cultural policies of Cuban postsocialism, Law 
373 points to the polemic surrounding the government’s censoring of 
Carlos Lechuga’s Santa & Andrés, a film that received the 2014 Havana 
Film Festival’s “Unproduced Script Award,” as well as production funds 
from Programa Ibermedia, Fundación SGAE, Proimágenes Colombia, 
Cinergia, Hubert Bals Fund, Wouter Barendretch Film Foundation, and 
the Embassy of Norway, among others. Along with its critique against the 
persecution of gay Cuban artists, Lechuga’s second film was made pos-
sible through substantial nongovernmental support, which positioned it 
as an independent production. The trend in the Cuban film industry of 
securing funds beyond state institutions has been consistently growing 
since the turn of the twenty-first century and has received the attention 
of Cuban cultural institutions considering various reforms geared toward 
remediating a collapsing national economy. Specifically, ICAIC recog-
nized this shift in film production by creating the young filmmakers’ fes-
tival, Muestra Joven ICAIC, in Havana in 2000.

After being screened at the 2016 Toronto International Film Festival, 
the film was scheduled to debut during the thirty-eighth edition of 
Havana’s Film Festival that year, but its screening was abruptly canceled 
by ICAIC, forcing its exclusion from the competition due, allegedly, to its 
revisionist outlook on political dissidence and homosexuality. ICAIC also 
banned the film’s circulation and distribution in Cuba, but international 
acclaim made it a top contender within a global circuit of international 
festivals including Chicago, Guadalajara, San Sebastián, Zurich, Miami, 
Göteborg, and Cartagena, where it garnered various awards. By reducing 
the film’s theme as simply counterrevolutionary, that is, standing in com-
plete opposition to revolutionary ideals, ICAIC’s prohibition of Santa & 
Andrés within the island paradoxically participates in its distribution and 
commercialization, both at home and abroad.

Despite ICAIC’s banning of the film, audiences across Cuba were 
able to watch the film outside the state-sponsored network of cinemas 
and through an underground network of audiovisual and web content 
circulation commonly known as el paquete semanal, a one-terabyte col-
lection of digital content curated by individuals with access to internet 
and media outlets.6 El paquete semanal usually features national and in-
ternational TV shows, YouTube videos, podcasts, music, and news from 
around the world, and retails for US$2 or $5. Media scholars have empha-
sized the “human infrastructure” on which el paquete semanal relies for its 
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Figure 01.  Film poster for Santa & Andrés (2016), courtesy of Habanero 
Film Sales.
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circulation, noting that “human infrastructure [not only] consists of the 
people, relationships, and organizations that underlie the foundation of a 
system or network, [but also involves people] in creative practices, social 
processes, and flows of information and materials” beyond the material 
artifacts it interacts with.7 In principle, government officials only allow el 
paquete semanal to circulate if it leaves out content considered counter-
revolutionary, such as pornography or blunt political propaganda against 
the government, but that is not always the case.8 From USB flash drives to 
hard drives, passing through improvised screens, Santa & Andrés has trav-
eled through an alternative data-sharing network that exceeds state-run 
infrastructure through which banned audiovisual and media products go 
around the island at an affordable price.

The debate around Carlos Lechuga’s blacklisted film pinpoints a larger 
governmental infrastructure that looks for ways to generate internal rev-
enue from taxing alternative and experimental media, digital, and audi-
ovisual practices with and through ongoing state control. In the absence 
of a market regulating the cost of goods and services according to supply 
and demand, the Ministry of Finance and Prices and the Ministry of 
Communications set their own pricing, controlling many of the island’s 
markets. In 2021, for instance, the Cuban government announced a 500% 
increment in energy costs to residential customers, leaving marginalized 
populations, such as Afro-Cubans, sexual minorities, single mothers, and 
elders, in strained economic positions.9

Like Law 373, these economic measures reveal a new axis of government 
taxation and revenue for audiovisual production that bear resemblance to 
other state-run service providers, like ETECSA, Cuba’s only telecommu-
nication company charging for internet and phone services. The revolu-
tionary government has stretched its socialist mission for over sixty years 
and prides itself on equal and free access to education, health care, and 
social welfare. However, this has not applied to digital inclusivity and broad 
internet access. The cost of Wi-Fi internet per hour is about US$2 when 
the average Cuban earns about US$20 per month, making it more of a 
luxury commodity than a subsidized necessity good.10 In this sense, Cuba’s 
service companies have operated under an economic model that protects 
the interests of a military elite, constituting state-run monopolies, while 
proclaiming a socialist model that, in practice, is no longer tenable.

Santa & Andrés highlights the contradictions of such seemingly op-
posed economic models by inserting an excerpt from Fidel Castro’s 
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infamous speeches about making personal sacrifices for the greater rev-
olutionary good. Santa’s precarious living conditions shown in this se-
quence, exactly when having dinner while watching state TV, serve as 
counterimages to articulate a strong critique in the now about the eco-
nomic failures of the revolutionary apparatus.

Castro’s tone inscribes the imagery of sacrifice, of making “an extraor-
dinary effort” to solve the economic issues of third-world countries, and 
those of Cuba to be more precise. Castro’s socialist rhetoric of economic 
development creates a sense of national belonging by assigning personal 
responsibility to everyone fighting for the Revolution. At the same time, 
Castro’s speech participates in the construction of an imagined enemy 
that must be defeated and shamed to maintain the legitimacy of Cuba’s 
socialist project.

The politics of Cuban audiovisual and media production reveal a pre-
sent context situated beyond Soviet socialism, that is, a turning point that 
moves toward assemblages of local economic practices, state monopolies, 
and foreign investment, sustaining the emergence of a postsocialist cinema. 
Beyond juxtaposing images of underdevelopment, the film restages the 
failures of an old Cuban socialist model, especially when considering that 
an anti-nationalist sentiment has been growing in the last two decades, 
pointing to the largest protest staged in 2021 as part of the J-11 movement.

Figure 02.  Santa eating and watching Fidel Castro give a speech on na-
tional TV. Movie still from Santa & Andrés (2016).
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The Old

Centered around the surveillance of Andrés, a gay Cuban dissident writer, 
Santa & Andrés uncovers the intimacies of suspicion affecting Cuban so-
ciality, both rural and urban, since the onset of the 1959 Revolution. Santa, 
a devoted revolutionary and farmworker, is instructed by Jesús, the head 
of the Popular Council, or Consejo Popular, to keep a close eye on Andrés 
during a three-day peace summit in a small town in eastern Cuba where 
the foreign press will be present. Created in the 1980s, Popular Councils 
are local organizations that represents the interests and needs of a partic-
ular municipality. They are also in charge of developing job programs and 
other activities for the towns they represent; in the case of Santa, she works 
in a farm collective.

According to the words of Fidel Castro, the Popular Council would 
represent an essential link for the smooth functioning of the socialist state. 
Aside from their bureaucratic functions, Popular Councils are part of a 
larger affective machinery that aims to regulate everyday life in tandem 
with the CDRs, or Consejos de�Defensa de�la�Revolución, yet another de-
vice for surveilling Cuban intimacies. These socialist apparatuses operate 
through a human infrastructure comprising neighbors, family members, 
and friends that seeks to patrol everyday life to ensure loyalty to so-
cialist ideals. Those who dare critique or not comply with any of the tasks 
assigned as proof of their devotion to a revolutionary dogma are subjected 
to public humiliation by their close acquaintances through Public Acts of 
Repudiation, state-sponsored practices that Amnesty International has 
continuously denounced as human rights violations.11

Such acts aim to bring shame to those suspected of being counter-
revolutionaries by unleashing the punitive force of the Revolution; a force 
embodied by those who are intimately entangled with their target, such 
as family members, friends, or loved ones. Following Sara Ahmed’s no-
tion of “affective economies,”12 the shame and rage directed at socialist 
defectors shape and inform a sense of national belonging, or, as I contend, 
a socialist affect. In the film, the act of repudiation brought upon Andrés 
precisely captures the wave of violence with which the socialist state has 
treated most of its fervent critics, including many queers. The state has 
devised mechanisms of ideological control to foster an affective attach-
ment to Cuban socialism, through which sexual shame acts to maintain 
gender and social binaries, as well as craft the fantasy of a public enemy.13
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Santa & Andrés thus exposes both the affective charges that animate 
such state machinery and the gendered dynamics that inform its func-
tioning. The film opens with an expansive scene in which Santa walks in 
the middle of the open road holding a chair, which is later used as her 
seating post to watch over Andrés. At first, Santa embodies the socialist 
regime’s technologies of surveillance, as the camera establishes a marked 
distance between the physical space characters take. Not only does Santa 
position herself away from Andrés’s humble home, but she purviews with 
askance her immediate surroundings. The distance between Santa and 
Andrés, framed through low- and high-angle shots, also choreographs a 
sense of suspicion, as the camera lens tracks Andrés’s everyday movements 
and contacts across the rural environment. As such, the film draws us into 
a feeling of being watched. Santa treads suspiciously into counterrevolu-
tionary territory, looking for what she knowingly fears: becoming intimate 
with a queer dissident.

As viewers become familiar with the precarious living conditions of 
rural Cuba, the film’s framing of Santa and Andrés’s everyday interactions 
debunks a public/private dualism. Taking into consideration the role 
CDRs and Popular Councils play as state devices in regulating Cuban in-
timacy, the personal and the political appear less as distinctly separate 
spheres than as irreducibly entangled relational planes. But the ideological 

Figure 03.  Santa glancing over at Andrés’s shack on her way to the out-
post. Movie still from Santa & Andrés (2016).
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frictions make more evident the affective flows that intervene in gener-
ating such fields of intimacy.

Placed within the fields of suspicion, mistrust, and shame, Andrés 
evokes a fearful anxiety that is felt throughout the film. I locate this af-
fect in the various shots that hide and expose Andrés’s writings, which 
caused much alarm at the prospect of being discovered, prompting his 
confinement, and detonating a personal encounter with Santa. While the 
film frames suspicion as a critical affect circulating through Cuban rural 
sociality, its revisionist approach highlights the failure of the state’s eman-
cipatory project that, disguised as a socialist utopia, turns into a mascu-
linist military dictatorship. In this context, suspicion is thus directed at 
those who either fail to embody “the new man,” or engage in any activity 
considered counterrevolutionary, such as voicing a critique against the so-
cialist regime through writing. The flowing intensities of suspicion thus 
depend on a gendered embodiment of revolutionary ideals. While belli-
gerent masculinities mark those bodies who are seen as able to fight for 
the Revolution, the feminization of other-than-revolutionary justifies 
the acts of violence against those who are perceived as weak, queer, and 
counterrevolutionary.

Although Santa serves as a sentinel of the Revolution, her entering 
the space of queer dissidence makes her initial suspicion shift toward 
developing a sense of empathy for Andrés. Chipping away at the solidi-
fied exclusion of queer dissidence in Cuban sociality, the film beautifully 
dialogues with what Eve K. Sedgwick has referred to as beside, “the law of 
the excluded middle [whose] interest does not depend on a fantasy of met-
onymically egalitarian or even pacific relations. Beside comprises a wide 
range of desiring, identifying, representing, repelling, paralleling, differ-
entiating, rivaling, leaning, twisting, mimicking, withdrawing, attracting, 
aggressing, warping, and other relations.”14 The possibility of other rela-
tions outside the Revolution’s national affect is continually performed each 
time Santa and Andrés come closer together. These moments of queer en-
counter are captured in scenes in the shadows, like in the moment when 
Santa takes shelter with Andrés from the roaring storm, or when the queer 
dissident writer consoles Santa after a rowdy night out. Through smalls 
acts of caring, the affective charges of suspicion veer away from the regula-
tion of intimacy to the fostering of a queer friendship between a custodian 
and her counterrevolutionary dissident.
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The Queer

In the last axis of this chapter’s queer media mixology, I situate Santa & 
Andrés within a larger genealogy of queer Cuban cinema, as well as in-
teract with its sonic, haptic, and material registers, as they force us to con-
front an unresolved and contested queer past. Set in 1983, Santa & Andrés 
grapples with two queer specters of the Revolution, namely the 1960s 
UMAPs, or Military Units to Aid Production, the forced labor camps 
where counterrevolutionaries, including homosexuals, were supposedly 
sent to be reformed, and the 1980s Mariel Boatlift, an exodus that sent out 
the so-called “scum” of Cuban society to Florida. Around 125,000 Cubans, 
many of whom were queer and who later changed Miami’s queer night 
scene, arrived in the United States.15

Inspired by the biopics of Reinaldo Arenas, René Ariza, and Delfín 
Prats, respectively, the film follows cues from Julian Schnabel’s Before Night 
Falls (2000) and Manuel Zayas’s Seres extravagantes (2004), particularly 
the expansive takes of nature, or the close-up scenes between characters, 
which help craft an epitome of Cuba’s queer dissident writers through 
the protagonist Andrés. Film journalist Alejandro Ríos notes that Carlos 
Lechuga’s film borrows elements from Lavernia’s documentary on René 
Ariza, as well as one of Ariza’s confessions about his own marginalization 
as a queer Cuban artist.16 In this sense, the film reveals a dark episode in 
the history of the Cuban Revolution that, despite the long years of internal 
socioeconomic and cultural reforms, has not been officially acknowledged 
or publicly recognized. Apart from the film’s political undertones, a sense 
of queer from below emerges through the registers of music, touch, and 
caring that exist alongside shame, suspicion, and mistrust.

In the early scenes when Santa arrives at the shack, Andrés begins to 
play a cassette tape of Martha Strada’s romantic ballad Viento. The replay 
of Strada’s music begins to irritate Santa, but the song sieves a sense of 
queer loss, setting the tone for the characters’ impending friction, phys-
ical contact, and eventual goodbye. Charged with dramatism, Strada’s 
heartbreaking song reinscribes her own heartbreak with the Revolution. 
At the peak of her career in the 1960s, Strada is invited to perform at The 
Olympia, a legendary concert venue in Paris, but the invitation is turned 
down because the Revolution does not allow the luminary of the Cuban 
ballad to travel abroad.
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Viento’s melodic registers gesture at the longing of a distant loved 
one through a slow musical tempo that oscillates between jazz, romantic 
ballad, and opera. Its repetitive dramatism, transmitted as Andrés switches 
a music tape over and over, begins to dislocate Santa’s fantasies of mon-
strosity associated with queer counterrevolutionaries. Strada’s mezzoso-
prano tones sounding through the old cassette tape player channel a sense 
of queer loss that will be pivotal in bringing into contact these two ideolog-
ically different characters.

While Strada’s song points to a queer relationality emerging from 
Andrés’s surveillance, Cuba’s natural landscape, often characterized in 
revolutionary imaginaries as rustic, raw, masculine, and as the birth site of 
the Rebel Army, is also queered by the decibels of queer loss. The playing 
of Strada’s song in the middle of the rural landscape creates an out-of-place 
ambience that queers the rural, as well as indexes nightlife as a queer site of 
care and communion. In other words, the song plays with a queer femme 
sensibility through its soundwaves to re-imagine a space filled with images 
of revolutionary masculinity.

Although brief, the night bar scene in the film functions as a site where 
Santa’s revolutionary stoic traits collapse, revealing her vulnerabilities, 
and where a sort of queer relationality highlights some contradictions of 
the Cuban socialist state, namely a corrupt judicial system, the criminal-
ization of sex work, and the public control of private life. The erotics of 
the night, in this context, also appear as a filmic space for social contesta-
tion, a revolutionary aesthetic value of film-as-critique that is subverted by 
filmmakers who veer away from the exaltation of socialist ideals and reali-
ties, such as Sabá Cabrera Infante and Orlando Jiménez Leal’s P.M. (1961). 
Portraying the nightlife scene in the ports of the bay of Havana, P.M. also 
represents the first instance of Cuban cultural institutions banning a film 
for its counterrevolutionary appeal.

Queer sexualities and the night are two sites that reveal the program-
matic logics of revolutionary censorship. On the last day of her surveil-
lance mission, after Santa helps Andrés recover from a violent attack from 
his mute lover, she finds herself unwilling to let him go. Santa prolongs her 
cheer and care for Andrés, as the film shows how their interactions begin 
to crack at suspicion, and through those cracks, empathy flows through 
sharing their pain. Santa’s heartbreaking secret—spoiler alert!—binds 
her feelings to Andrés’s sense of shame. Drawing from such dissidence, 
Santa & Andrés thus portrays the contested intimacies of Cuban queer 
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relationality, an underground social tectonic that, like nightlife, exists 
under the masculinist gaze of the Revolution.

In this sense, the film’s engaging the green exuberance of rural Cuba 
does more than just make nature an omnipresent protagonist but also 
seeks to undo the masculinization of the rural space accomplished through 
early Cuban documentary, such as Historias de� la�Revolución (Gutiérrez 
Alea, 1960), La primera carga al machete (Gómez, 1969), or El hombre 
de�Maisinicú (Peréz, 1973), in which revolutionary men take siege of and 
conquer the untamed jungle, while planning to overthrow Fulgencio 
Batista’s government. One of the first revolutionary fantasies places ru-
rality as the first territory won by the Rebel Army led by Fidel Castro and 
Che Guevara. As Lauren Peña has noted, “the revolutionary discourse fos-
tered the idea that rural space was the ideal stage for the guerrilla and 
later on the stage for social struggles and revolutionary victories.”17 Yet the 
presence of a queer dissident writer within the rural space dislodges the 
triumphant version of the revolutionary guerrilla, while queering nature.

The Cuban countryside as a site for queer eroticism has a specific 
visual referent in Reinaldo Arena’s poetics, which serve as inspiration to 
develop the script in Julian Schnabel’s biopic of this queer writer in Before 
Night Falls (2000), which also plays with the visual registers of Cabrera 
Infante and Jiménez Leal’s P.M. in the credits. Throughout Schnabel’s 
film, nature, and particularly the countryside of eastern Cuba, appears 

Figure 04.  Expansive shot of the Cuban countryside in Santa & Andrés.
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unbound, flowing, and erotic. The camera frames with detail the move-
ment of trees, the falling of rain, and the dampness of the soil, as well as 
the rich greenery surrounding Arena’s early childhood. In a way, Carlos 
Lechuga’s Santa & Andrés pays tribute to Schnabel’s adaptation of Arena’s 
hyperbolic memoire, namely through a series of aerial shots that pan out 
the uncontainable eroticism of the countryside, of exposed trees that, ac-
cording to Arenas himself, hold magical worlds within: “Trees have a se-
cret life that is only revealed to those willing to climb them. To climb a tree 
is to slowly discover a unique world, rhythmic, magical, and harmonious, 
with its worms, insects, birds, and other living things, all apparently insig-
nificant creatures, telling us their secrets.”18

In these films, the Cuban countryside functions as an erotic queer geog-
raphy that undoes the masculinist imaginaries around the rural landscape. 
Borrowing from a queer ode to nature found in the opening sequences of 
Schnabel’s Before Night Falls, Santa & Andrés finds a metaphor in filming 
birds flying across the sky. Lechuga thus plays with an allegory of queer 
resilience in the face of marginalization and public shaming—the word 
“pájaro” in Cuban slang is used as a slur to shame queer people. The pres-
ence of “pájaros” traveling through “viento” are queer gestures that point 
to a queer immanence, as well as to a queer–nature relation, beautifully 
expressed in Arenas’s words as a world of sexual excess: “…There is no 

Figure 05.  Opening scene in Julian Schnabel’s Reinaldo Arenas-inspired 
film, Before Night Falls (2000).
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truth to the theory, held by some, about the sexual innocence of peasants. 
In the country, sexual energy generally overcomes all prejudice, repres-
sion, and punishment. That force, the force of nature, dominates.”19 The 
convergence between the sexual and the natural gives life to a queer force 
shaping Andrés’s sexual encounters with his mute lover, who later turns on 
him after being pressured by state police.

Santa & Andrés makes evident the emergence of other affects that 
are possible beyond the socialist machinery of control. After spending 
time with one another, of getting to know their traumas, their fears, their 
dreams, and their suspicions, Santa and Andrés begin to see each other 
more as equals than as ideological rivals. Even though mistrust continues 
to exist in their interactions, as the camera tilts emulating the feeling of 
being watched, care is nonetheless central to the restructuring of a gen-
dered Cuban sociality captured in the film. Their intimate acts of care, 
whether they take place in a hospital, a shack, a bar, or a dark room, em-
body other ways of relating beyond revolutionary ideology.

While hanging out at a local bar, Santa and Andrés share their dis-
appointment with men, as they are literally confronted by heartbreak. 
Andrés must endure watching over his mute lover hanging out with an 
older guy, who seems to be a sugar daddy. Contrastingly, Santa faces the 
drunk driver who killed her son in a car accident. The protagonists’ unrav-
eling following the bar scene concludes in a physical embrace between 
Santa and Andrés. In this sense, touch makes possible the fracturing of 
socialist walls by allowing the characters to feel the complicated textures 
comprising their heartbreaking experience with revolutionary masculin-
ities. Like in the case of Martha Strada, Santa and Andrés have also been 
hurt and disappointed by the men of the Revolution. As the film nears 
its end, Andrés takes to the sea and flees the island in a furtive vessel, 
finding in exile the only way of stopping state harassment. In a final scene, 
Santa and Andrés face each other one last time, framing their hug as a 
cathartic event of sensations. In their embrace, they challenge the affec-
tive registers of the Revolution. As they say their goodbyes, they insist on 
taking care, while the wind carries their loss away, echoing Strada’s windy 
queer redemption.

By exhuming the queer ghosts of the revolutionary past, Carlos 
Lechuga’s Santa & Andrés debunks the idea that, far from opening a civic 
dialogue, official cultural institutions, including the film industry, have 
replayed the scripts of censorship, but this time, such repression rehearses a 
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new market ideology anchored in state monopolism beyond postsocialism. 
As such, Carlos Lechuga’s film makes evident a new configuration in cul-
tural politics that departs in some ways from the old state machinery of 
socialist relationality, giving way to a mix of state-funded initiatives, alter-
native networks, and foreign investments that sustain media production 
in Cuba today. The final hug in Santa & Andrés precisely embodies an 
ideological irresolution between queer dissent and state institutionalism, 
embracing indeed a queer way of negotiating media contradictions.

Figure 06.  Santa hugging Andrés as a goodbye gesture. Movie still from 
Santa & Andrés (2016).
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Part Three

Transmedia Figurations
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Chapter 7

A Necklace of Songs: Transmediating 
Hindi Film Music

Kuhu Tanvir

For popular Hindi cinema, the arrival of sound was significant not only 
for its ability to enhance the film’s verisimilitude, but also because it 
enabled the inclusion of songs in the films, a tradition that continues to 
this day. In the first ever Indian talkie, Alam Ara (1931), director Ardeshir 
Irani had his actors sing on the set, recording the audio and the visual to-
gether using the Tanar single system camera. However, for Shirin Farhad, 
the industry’s second talkie released later that same year, director J.� J. 
Madan did away with the practice of recording songs on set and instead 
recorded the audio separately. Two years later, in 1933, the record label His 
Master’s Voice (HMV)1 took a major step in commodifying film music by 
recording songs of R.S. Choudhary’s 1932 film Madhuri for distribution 
as a gramophone record.2,3 Until this point, the repertoire of gramophone 
records consisted largely of classical and folk music by Indian musicians 
and Western classical music. With this turn, film songs became a part of 
the repertoire of musical media objects available for purchase. Perhaps in-
advertently, by formalizing the separation of the sound and the image of 
the film song, J.�J. Madan paved the way for the transmediation of Indian 
film songs, allowing them to be consumed outside the movie theater, be-
yond the filmic text, in domestic spaces, and through a range of media.

One of the first documented uses of the word “transmedia” is from 
1991, and is attributed to Marsha Kinder in what she called the “intertex-
tual super system” of media for children which consciously maintained 
intertextual connections across film, television, and videogames.4 The 
term gained most attention in 2006 with Henry Jenkins’s treatise on what 
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he called “transmedia storytelling,” which he defined as “a process where 
integral elements of a fiction get dispersed systematically across multiple 
delivery channels for the purpose of creating a unified and coordinated en-
tertainment experience.”5 Since then, the conceptual and industrial scope of 
transmediation as a practice has proliferated,6 but with very few exceptions, 
this literature consists largely of work in the Euro-American context. The 
goal of this chapter is to examine transmediation in the Global South by 
studying the circulation of Hindi film songs beyond the text and context 
of the film they are from. To this end, I trace the transmedial journey of 
film songs as they separate from the original film’s text and circulate across 
radio, gramophones, television, computers, and cell phones.

The grammar of Hindi film music is particularly suited to a study of 
transmediation, as songs go on to have rich afterlives more or less inde-
pendent of the film they were in. In the process of transmediation, the 
song object continuously transforms itself and also the medium to which 
it travels. While the vehicle for this study is the afterlives of songs from 
popular Hindi cinema, my aim is to illustrate the various processes of 
fragmentation that engender forms of transmediation so the broader ar-
gument about this fragmentation’s productive potentials will be relevant 
to other geographical and historical media cultures.

The Hindi film song itself has received sustained critical attention from 
scholars of Indian cinema. It has been studied as a remnant of the com-
mercial Parsi theater tradition that was an aesthetic model of sorts for pop-
ular Hindi cinema, and it has also been studied for its complex relationship 
with the film’s diegesis,7 and as a manifestation of excess, to express feelings 
and situations that the prosaic cannot contain, be it love, sorrow, aspira-
tion, etc.8 Scholars have paid sustained attention to the politics of music9 
and voice.10 In the post-Liberalization era, scholars dealt with the song as 
a vehicle for both finance and its role in shaping the ever-growing Indian 
diaspora’s relationship to India.11 This chapter extends the work on circu-
lation of the film song by focusing on the transformations of these songs as 
they appeared first on Indian radio and then on Indian television.

Sonic Separations: The Film Song on Radio

As gramophone records of film songs became available, radio started 
playing Hindi film songs. For the first few years, at least on the basis of 
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radio program schedules, there was no consistency or particular organi-
zation to when or how these songs were played. In the latter half of the 
1930s, there are some stray listings on radio for programs that were in-
nocuously called “Songs from the Screen” or “Hits from Films” or “Film 
Hits,” etc. By 1936, there are occasional slots dedicated to the broadcast 
of songs from single films. There is, for instance, a seven-minute slot for 
“Wahan (film music).”12 At the same time, there are also slots for indi-
vidual songs from some films. There is, for instance, a curiously specific 
listing On November�11, 1938, for the Peshawar radio station that reads, 
“A song from the film Alam Ara.”13 The specificity of playing just one song 
from the film, seven years after its release, raises questions about how film 
songs were being used, at least in terms of programming, given that there 
was no standardization of a regular timeslot or any explanation of the 
basis on which these songs appeared on radio. Since individual songs were 
played and songs often had awkward timeslots of eight minutes or twelve 
minutes, etc., it could be that the songs were being used as inserts that 
would work as fillers to ensure the more traditional programs—such as the 
news—remained in their usual schedule. It could also be due to a relatively 
small repertoire of records to pick from.

Radio’s lack of commitment to film songs didn’t last long, and by the 
early 1940s, film songs comprised a significant portion of what was re-
ferred to as “light” content or entertainment programming on radio. 
In 1952, a few years after independence from British rule, India’s first 
Information and Broadcasting minister, B.�V. Keskar, announced a policy 
to reduce film songs on radio to a maximum of 10% of the entire content. 
This would mean a massive cutback from the nearly 60% of the content on 
radio that film music accounted for at the time.14 He cited two reasons for 
this decision: one, that film songs were “vulgar” and therefore had adverse 
effects on young minds and, two, the need to promote classical music—
mostly Indian but not entirely—as the appropriate choice.15 The Indian 
Motion Pictures Producers Association, IMPPA, took offense to the charge 
of vulgarity, and decided to revoke the permit they had signed with All 
India Radio (AIR) back in 1943 that allowed the latter to play film songs.16 
Thus, what began as an attempt to reduce film songs amounted to a com-
plete removal of film songs from AIR. In the popular imagination, the 
semantics of “reduction” and not “termination” were of no consequence, 
and the widely held notion was that Keskar banned film songs from radio. 
It was during this time that Radio Ceylon took the opportunity to fill 
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the gaping void that listeners felt, and began Binaca Geet Mala or Binaca 
Song Garland, which was a weekly program of film songs sponsored by 
the toothpaste brand Binaca (subsequently Cibaca) and hosted by Amin 
Sayani. Exasperated by Keskar’s didactic move of forcing classical music as 
entertainment, listeners turned in hordes to Radio Ceylon, skyrocketing 
its popularity.

While radio had played film songs before, Binaca Geet Mala was the 
first formal packaging of film songs as a regular program scheduled for a 
set slot every week. It became a weekly event that people looked forward 
to and made time for in their schedules. The program consisted of Sayani 
sharing tidbits leading up to each song. Though Sayani announced the 
name of the film the song was originally from, as a product that was audio 
only, and comprised new combinations of film songs every week, on this 
show, the song’s separation from the film was decisive. This is also because 
songs were selected for their popularity, which was calculated based on 
record sales from music stores across the country, and not box office sales. 
Thus, in the transmediation of the songs from the movie theater to the 
radio, the songs didn’t just enter a consumption economy different from 
that of the film, but also became a part of an entirely different genre: that 
of a collection of songs popular in the moment. The garland metaphor 
seems particularly apt given that the songs ran in something resembling a 
loop based on their rising or falling popularity. While the popularity of a 
song often reflected the popularity of the film, that wasn’t always the case, 
as songs could remain on the garland, so to speak, for longer than the film 
ran in the theater.

In the shift from film to audio, technically, the songs lost their visuals; 
however, I would argue that it was a loss that allowed the song to adapt 
to the specifications of a different medium, thus also reaching a different 
audience whose association of the songs could be entirely removed from 
the film and its narrative. With large parts of the Indian population not 
having easy access to a movie theater,17 there would inevitably be listeners 
who heard the same songs week after week on radio, but had not watched 
the film and were therefore entirely free of the visuals attached to the 
song as well as the original narrative context that the song was a part of, 
while still having an intimate familiarity with the song. Conversely, it 
can also be argued that the visual is never perfectly lost as the aura of the 
visual—either the actual visuals that went with the film or visuals imag-
ined by someone who hasn’t encountered the film, and has just heard the 
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song—could accompany it even as it was experienced through a sonic me-
dium. In other words, a sonic experience doesn’t have to be framed as a 
loss even though the media object was originally imagined with visuals. 
It can instead be considered a transformation that enables an afterlife that 
exceeds the song’s original framing.

Television’s Encounters with Film Songs

The film song’s transmediation expanded with the expansion of AIR’s 
responsibilities due to the arrival of television in India in 1959 as an ex-
tension of AIR. AIR, however, was not entirely prepared for this new 
role of managing a visual medium like TV. The day after TV service 
was announced in New Delhi, the Director General of AIR “warned” 
the public to not expect “programmes of a very high standard” since the 
available resources would still prioritize radio.18 AIR provided very basic 
training to the employees who were asked to manage TV. These were 
people trained in the technicalities of radio and were essentially forced to 
learn the workings of television on the job, leading to recurring mishaps 
and programming errors that cultural commentators remarked upon in 
their weekly columns. The programming of the first decade of television 
betrayed its workforce’s radio background, with programs that were more 
conversation-centric with a basic visual of people sitting across from each 
other. It is therefore not entirely surprising that TV leaned heavily on film-
based programming to fill airtime. Telecasts of popular films began as 
early as the mid-1960s, and for almost two decades were telecast over two 
consecutive weekends, with half the film being shown on one Saturday or 
Sunday and the other half the following weekend.

Film-based programming was second only to the news in terms of con-
tent that received a degree of stability on television in the late 1960s and 
1970s when broadcast was limited to a few hours a day. Along with the fea-
ture film, the film song-based show Chitrahaar had a dedicated weekly slot, 
certainly by August 1970, though presumably before that since an August 
1970 column refers to it as TV’s most popular program. Chitrahaar, chitra 
(picture) + haar (necklace) translates to a necklace of images. This title 
requires some deliberation. First, I would argue that the use of “haar,” or 
necklace, is heavily inspired by radio’s Binaca Geet Mala, which translates 
to Song Garland. While Binaca Geet Mala was transmitted by Radio Ceylon 
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and not AIR, the popularity of the packaged set of film songs format was 
arguably the impetus behind Chitrahaar. Even though AIR lifted its ban 
on film music, such as it was, the damage had been done, and there was no 
substitute for the union of Binaca Geet Mala and Amin Sayani, not only 
because it had rescued listeners from Keskar’s diktat, under which they 
would largely only get classical music on radio, but also because Sayani 
and the show had hit star status with their listeners and had become a part 
of their weekly routine. It is also no coincidence that Chitrahaar aired on 
the same day and time of the week as Binaca Geet Mala. While Chitrahaar 
may have taken inspiration from Binaca Geet Mala, including the word 
“chitra,” which means pictures or images, it foregrounds what it had over 
Binaca Geet Mala: i.e. visuals. Thus, while radio had a garland of songs, 
TV had a necklace of songs and images.

Until 1972, Delhi was the only TV center in the country, and the only 
city that got a TV signal, so Chitrahaar was meant for Delhi audiences 
only. In 1972, the second TV station opened in Bombay, and they began 
their own version of a program presenting film songs. This show was 
called Chhaya Geet, which translates to shadow and song. The reference 
to shadow play of the filmic image combined with song is all too clear here 
as well.

While Delhi’s television center maintained some degree of authority 
over subsequent regional centers, Bombay had an upper hand when it 
came to film-based programming because most film producers, directors, 
stars, etc. lived in Bombay and that was also where a significant amount 
of film production and distribution activity took place. By the time the 
Bombay TV center opened, TV had been in India for over a decade, and 
had established itself as a serious player in the media landscape, despite its 
limited reach at the time. With the population of Bombay having access 
to TV, film producers could keep a regular eye on any potential copyright 
violations, so the transactions for showing films on the Bombay station 
had to be entirely transparent, which it hadn’t always been in Delhi. The 
producer of Chhaya Geet, Yakub Syed, told me in an interview that, luckily 
for the Bombay center, producers were more than eager to have their films 
shown on TV.19 The process, Syed explained, entailed producers sending 
their films to the Bombay center. The Bombay center then paid to get a 
fresh copy of the film print made, which they then telecast. After the film 
was telecast in Bombay, the print was sent to thirteen other TV centers as 
they came into being. Each center that telecast the film sent a check to the 
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film’s producer, thus making TV one of the earlier sources of additional 
collections for the film beyond the box office.

Keen to establish Chhaya Geet’s own identity, and stand out as distinct 
from Chitrahaar, its producers decided to organize songs based on a theme 
rather than attempting to play only the latest or the most popular songs. In 
doing so, they also managed to separate themselves from the comparison 
with Binaca Geet Mala. Themes ranged from songs about motherhood to 
more season-specific ones such as “barsaat ke geet” (songs of the rain). The 
theme for the following week was announced at the end of every episode of 
Chhaya Geet, which served the function of creating some degree of antic-
ipation in the audience, and more importantly, served as a “call for songs” 
directed at film producers, notifying them that the Bombay TV center 
was accepting songs based on said theme. This led producers to send in 
songs from their films to be featured. The songs played on Chitrahaar were 
more contemporaneous than the ones on Chhaya Geet because they were 
picked for their popularity at the time. Thus, even if the songs were from 
films that weren’t playing in theaters anymore, the films were a part of the 
popular imagination. With Chhaya Geet, its thematic structure became 
a part of the metanarrative that housed the song, rather than the film. 
Invoking nostalgia with songs from older films that many listeners may 
not have heard in a while and giving them an entirely new framework be-
came the conceit of the show. Chhaya Geet thus not only evoked nostalgia 
for the song, but in fact repackaged it, renewing the memory of the song 
much more substantially than the memory of the film. This occurred to 
me during my interview with Syed as he remembered songs by the theme 
he had selected them for back in the 1970s, rather than the film the song 
was from.

The theme of the show, however, was not the only anchor for the 
renewed memory of the song. Having the visuals from the film meant that, 
on Chhaya Geet in particular, the songs also featured the stars of the film. 
The renewed interest in the song and corresponding renewed memory 
cycle could easily be anchored in the repertoire of a star’s songs. For fans 
of movie stars especially, getting to see their favorite actor on screen by 
means of the song played on Chhaya Geet could be a source of pleasure that 
is marked by its unexpected nature. Further, seeing an actor in more than 
one song played under the aegis of a particular theme could also classify 
an actor within that theme. For instance, the Chhaya Geet episode that was 
played on July�17, 1980 had the moon as its organizing theme. Three songs 
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selected for that theme featured the actress Mala Sinha.20 For someone 
not intimately familiar with Sinha’s body of work, encountering this epi-
sode could create an association between Mala Sinha and the kinds of love 
songs that compared the female protagonist to the moon. This isn’t en-
tirely different from watching a number of songs picturized on the Hindi 
film actress Helen and putting her in a sociocultural category that evokes 
nightclubs and vamps.

In a period where programs like Chitrahaar (in Delhi), Chhaya Geet 
(in Bombay), and the weekly film were the only means of accessing film-
related content outside the movie theater, these programs were the first 
time many viewers “saw” the song. Several of these viewers may still have 
heard the songs on radio and been familiar with them in a largely sonic 
way. By the late 1970s, there were approximately one million television sets 
in India, more than half of which were in Delhi and Bombay. This is barely 
1% of the entire population at the time.21 These figures, however, represent 
only the number of TV sets, not the number of people who watched TV. 
Accounts of the first two decades of television in India are replete with 
anecdotes and cultural commentary in newspapers and magazines that 
describe TV as a social medium, wherein the homes of those who did own 
TV sets became quasi theaters, with people from the neighborhood gath-
ering in their living rooms to watch specific programs. Not unlike Binaca 
Geet Mala, Chitrahaar and Chhaya Geet became the means for people who 
weren’t inclined to or couldn’t watch movies in the theaters to access film-
based material.

Transmediation and the Politics of Fragmentation

Central to this articulation of transmediating film songs was the mate-
rial separation of the film and the song and also the visuals of the song 
from its audio means for the afterlife of the film. First, as with any in-
stance of transmediation, the shift from one medium to another inevi-
tably transforms the media object either as material or as content. Second, 
relatedly, each of the receiving media have their own ontologies that define 
what kind of material they can accept from another medium and, by ex-
tension, how the media object has to change to correspond with its new 
media destination. I’ll add that this doesn’t discount that these shows were 
conceived in accordance with the possibilities for changing the film object. 
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Further, it was not just the film object that underwent a transformation, 
but the receiving medium as well. The very arrival of film-based material 
on TV changed that medium in the most profound manner. In the case of 
film songs on radio, songs had to be extracted from the film and packaged 
as gramophone records, and then played on-air for the listeners. We could 
consider this selection a separation wherein the song is extracted from the 
finished film product, or we could think of it as going back to an earlier 
and incomplete stage of the film before the sound strip was added to the 
film, or, in other words, to a stage when sound and image were separate 
elements that had yet to even merge. In either situation, there is a separa-
tion of the audio from the visual, and that separation is crucial to the song’s 
ability to be conducive to a sonic medium like radio. Third, both radio and 
television had to alter the song in some way to fit the format of the shows 
they had envisioned, first by selecting songs for extraction and then by fur-
ther breaking them down in numerous ways. Both radio and TV often edit 
songs that are too long to fit with the format of the program—Binaca Geet 
Mala, for instance, was a one-hour program that played sixteen songs in 
that hour each week. It’s not uncommon for songs to be between four and 
five minutes long, so even if the songs were played back-to-back with no 
commentary, sixteen full songs wouldn’t fit in an hour, and Amin Sayani’s 
commentary and anecdotes preceded every song. Each of these changes 
can influence the relationship between the song and the film and what 
the listener or viewer understands of the entire film from this one snippet.

Another factor altering the relationship between the film and the song 
in the process of transmediation was censorship. With visuals of the film 
included on TV, the lyrics of songs about love and longing that Keskar 
found vulgar, perhaps for suggestions of physical intimacy or even the 
idea of sex, became significantly less abstract. To combat this, TV pro-
ducers often edited out some of the sexually suggestive imagery from the 
songs that were telecasting. Yakub Syed recalls asking producers to insert 
stock footage of two roses or a bird into songs to remove evidence of risqué 
content. This is curious since both radio and television could only fea-
ture songs from films that had received a censor certificate. I argue that 
the additional and usually ad hoc edits occurred because expectations of 
something playing in the circumscribed space of a movie theater that is 
built to subsume the spectator in darkness, and by extension in anonymity, 
are different from how it is watched in a domestic space, especially in 
broad daylight surrounded by family, neighbors, and children. It reflects a 
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socio-spatial aspect of medium specificity as it brings attention to the need 
or desire to alter content based on where and how it is being watched.

With radio, the song stands more independent because it is without the 
visuals that attach it to the film. However, when visuals from the film are 
attached to the song, as they were in Chitrahaar and Chhaya Geet, is the 
relationship between the song and the film reestablished? The answer of 
course is necessarily subjective, based on a variety of factors, not least of 
which is whether the spectator has encountered the song as a part of the 
film at any time. When radio first started playing film songs, it was the only 
sonic medium for audiences to access even parts of the movies outside the 
movie theater. This was also the case for film material on TV. Therefore, 
from the 1930s until the arrival of VHS and cable TV, a spectator’s ability 
to watch the entire film after encountering a song on radio or TV was quite 
limited. With more channels on offer after 1992 and most neighborhoods 
in the metro areas having their own cable operator sourcing movies that 
they showed on a local channel, there were more options. The caveat to 
having options is that it was again a minority of the population who could 
afford either video record players (VCRs), individual movie tapes, or even 
cable. Therefore, while these options certainly did exist, they didn’t dras-
tically change the centrality of television or of Doordarshan—the state-
run channel—which continued to remain free while cable services cost 
extra.22 The landscape of knowledge, curiosity, and access to film material 
of course exploded with the arrival and growth of the internet.

The thematic nature of Chhaya Geet also mitigated the connection be-
tween the film and the song, particularly for those whose first encounter 
with the song was on TV. If the theme was rain, the particularities of the 
entire movie became less relevant, but the content of the song, i.e. the lyrics 
and the visuals, did. Even for those who had watched the film before, the 
song with its visuals that usually featured big stars became little units of 
entertainment that offered the song, the stars, and visuals of the film. By 
the late 1990s, we see films including songs that appear to be staged the 
way they are precisely to fit into the structure of television for easy ex-
traction. Thus, transmediation, specifically to television, became a part of 
the logic of film production. Consider the song “Koi ladka hai” (There is 
a boy) from the 1997 film Dil Toh Pagal Hai (This Heart Is Crazy, 1997).23 
The film presents a classic love triangle between Rahul (Shahrukh Khan), 
Pooja (Madhuri Dixit), and Nisha (Karishma Kapoor); Nisha is in love 
with Rahul who falls in love with Pooja. The song begins in the courtyard 
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of what is presumably a home for orphans or poor children that Rahul 
and Pooja enter to escape a downpour. They then join the children, who 
are already doing a choreographed dance routine. The entire song is four 
minutes and forty seconds long. Of this, the first two and a half minutes are 
just Rahul and Pooja dancing with the children. Roughly halfway through 
the song, the setting changes to the lawns of the hospital where Nisha is 
recovering from a broken foot. She is brought out in a wheelchair while 
Rahul and Pooja (both dressed in different clothes) are dancing with a dif-
ferent group of backup dancers (adults this time). At some point, Nisha—
with her foot in a cast—hops out of her wheelchair to go join them and 
the three of them lead the dance. The change of scene from the original 
location to a different one is not uncommon in song sequences; however, 
here, the change allowed the third star to join the dance, making it the 
one time the three stars are dancing together. I contend that this song was 
imagined this way—despite the fact the film narrative had Nisha wheel-
chair bound—to have a song that would feature its three stars, and could 
therefore be a vehicle to promote the film on television. In other words, 
the song was a package meant for easy extraction with the song, the dance, 
and the stars as its key offerings.

What then have the permutations of separation of the audio and visual 
tracks of a film meant for the afterlife of the film and the song? To an ex-
tent, we can argue that the affordances that these permutations introduced 
are crucial to making film music its own industry. This industry thrives 
because of the possibility of separating the song as a media object that 
can circulate independently of the film, both physically (as the packaged 
soundtrack available for purchase) but also as independent of the fate of the 
film. The ability to further break the song down into two media objects, 
one that is purely sonic, and the other that also has visuals from the film, 
multiplies the possibilities of transmediation. The sonic media object has 
circulated on radio, gramophone records, through cassette tapes, CDs, as 
mp3 files, and streaming, while the media object that includes the visuals 
with the audio has circulated through TV, VHS, DVDs, and the internet 
as YouTube videos or videos on other online platforms. These separations 
have allowed a dispersal of filmic material across other media, raising 
questions not just about the afterlife of the film song, but about the after-
life of the film itself as well.
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Chapter 8

O’odham Dances: Soundscapes and 
Landscapes of Indigenous Resurgence

Angelica Marie Lawson

When reading Ofelia Zepeda’s poetry, one is immersed in the language 
and the landscapes of the Tohono O’odham, the Desert People, of the 
American southwest and northern Mexico. Her elegant and concise “song 
poems”1 allow the reader to briefly imagine the ephemeral moments of 
changing cloudscapes and desert rains. To read her poetry is to engage 
in a world unfamiliar to many, and to hear her read a poem is an oppor-
tunity to experience an Indigenous language rooted in the desert and 
long-standing traditions. Zepeda’s poem film O’odham Dances invites the 
audience to briefly experience visually and viscerally the enchantment of 
the Sonoran Desert, a place of ceremony and song, gentle rains, and tor-
rential floods. Aerial views of desert landscapes, ambient wind, and bird 
song entice the viewer to participate in what is about to begin. Through the 
poem’s verses, they are called to join a ceremony to bring rain and fix the 
earth. However, the film does not depict ceremony with visual specificity. 
Instead, it immerses the audience in a soundscape of ceremony and images 
of the desert. A ceremonial leader calling their community to gather, a 
gourd rattle, a song in O’odham, and ambient sounds create an affective 
encounter with humans and other-than-humans, inviting the audience 
to participate in the experience. The film privileges an Indigenous per-
spective, ethically protecting sacred ceremonial knowledge by abstracting 
elements from ceremony to create an immersive moment while refusing to 
recreate the ethnographic spectacles of past film and media.

This chapter illuminates the poem film’s contribution to a matrix of 
Indigenous resurgence practices and how they can connect creative work 
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to the essential work of building and sustaining Indigenous community. It 
brings into conversation Indigenous digital media and critical Indigenous 
feminisms to consider how Indigenous women’s creative work functions 
in tandem with their community engagement to produce projects of re-
surgence. These creative projects perform the critical work of centering 
voices and perspectives of historically silenced and continually margin-
alized groups. The majority of North American Indigenous media, and 
in particular film, does not look like mainstream film in that, aside from 
documentary, there is only a small body of feature films and very few are 
distributed to theaters for extended periods of time. Access to mainstream 
media production, specifically the Hollywood industry, has largely been 
denied to Indigenous writers and directors.2 Meanwhile, there is a consid-
erable body of work created by Indigenous artists and filmmakers shared 
online through various platforms such as Vimeo and YouTube. This work 
sometimes premieres in theaters and at festivals, but is ultimately distrib-
uted through less traditional channels, thereby creating greater access 
to the work. Importantly, these Indigenous authored works have created 
an outpouring in new media production by Indigenous people, deliv-
ering more truthful historical and contemporary representations. These 
counter-narratives intervene in settler colonial stories and stereotypes 
about Indigenous people. O’odham Dances is but one short film within 
a large body of Indigenous digital media available online, which can be 
extremely varied in terms of style and content, yet such works represent 
hidden treasures that deserve the attention of film and media critics, as 
well as the general public.

When considering the place of Indigenous film in the larger scope of 
global media we must consider more than the aesthetic hallmarks of this 
work. Frequently, this media includes Indigenous language with an em-
phasis on community and connection to place. Building on Annishnabeeg 
feminist scholar Leanne Simpson’s work, Aubrey Hanson (Métis) in 
Reading for Resurgence claims artistic practices are essential to commu-
nity resurgence, where resurgence is, in part, “the growth of Indigenous 
communities from strong roots towards strong futures, building upon tra-
dition and heritage through processes of revitalization and reclamation in 
order to create healthy vibrant, self-determining nations.”3 As a linguist at 
the forefront of Indigenous language revitalization, Zepeda’s poem film 
contributes to what I call Indigenous resurgence media, media that both 
reflects, and contributes to, resurgence practices. According to Simpson, 
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resurgence theory derives from “Indigenous thought systems, intelli-
gence systems that are continually generated in relationship to place.”4 
Ceremonial practices are often place-specific and reflective of Indigenous 
ethics and values. The continuance of these ceremonies contributes to 
resurgence practices, which Zepeda shares in an abstracted and artistic 
way through her poetry and poem film collaboration. As such, the lin-
guistic elements as well as ceremonial aesthetics of the film will be con-
sidered here.

On Poem Films

The poem film O’odham Dances debuted in Tucson, Arizona on April�25, 
2017, and was a collaboration between Tohono O’odham linguist, scholar, 
and poet Ofelia Zepeda and filmmaker Johnathan VanBallenberghe for 
the Western Folklife Center’s series “Moving Rural Verse: Poem Films 
from the Deep West.” While the exact origin and definition of poetry film, 
or “poem film,” is somewhat debated, the Center’s emphasis on the “artful 
fusion of poetry and video” coincides with Herman Berlandt’s definition 
in his 1977 essay “What Is a Poetry Film?,” where he emphasizes a “collab-
oration between poet and film-maker” to create a film that “seeks a sym-
biotic relationship of image, music, and work; uses filmic rhythms as well 
as the tempo of music and meter to maintain mood and continuity.”5 This 
is reflected in Zepeda and VanBallenberghe’s short film, which employs 
music, song, poetry, and film footage of the Sonoran Desert to draw the 
viewer into a meditative and rhythmic feeling of ceremonial participation.

The goal of the “Moving Rural Verse” series is to produce “poems 
that powerfully communicate contemporary rural issues, ideas and 
insight—and, in particular, the subject of water in the West…[to] nurture 
a deeper understanding of rural America and kindle important conver-
sation.”6 Zepeda’s creative approach to this theme highlights Indigenous 
perspectives on water, which are notably different from settler colonial 
perspectives. Rather than focus on issues typically associated with water 
in the West such as rivers, dams, or drought, Zepeda’s poem alludes to 
O’odham ceremonies for bringing rain and fixing the earth. Zepeda notes 
that the visuals by VanBallenberghe help express an O’odham perspective 
that may benefit contemporary desert dwellers: “The scarcity of water is 
something that has always been there, so try to live accordingly, the way 
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you are supposed to live in a desert.”7 In her article “Confluence: Water as 
an Analytic of Indigenous Feminism,” Joanne Barker states:

Water teaches us to be mindful of our relations with one another, in-
cluding other-than-human beings and the lands and the waters on/in 
which we live together. It decenters human exceptionalism when consid-
ering issues of life and well-being requiring practices of responsible care 
in understanding the world and its varied, place-specific ecosystems that 
extend beyond the centrism of humans.8

O’odham dances are ceremonies conducted to invite water to the desert, 
but importantly, the ceremonial texts also remind humans of their inter-
connectedness to all living beings. This interconnectedness is at the center 
of the ceremony’s importance. The poem film pushes back against sim-
plistic notions of water scarcity in the West as a recent phenomenon. As a 
people thought to be one of the longest inhabitants in the Sonoran Desert, 
the Tohono O’odham language speaks specifically to water, and ceremo-
nies to address it.

On the Indigenous O’odham Language

Much of O’odham Dances is in the O’odham language, contributing to a 
growing body of Indigenous art in Native languages. As a linguist and 
figure of critical importance in global Native language resurgence, Zepeda 
has made invaluable contributions to the general field of American Indian 
Studies and specifically to Native language revitalization. Even before 
becoming a professor at the University of Arizona, Zepeda participated 
in projects to encourage language revitalization and literacy. One of the 
many projects she spearheaded was to encourage students of the O’odham 
language to write original stories, poems, and essays in their language. 
Many of these students were educators themselves and were teaching at 
bilingual schools. Zepeda’s original goal for writing and eventually pub-
lishing in the O’odham language was to help build an O’odham literature 
base in order to increase literacy: “As a language teacher, and having been 
a student of my own language, I saw how limited the literature was as far 
as anything that could be used in a classroom setting, for adult readers of 
O’odham especially.”9 Zepeda’s efforts to produce literature in O’odham 
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led to collections of student poetry and stories, sometimes collected infor-
mally, and in the case of Mat Hekid o Ju/When It Rains: Papago and Pima 
Poetry (1982) collected and published by the University of Arizona Press.

Zepeda is a lauded and highly recognized linguist whose work with 
the Tohono O’odham language has garnered many prestigious awards in-
cluding a MacArthur Fellowship in 1999. Her academic and creative works 
are published in numerous journals, books, and anthologies and her con-
tribution to the revitalization and publication of the O’odham language 
is significant. Her published creative works are also substantial. She has 
published several books of bilingual poetry, including Ocean Power: Poems 
from the Desert (1995), Jewed ‘I-hoi/Earth Movements: O’odham Poems 
(1997), and Where Clouds Are Formed (2008). Naturally, Zepeda is aware 
of the significance of creating work in the O’odham language:

It is language, of course, that orders, carries, and expresses [our] experi-
ence and…transmits it to future generations. But this implies more than 
simply language capacity or language as speech. The meanings, sym-
bolism, shared history, and experiences of a people within a landscape all 
reside within individual languages.10

Language revitalization, a critical component of Indigenous resur-
gence, is an important part of current Indigenous movements. As such, 
Zepeda’s bilingual poems contain significant amounts of untranslated 
O’odham. In her introduction to her premiere book of poetry, Ocean 
Power: Poems from the Desert, she says:

As for the pieces that are written in O’odham, for the moment I will 
simply say that O’odham is my first language. I feel confident in the 
language and so am able to create pieces solely in my first language…
The�O’odham pieces could be meant for the small but growing number 
of O’odham speakers who are becoming literate. Here, then, is a little bit 
of O’odham literature for them to read.11

However, despite her modest assertion that these poems are merely 
“a bit of O’odham literature for them to read,” her publication of these 
untranslated poems is a poignant political statement regarding the legiti-
macy and significance of the O’odham language—a statement that speaks 
to Indigenous resurgence and resistance to attempted Native language 
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eradication by settler colonial institutions, such as boarding schools which 
were designed to eliminate Indigenous languages and cultures.12 Zepeda’s 
poem film O’odham Dances does important work in its contribution to 
language resurgence while also emphasizing the importance of ceremony.

Zepeda was raised in an O’odham community in the Sonoran Desert. 
In this setting, Zepeda states, “our community organization replicated the 
traditional O’odham village community” and “even in the unlikely setting 
of cotton farms the traditional beliefs were held on to steadfastly. Many tra-
ditional practices were carried out in these communities.”13 Zepeda’s up-
bringing led to poems referencing these practices, such as ceremonies for 
“pulling down the clouds,” ceremonies to bring rain and “fix the earth.”14 
As a child, she heard about the ceremonies from her parents, and when 
she was older, she was able to participate. Observing O’odham oratory, 
she notes: “The O’odham have a great deal of oral tradition that speaks 
to the topic of rain. The oral tradition, whether it is in the form of song, 
oratory, speech, prayer, or story, can speak of the moisture and other mi-
nute instances of it in the most poetic way.”15 The inclusion of Indigenous 
language, in addition to the sounds and images in the poem film O’odham 
Dances, conveys the longevity of these important ceremonies and the lan-
guage in which it is grounded.

The “Vanishing Race” and Ethnographic Refusal

However, the poem film does not feature ceremony with visual specifi-
city and, as such, refuses to share sacred knowledge with the audience. 
This is a significant refusal which resists popular and historical depictions 
of Native Americans in film. Since the early days of cinema and Thomas 
Edison’s invention of the kinetoscope, Native American ceremonies have 
been captured on film. Edison’s vignettes, sometimes referred to as “actu-
alities,” included ethnographic short films of Native American ceremo-
nies including “Hopi Snake Dance” and “Sioux Ghost Dance,” and while 
these ceremonies were likely inaccurate, they were promoted as authentic 
and viewers believed they were seeing slices of real Native American life.16 
These films were part of a larger movement in both academia and the arts 
to capture the ceremonies of the exotic Other before they disappeared.17

The assimilation policy period, marked by both the passing of the 
Dawes Act in 1887 and the first off-reservation boarding school for Native 
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Americans in Carlisle, Pennsylvania in 1897, led many to believe that Native 
Americans were doomed to disappear. The United States goal to individu-
alize and detribalize Native Americans was backed by official US policy 
and forced assimilation placed special emphasis on eradicating Indigenous 
languages, with boarding schools forbidding the use of Native American 
language, along with customs, clothing, and spiritual practices, often 
inflicting harsh physical punishment for digressions.18 The boarding school 
era contributed to both the rapid decline of Indigenous languages and the 
belief that Native Americans were going to “vanish,” if not literally, then 
culturally, launching anthropological research on Native Americans and 
establishing careers for artists wishing to capture the vanishing race before 
their demise, the most famous of whom was Edward Curtis. In 1906 Curtis 
used moving pictures and photography to record ceremonies, events, and 
portraits of Native Americans. The opening photo for his multi-volume, 
decades-long photographic project The North American Indian (1907–1930) 
was titled “The Vanishing Race” and in Curtis’s words was meant to convey 
how “the Indians as a race, already shorn of their tribal strength and 
stripped of their primitive dress, are passing into the darkness of an un-
known future.”19 Curtis, revered for his work, captured the sentiment of the 
era, one that was also expressed in major motion pictures.

In 1925 Paramount Pictures released The Vanishing American, directed 
by George Seitz based on a novel by Zane Grey. This epic silent western 
was meant to be a sympathetic portrayal of Native Americans; however, 
the script was rewritten to include a prologue not included in the original 
material. The prologue shows the conquering of one people after another 
beginning with what appear to be cavemen and ending with Kit Carson 
taming the southwest. The setting for the remainder of the film is a fic-
tional reservation with a fictional tribe (clearly based on Navajo people) 
and ends with the tragic death of the hero and protagonist Nophaie. The 
prologue hints at this inevitability as “Nophaie and his people represent 
a noble but doomed race,” allowing the viewer to “feel deep sympathy 
but without responsibilities since the Indians are soon to be no more.”20 
This notion of a Vanishing Race/American has persisted into the present; 
however, Indigenous filmmakers, writers, poets, and artists are working 
to resist these destructive narratives, and instead highlight living, vibrant 
Indigenous people and their languages.21

Indigenous resurgence includes reclaiming and revitalizing Indigenous 
languages, and recently filmmakers have been foregrounding Indigenous 
language in their work. Hopi photographer and filmmaker Victor 
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Masayesva’s short film Hopiit (1981), and later Itam Hakim Hopiit: We, 
Someone, The Hopi (1984), are both films entirely in the Hopi language 
and feature contemporary Hopi communities and storytelling. Zacharias 
Kunuk’s breakthrough fiction feature film Atanarjuat: The Fast Runner 
(2001) made headlines and won awards as the first full-length feature film 
in the Inuit language. As more Indigenous filmmakers are creating work to 
be circulated both in theaters and online (though more frequently online), 
we are seeing a proliferation of films that feature Indigenous language, 
including the work of Amanda Strong, Missy Whiteman, Lisa Jackson, 
Johnathan Thunder, Sky Hopinka, and others.

As Native American filmmakers and artists actively resist the myth of 
the vanishing race, many also refuse to divulge sacred information in their 
art, thus refusing to participate in ethnographic spectacle. This collabo-
ration between Zepeda and VanBallenberghe is no exception. The poem 
film O’odham Dances resists the narrative of disappearing while also indi-
cating the living vitality of Indigenous people and ceremony. Yet, even 
as it refuses to share ceremonial knowledge with visual representation of 
O’odham dances, the film invites the viewer in to share the experiential 
affect of this significant ceremony. It does this through notable visual and 
audio cues throughout the film.

O’odham Dances

As the poem film begins, a close-up of prickly pear cactus fills the frame 
before transitioning to a hillside dotted with luminous Saguaro. The viewer 
is immersed in the sounds of the desert. Birds chirp and insects buzz as 
the camera eyes a wary tortoise before closely scanning teddy bear cholla 
and fading to black. The title card “O’odham Dances” appears on screen in 
tandem with the poet’s voice. As she recites the initial lyrics in O’odham, 
the viewer re-enters the desert landscape from a bird’s-eye view. They float 
back into the scene to a soundscape consisting of the poet’s voice and am-
bient wind until we hear the first note of a gourd rattle. Soon, the rhythmic 
shaking of the rattle is accompanied by a song in the O’odham language. 
Zepeda emulates a ceremonial leader through the refrain “oigo, oigo,” 
calling the audience to gather, as a ceremonial leader would call to their 
participants. The song remains in the background as the poet continues. 
Switching to English, she says, “it is time for the ritual.” The desert setting, 
song, ambient sounds, and poem lyrics make one feel as though they are 
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there, as though they are part of the event. The affect of this soundscape 
and the visual re-entry from a bird’s-eye view is one that invites the viewer 
to participate. As the scene fades from day to night the images mirror the 
language of the poem:

Throughout the night,
a night too short for such important work,
the people converge energies

As Zepeda switches to English interspersed with O’odham, she 
maintains a poetic ceremonial aesthetic that echoes concepts from an 
O’odham worldview, providing a glimpse of the meaning of the previously 
untranslated words. A hallmark of Zepeda’s poetry is her ability to manip-
ulate the English language to better reflect O’odham oratory. The poem 
is written and spoken with attention to cultural patterns from O’odham 
ceremonial traditions. The steady refrain of “Oigo oigo,” in addition to re-
petitive phrases throughout, emulates O’odham ceremonial texts. Zepeda 
states, “Linguistically, this piece has some O’odham phrases which I pulled 
from how traditional singers and ritual language handle calling people to-
gether around water.”22 In this way, Zepeda is able to speak to an O’odham 
ethic that insists on the importance of ceremony and ritual. In commenting 
on the importance of the rain ceremony to the O’odham, Zepeda states, 
“We believe that this ceremony and many others must be continued in 
order that everything be right. Should the ceremonies end, we believe that 
the world as we know it would not be the same.”23 Zepeda speaks poet-
ically to this concept in O’odham Dances and artistically expresses this 
ethic in an aesthetically pleasing way. In addition, Zepeda’s use of paral-
lelism mirrors the form and structure of ceremonial oratory:

They call upon the night.
They call upon the stars in the darkness.
They call upon the hot breezes.
They call upon the heat coming off the earth.
They implore all animals.

The ceremony is meant to invoke an event and ceremonial texts often 
include repetition as a way to build power. Importantly, they are also 
place-specific. “They” in the poem refers to the O’odham community, who 
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have for centuries lived in the Sonoran Desert reaching from the south-
western United States and across northern Mexico. This home has, natu-
rally, inspired many songs about rain. “The songs deal with the holiest of 
all things to the desert people, rain. To them rain is…life itself.”24 As the 
poem concludes, images of clouds gathering and a soundscape of heavy 
rain evoke monsoons familiar to those who live in the desert—the specific 
rains that are called for in the ceremony. The concluding soundscape of 
heavy rainfall implies the success of the ceremony:

From the dark dryness of the desert,
on that one night the call of the people is heard.
It is heard by the oceans, winds, and clouds.

The final audio creates a pulsing sound like ocean waves, alluding to 
Ocean Power: Poems from the Desert. This seemingly incongruent pairing 
of ocean and desert in the title is a reference to the salt pilgrimages his-
torically performed by O’odham men, who would travel by foot across the 
desert to the ocean to ask for rain. Again, this ceremony indicates a con-
sciousness of delicately balanced ecosystems, and recognizes that the wa-
ters of the world are intricately connected. Our actions in one place may 
affect what happens in another. In this way we are urged to consider our 
interconnectedness and interdependence on larger ecosystems beyond our 
own specific location. Despite being a very place-based poem set in the 
Sonoran Desert, both the ceremony and poem acknowledge the oceans 
along with “all the waters of the earth.”

The concluding images capture a morning sunrise as the poem ends. 
Halos gather around the prickly spines of cholla and other cacti as we hear 
footsteps and Zepeda walks into the light. She recites:

With the dawn we face the sunrise.
We face it with all our humility.
We are mere beings.

O’odham humility acknowledges that people are one small part of a 
greater ecosystem, one that must be carefully balanced. As Barker states, 
“It is not quaint when Indigenous people tell water stories or perform water 
ceremonies. Water represents that humans are not the preeminent life force 
in the universe.”25 O’odham Dances reminds us of our interconnectedness 
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and interdependence for survival. In “converging energies” through cere-
mony and calling humans and other-than-humans together, the ceremony 
conveys teachings around water.

However, community emphasis on ceremony does not imply a lack of 
political action on the part of the O’odham and other tribal nations who 
have fought to assert their water rights and sovereignty regarding those 
rights for decades. Indeed, the surge in Indigenous activism regarding 
water protection, from Idle No More to Standing Rock, prove that water 
teachings and knowledges work together with political action to assert 
Indigenous understandings and movements around water.26 This ac-
tivism is rooted in knowledge systems regarding care and kinship, and 
works toward strengthening self-determining nations. Resurgence media 
contributes to these efforts, and in their creative approach to collaborating 
on a film about “water in the West” Zepeda and VanBallenberghe bring a 
perspective both ancient and new to the conversation.
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Chapter 9

Intimidades de Shakespeare y Víctor Hugo: 
Discomfort at Elderly Women’s Intimacies

Lilia Adriana Pérez Limón

Media representations of old age have proven to be complicated in Mexico, 
and the issue has only become more urgent. A frequent undercurrent of 
the crime and horror genre throughout Mexican cinema is a general anx-
iety about aging women, and this subgenre reveals concerns that are spe-
cific to disability culture. The increased media emphasis on the possible 
dangers presented by aging and the easily corruptible elderly population 
betrays a discomfort with the increased isolation of Mexico’s older popu-
lation. This isolation is presented as being akin to criminality given that 
it opens the door for transgression of generational roles. In this chapter, 
I explore the presence of disability and criminality in the representation of 
intimacy in old age by situating the absence of proper aging in the work of 
Yulene Olaizola’s 2008 documentary, Intimidades de�Shakespeare y Víctor 
Hugo (Shakespeare and Victor Hugo’s Intimacies). This reading is heavily 
invested in questioning stereotypical representations of old age, arguing 
that current depictions in film and television contribute to harmful ableist 
attitudes, which in turn justify practices that reproduce the social and ma-
terial conditions for old age to be considered a pathological disability.

In the tradition of disability studies, gerontology, and cultural studies, 
Sally Chivers’s The Silvering Screen: Old Age and Disability in Cinema 
examines several films about aging, demonstrating how Hollywood re-
peatedly conflates representations of aging with representations of disa-
bility.1 Following Chivers in further problematizing some of the dominant 
trends in the representation of aging, Timothy Shary and Nancy McVittie’s 
Fade to Gray: Aging in American Cinema examines social attitudes toward 
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aging through an analysis of the social and political motivations for neg-
ative cinematic portrayals of the elderly.2 In line with Chivers, Shary, and 
McVittie, my analysis of Olaizola’s work shows how the documentary 
replicates the negative traits that categorize aging characters as pathologi-
cally disabled in media.

Intimidades de�Shakespeare y Víctor Hugo is a documentary about the 
tenants of a house located on the corner of Shakespeare and Víctor Hugo 
streets in Colonia Anzures in Mexico City. The film goes back twenty years 
to when Rosa Carbajal, the filmmaker’s grandmother and owner of the 
house, met Jorge Riosse, a young guest with whom she became very close. 
The man lived there for eight years, during which he always showed him-
self to be a talented and calm person. However, after Riosse’s abrupt death, 
unique details of his personality came to light, such as the fact that he oc-
casionally cross-dressed and went out at night without anyone knowing 
his whereabouts. Later, his name was linked to the murder of several sex 
workers in La Merced, a neighborhood in Mexico City. The journey the 
film takes through the labyrinths of memory garnered Olaizola significant 
acclaim.3

Emphasizing a thematic examination of the veracity of the story, the 
narrative is built around conversations with Rosa Carbajal, her house-
keeper Florencia Vega Moctezuma, a lodger who knew Riosse, and Rosa’s 

Figure 01.  Rosa Carbajal is remembering Jorge Riosse telling her he was 
twenty years old, but he was twenty-five and she was fifty-five years old.
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son and sister. From its very beginnings, socially committed filmmakers 
in the New Latin American Cinema movement embraced documentary 
approaches as a means of cultural exploration that allowed them to ex-
press a raw realism. The upsurge of Latin American documentary,4 in the 
context of Mexico, includes an increase in documentary festivals5 and a 
growth in alternative distribution channels with widespread digital tech-
nologies becoming more available.6 The relatively inexpensive types of 
documentary filmmaking made possible by portable media presented an 
advantage to documentary filmmakers for presenting urgent social, eco-
nomic, and political issues.

The Rise of Mexican Commercial Documentary

Documentaries of social representation are typically non-fiction, and 
they aim to give viewers a tangible representation of certain aspects of the 
world. According to the initial understanding of the documentary nar-
rative, the film has an ideological function, but its merits transpire in its 
artistry. Documentaries make the stuff of social reality visible and audible, 
according to the acts of editing, selection, and curation carried out by the 
filmmaker. Documentaries also convey truths according to the filmmaker, 
and the audience must assess their claims, assertions, and arguments in 
relation to the world as we know it and decide whether they are worthy of 
belief. Social documentaries offer us new views of our common world to 
explore and understand.7

Ignacio Sánchez Prado argues that the social documentary has long 
been the dominant form in Mexico even though they are often only 
seen by relatively small audiences. Sánchez Prado attributes the success 
of Mexican documentaries in the neoliberal market to their vague polit-
ical messages that appeal to a diverse audience.8 Within this framework, 
Olaizola’s 2008 documentary encompasses a narrative that is in concor-
dance with the state’s vision of older people and shows older women in 
the same depictions of old age that have worked historically. Following the 
example of non-subversive cinema, Intimidades de�Shakespeare y Víctor 
Hugo continues Mexican cinematic depictions of older women by either 
not including them at all or by grouping them in categories of older women 
in traditional roles (caregivers who are dependent and selfless) and by gen-
erally providing a negative image of older female characters, who are often 
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portrayed as unbearable mothers-in-law, mentally deteriorating, perverse, 
and/or deranged.

Alba Nidia Sánchez Baltazar’s study on postmodern cinema says that 
this type of cinema does not intend to show reality but also does not re-
construct it.9 Rather, postmodern cinema looks for new ways to explain 
reality; it relativizes it in partial truths according to the subjectivities of 
those who intervene and those who present themselves in the film. Sánchez 
Baltazar understands this as a crisis of representation where the possi-
bility of knowing reality or giving voice to others is brought into ques-
tion. Ultimately, this cinema foregrounds the need to contextualize the 
producer and the film. Connecting back Sánchez Prado’s logic to Mexican 
documentary films’ success in the neoliberal market, Sánchez Baltazar 
understands these documentary films as seeing reality from their own 
and individual positions, but with concerns that transcend the regional 
and come to be positioned as part of global cinema. This cinema is situ-
ated between the most independent and experimental trends and those 
aimed at mass commercial consumption. According to Sánchez Baltazar, 
more diverse films are proposed using realism as a narrative strategy, the 
use of subjectivity, and breaking with conventional structures. To this end, 
Lauro Zavala’s study on new Mexican documentary understands the un-
precedented distribution and exhibition as the result of the production of 
materials closer to formal experimentation and the exploration of equally 
undocumented themes, especially in relation to gender studies, migration, 
exile, and personal reflection.10

Understanding how Olaizola’s documentary represents the historical 
world by giving audible and visual shape to a perspective on Mexican 
society is key to understanding Olaizola’s grandmother. The topic of 
intimacy in old age being linked to pathology is normally a controver-
sial issue. If one considers the reception of the film, it becomes apparent 
that its art festival success directly had to do with its lack of a direct ap-
proach to aging intimacies. Rather, it centered on the prominent nar-
rative of a different elder–youth relationship in Mexican cinema, the 
filmmaker’s pursuit of resolution through an internal odyssey with her 
grandmother. The voice of the documentary conveys a sense of urgency 
to pathologize Jorge Riosse for the violence he committed against women 
combined with archival footage that shifts the attention away from the 
elderly grandmother’s intimacy. As Sánchez Prado puts it in his study, the 
documentary’s politics on aging might come off as ambiguous enough to 
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enjoy good art cinema distribution because they appeal to a diverse au-
dience. However, unlike En el hoyo (In the Pit, 2006), the film subject of 
Sánchez Prado’s study, this documentary participates in the art cinema 
circuit, although its subject matter does not directly critique the domi-
nant stance on Mexican aging intimacy, nor does it outwardly support 
any stance that condemns violence against women. This documentary 
achieved success not because of its social-political ambiguity but because 
of its alliance to normative cultural narratives on proper femininity and 
aging. Yet the topic of aging is not the main focus of the film, nor is the 
narrative of gender violence. The dominant culture proposes a conven-
tional way of understanding old age, but some directors, knowingly or 
not, propose alternative forms. Olaizola’s documentary does not. At first 
sight, the film generates a plurality of voices that counteract the dominant 
values proposed by media in Mexico, mostly from a young, masculine, 
able-bodied vision that does not accurately represent women or aging. 
However, in further analyzing this exploration of loneliness, longing, and 
intimacy in old age, I read her film as yet another contribution to the nor-
mative ideas of aging in Mexican media.

According to Bill Nichols, there are six principal modes of documen-
tary filmmaking: poetic, expository, observational, participatory, re-
flexive, and performative.11 Intimidades de�Shakespeare y Víctor Hugo falls 
under the participatory mode, as the interaction between the filmmaker 

Figure 02.  A picture of Jorge Riosse that Rosa Carbajal has in her home.
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and the subject, her grandmother, allows the filming to take place through 
interviews or other forms of conversation. Much of the documentary is 
coupled with archival footage examining the historical crimes of “the 
killer of the Merced.” The title Intimidades de�Shakespeare y Víctor Hugo 
suggests a personal approach, an investigative report on a family history.12 
Olaizola presents Riosse in a complex way, from various points of view. In 
doing so, the film moves away from the classic ways of representing crime 
stories through an expository mode and instead analyzes Riosse’s person-
ality from multiple angles in order to better shape a more informed image 
of the grandmother’s intimate friend.

As previously mentioned, the documentary does not attempt to offer 
a direct political reading of old age or give a critique of May–December 
romances. Instead, the documentary’s rhetoric falls under a supposed sub-
jective approach to contemporary Mexican reality by placing the camera 
in the domestic space, allowing for a personal and intimate view of the 
family. With references to official discourses on violence against women, 
it proposes the idea of authenticity. These domestic scenes are what make 
the documentary appear as a vital source of evidence about the world and 
its discourses on violence against women.

In that same vein, audiences saw Olaizola’s 2008 documentary as inter-
weaving between interactive and reflexive modes of narration. Her com-
mitted filmmaking approaches the documentary form as her primary tool 
in the search to discover and define the submerged, denied, and devalued 
realities of her grandmother, yet she always represents her as an old and 
fragile woman. She takes as a starting point the intimate structure of do-
mestic life. The documentary explores the mysterious history of Jorge 
Riosse, a lodger who resided at Rosa Elena Carbajal’s boarding house. The 
film is an early 1990s portrait of Rosa, who unashamedly gives her grand-
daughter and the viewer a tour of her home and of her past relationship 
with Riosse, the suspected “killer of the Merced,” a precarious neighbor-
hood in Mexico City. Interlaced with the mystery plot is a platonic love 
story. The documentary narrates the relationship Olaizola’s grandmother 
had with Jorge Riosse, a man who filled her life with art and love, but 
whom she also suspected of murdering a dozen sex workers.

Films such as Intimidades de� Shakespeare y Víctor Hugo demon-
strate that, as elderly people become more numerous and commonplace 
in twenty-first-century Mexican life, elderly characters in Mexican films 
often fall into recurring types: saintly grandparents, out-of-touch seniors, 
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and admirable pillars of the community. In contrast, Olaizola portrays her 
grandmother as infused with mystery and scandal and is always careful 
not to linger on the subject of her grandmother, instead shifting the focus 
toward Riosse’s criminal endeavors. Through interviews, the documen-
tary reveals her grandmother’s close relationship with the much younger 
Riosse, a man who lived a withdrawn life, shutting out a past he rarely 
spoke about.

The Mexican film industry and culture at large are deeply invested in 
repressing aging femininity and intimate romantic desires as dangerous 
or comical. Despite cultural myths around aging, the need for intimacy, 
excitement, and pleasure does not disappear in old age. The discom-
fort that elder intimacy provokes has been reflected in film and treated 
as a pathology for a long time. The puritanical ethos of Mexican culture 
imposes a moral innocence on intimate practices among the aging. The 
perception of romance or intimacy among the aged has been reflected in 
films that treat these otherwise healthy relationships with suspicion and 
apprehension. Despite this, some more recent Mexican documentaries 
have depicted elder relationships without the trappings of the pathology 
Intimidades de�Shakespeare y Víctor Hugo fails to escape.13

Dehumanization and objectification of elderly people sets the stage for 
many Hollywood cinematic representations: the comedic trope, the elder 
odyssey, the May–December romance genre device, the geriatric death 
trope, and generational conflict in which elderly people are hindrances, 
helpers, or recipients of care. Like the examples of commercial and critical 
success in Hollywood representations, Intimidades de�Shakespeare y Víctor 
Hugo uses the female aging trope to promote anxiety and discomfort of 
aging femininity as disturbingly disabled. The grandmother’s friendship 
with a younger man has ominous consequences for any transgressive 
desires.

Documentary’s Private Matters

The opening scene of Intimidades de�Shakespeare y Víctor Hugo features 
an exterior long shot of the Colonia Anzures, zooming into a bedroom 
window that a few seconds later we will find out is Rosa’s, and the zoom 
is accompanied by a male voice heard coming from an audio recording. 
The voice is reading part of the Manual de�Urbanidad y Buenas Maneras 
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(Manual of Urbanity and Good Manners) by Manuel Antonio Carreño 
(1834). The voice goes on speaking about the ways to be a good hostess:

Today, as yesterday, you have to observe a series of rules in order to be 
a kind, well-bred hostess. Thus, my friend, you must know how to sit at 
the table as this is a mirror that reflects good manners more than other 
settings. And never forget that eating vulgarly is a great insult to others. 
And eating in a hurry is bad for your health. One such mistake is to break 
up your bread and make little balls. But does that not deprive us of many 
satisfactions and true comfort which lies not in abandon, but in the enjoy-
ment of beauty and order?14

Once we cut inside Rosa’s bedroom, there is a change from this almost 
dreamlike scene to another in which an alarm clock announces the polit-
ical campaign of Patricia Mercado, candidate for the Alternativa party in 
Ciudad Juárez, a city known for its violence against women. Rosa wakes to 
the ominous reality of aggression against women. The allusion to Carreño’s 
manual refers to the gender norms expected of bourgeois Mexican women, 
and it is drastically cut and transitioned to the current state of gender vi-
olence. At first sight, the documentary seems to be about the violence 
against women inflicted by Jorge Riosse, “the killer of the Merced,” who 

Figure 03.  Rosa Carbajal is waking up listening to the news on the radio 
about the feminicides in Ciudad Juárez.



S
N
L

141

	 Intimidades de Shakespeare y Víctor Hugo	 141

murdered sex workers and was the filmmaker’s grandmother’s tenant and 
friend. The news audio heard at the beginning of the documentary also 
informs the viewer of the violence suffered by women in Mexico, helping 
appeal to diverse audiences that all seem to agree on the topic of gender 
violence. However, in keeping with the fragile wealthy woman’s story of 
cohabiting with evil, the documentary unintentionally uncovers an inti-
mate relationship and the presence of desire in senescence.

In recent Mexican documentary films, narratives of self-reflection 
and self-referential proposals have begun to take on value. One of the 
rationales is the incentive to face a certain theme and to capture it on film. 
Intimidades de�Shakespeare y Víctor Hugo offers a glimpse of a well-off, 
aging woman’s life, showing that it is tinged with loneliness. The represen-
tation of Rosa is relatively unique among those on the silver screen. Very 
few films focus on elderly characters, and even fewer center characters 
who live mundane upper-middle-class lives. As such, her portrayal is of 
keen interest in any effort to chart the relationship between criminality 
and old age on film. More typically, the placeholder for a main character is 
someone with a more fascinating life. That is, someone with an intriguing 
story to tell; however, the director gradually presents the intimate friend-
ship that developed between Rosa and Riosse via interviews where her 

Figure 04.  Rosa Carbajal and Flor, her domestic worker, remember how 
the rooms were arranged and the first time they met Jorge Riosse.
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grandmother narrates her personal stories about Riosse, arousing interest 
in the viewer.

The documentary focuses on the intimate spaces and quotidian life 
of the Colonia Anzures house, where Flor, the housekeeper, is shown 
cleaning and walking up and down the stairs filling in the gaps of the 
stories that Rosa shares, while catching on camera the familiar scenes that 
the director remembers from childhood. At that time, Jorge Riosse was a 
man in his early twenties who was a talented poet, a skilled painter, and 
a virtuoso guitarist and singer, as evidenced by cassette tapes recorded by 
Rosa and played off-screen while Rosa is in conversation with her grand-
daughter. The camera reveals his work around the house, and bit by bit 
this ingeniously constructed documentary also brings out Riosse’s darker 
side alongside Rosa’s own constructed pathology. The documentary offers 
the sensuous experience of sounds and images shown by the grandmother 
which move the viewer, activating feelings and emotions, such as the nos-
talgic desires experienced by Rosa, and they also tap into values and beliefs 
that reprimand her for feeling such things. Further, when invoking memo-
ries of Rosa’s dead brother, Flor and Olaizola are careful not to upset Rosa, 
equating her vulnerability with an old woman’s mental and emotional 
fragility.

Figure 05.  Rosa Carbajal listening to an old recording of Jorge Riosse 
singing.
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Told from the perspective of the director’s grandmother’s memories, 
Olaizola’s film draws on the images, objects, and confidences that Riosse 
left on his way through the house, combined with an investigative report 
of the times in which the story took place. This introspective look gives 
context to the intimate relationship that arose between the two. In Jorge 
Ayala Blanco’s analysis of the film, he argues that the geriatric represen-
tation of Rosa is replete with references to illness, given that cinema has 
idealized the association of old age with tragedy.15 Viewed through the lens 
of pathology, he describes Rosa as an accomplice to Riosse’s murderous 
scheme: “He was seen dressed as a woman walking through Reforma at the 
height of the Chapultepec cinema a few blocks from the guest house…the 
lady used to receive as nice trophies identification cards or passports of his 
eventual sentimental conquests, national and American ladies who appar-
ently occasionally flirted with him in his nocturnal wanderings.”16 Partly 
because of this tradition, the social perception of older women having inti-
mate relations with a younger man is charged with perversity. And a price 
must always be paid for breaking age boundaries. The elder character once 
again gives way to death; this time, however, tragedy befalls her younger 
male companion’s faith.

If there existed a portrayal of a malevolent older woman accomplice to 
the crimes against women enacted by a homophobic homosexual man, the 
filmmaker is sure to dispel with that representation of her grandmother. 
Instead, she presents her grandmother as isolated and vulnerable, subject 
to the whims of dangerous, unstable younger people. The documentary 
subtly draws a parallel between geriatric intimacy and criminality. The 
viewer is warned of the horrific consequences suffered by older women 
who continually refuse to obediently adhere to their prescribed social role. 
Senior intimacy, homosexuality, and serial killers all share a pathology 
when they resist social-cultural exigencies.

The success of this personal documentary is due to the fact that it 
couples its account of personal experience with larger social and histor-
ical ramifications but retains a local focus. The coupling of the personal 
and the social often serves to establish credibility; the mysterious past of 
Olaizola’s grandmother’s relationship with a younger alleged criminal and 
the concerned responses to and fear about her sexuality dominated her 
family. Olaizola starts from what she knows best—personal experience—
and extends outward into the social taboo of May–December relationships. 
Through the film’s voiceover narration, we come to understand that the 
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particular concern is not Riosse’s dangerousness but Rosa’s late-onset 
sexuality. The documentary teaches us that such moments of entrance 
into catastrophic loss typify Mexican culture’s construction of feminine 
aging. This, along with the dearth of other commercial cinema, may re-
sult in representations that draw more upon stereotypes or assumptions 
about old age than they do upon lived experiences. Furthermore, many 
representations of old age are located in female characters and are for-
mally structured so as to marginalize and isolate them from their social 
surroundings. Rosa’s assumed sexual pathology inevitably leads to social 
marginalization. It is promising, however, that Mexican documentarians 
have begun to include more representations of elderly people in their films, 
but the quality of those depictions deserves further scrutiny from elder 
audiences.

Despite the work of many documentary filmmakers, there are still 
many limitations to how gerontological cinema is approached. Cinema has 
for a long time sought the complicity of younger audiences and has almost 
forgotten the existence of other potential, older audiences. Undoubtedly, 
there are many areas that are still left to explore to better represent senior 
intimacy in documentary films. Certainly, cinema can provide benefits 
when it tells stories about elderly characters that are not marked by prej-
udice by offering diverse reflections on aging. The work of this chapter 
has been part of an endeavor to think about filmic characteristics of old 
age, desire, and intimacy and how these qualities are negatively activated 
in relation to our ideas of disability. I have sought to re-imagine inter-
generational relationships and gerontological desires that are associated 
with pathology. This chapter has been concerned with challenging the cul-
tural scripts that can dictate the models of normativity. Patterns of anxiety 
relating to old age have consistently haunted film. It is in thinking through 
the kinds of unsettling feelings that aging characters provoke that leads us 
to imagine other forms of understanding old age and relationships that are 
not a pathology.
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Chapter 10

PeaceMaker: Simulating Settler-
Colonialism and Subaltern Gaming

Meryem Kamil

Congratulations! You and your Palestinian counterpart have 
won the PeaceMaker Medal for achieving a two-state solution. 
Jerusalem now serves as the capital of the two countries. Joint 
Palestinian and Israeli security forces are working together to 
implement the peace settlement. You are a true PeaceMaker! 
(PeaceMaker: Israeli Palestinian Conflict)

In 2005, two graduate students at Carnegie Mellon developed 
PeaceMaker: Israeli Palestinian Conflict as part of a portfolio of games that 
“promote deeper engagement with current events around the world” and 
“change the way people consume information and understand the world 
around them.”1 The discourse around ImpactGames, the company estab-
lished by the two, explicitly endorses a blurring of game and simulation. 
“Imagine fantasy sports meets the evening news,” reads the description 
of another ImpactGames project.2 ImpactGames draws players into game 
worlds that are modeled from events and political structures but feature 
fictionalized scenarios.

PeaceMaker simulates the Israeli–Palestinian conflict and the un-
even nature of sociopolitical relations. For example, its gameplay presents 
limitations on Palestinian agency through minimal turn options and au-
tomatically canceled player choices.3 Despite this acknowledgment of 
asymmetricality, the game aesthetics and narrative fall short of contex-
tualizing Israel as a settler-colonial state. In fact, the game often echoes 
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colonial discourse on Palestinian violence and primitivity. As a result, the 
gameplay and narrative of PeaceMaker are at odds with one another.

Despite the internal incongruity of the game, PeaceMaker can be 
approached through “subaltern gaming” or “playing from below” to exper-
iment with alternate political possibilities for Palestinians. I propose the 
concept of subaltern gaming as an orientation to gameplay that destabilizes 
common rules and goals of gaming. Subaltern gaming is an inflection of 
the concept of queer gaming, defined by Bo Ruberg as “a transformative 
practice that remakes games.”4 Queer gaming allows gamers to use play 
as a practice of resistance and, in doing so, allows for players to propose 
alternative orientations toward power. Queer play emphasizes pleasure 
in losing, the joy of boredom, and the freedom of transgressive gaming. 
Gaming from below operates in a similar orientation; rather than winning 
or beating a game, the player’s discovery of rules and game mechanics is 
the primary aim for subaltern gaming.

Subaltern gaming draws from postcolonial studies’ concept of the sub-
altern, a class of people subjected to power. The subaltern refers to those 
on the margins, those with limited power due to race, class, geography, 
sexuality, or any other identifier that is used to demarcate the ideal citizen 
from the Others.5 Like postcolonial subaltern studies, subaltern gaming 
centers questions of authority, agency, and subjects’ capacity for resisting 
systems of power. Subaltern gaming imagines and has the capacity to aid in 
producing alternative matrices of control and freedom. Subaltern gaming 
prevents us from accepting unequal systems and dynamics as the only 
possibility.

Central to subaltern gaming is the blurring of game and simulation, 
of game worlds and sociopolitical systems. Either through design or play, 
the game functions as a porous experiential space. Scholars like Espen 
Aarseth and Patrick Crogan argue the essence of computing is simulation, 
citing the historical development of computers as simulation systems for 
military training.6 Indeed, simulations and games share many character-
istics. Games are rule-based systems of play with quantifiable results and 
elements of indeterminacy. In other words, games are activities made pos-
sible by rules. Likewise, simulations are environments of experimentation. 
They model more complex systems and allow users to tinker with rules 
and behaviors. A flight simulator, for example, models the controls of a 
plane and allows the user to learn a flight system’s behaviors. A flight sim-
ulator is not a plane, and only replicates parts of the experience of flight. 
Simulations are tools for understanding a larger system. Key to simulation 
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are the possibility of contesting rules and finding unexpected behaviors 
in a dynamic system. Simulation experimentation and gameplay both 
refer to limited freedom of action within spatial and experiential bound-
aries. Unlike with physical games that come with rulebooks, digital games 
prompt users to discover rules during play. The behaviors of a system are 
more often discovered rather than clearly delineated. In this regard, all 
digital games are simulations.

This essay makes the following claims: one, PeaceMaker blurs the 
distinctions between fiction and history. This slippage between game and 
reality is enacted through PeaceMaker’s narrative, game mechanics, and 
goals. In particular, the game situates players as arbiters of peace in a geog-
raphy characterized by violence, a narrative that elides the role of settler-
colonialism and naturalizes violence. Two, PeaceMaker limits player 
control and occludes game rules to simulate the effects of unequal rela-
tions between Palestinians and Israel. Asymmetry of power is conveyed 
through different turn options for each player-character. Additionally, 
PeaceMaker cancels many player choices, destabilizing in-game causality 
and prompting the player to focus on discovering system behaviors. Game 
rules are briefly apparent to the user when actions do not yield expected 
results. This breakdown of control within a game makes apparent both 
the logics of gameplay and the logics of settler-colonialism. Three, a sub-
altern orientation toward PeaceMaker allows the player to imagine both 
alternative gameplay and an alternative Palestinian future. Subaltern 
gaming allows users to tinker in an interactive, immersive environment 
that can facilitate anticolonial future-building. Put simply, games can act 
as blueprints for change to be enacted upon real-world systems.

Method

Close reading, close play, and visual analysis are methods used in this 
chapter to critically examine video games. The term “play” features across 
fields including performance studies, cinema studies, and digital studies. 
Edmond Chang explains how to critically engage with video games using 
play as a method:

Close playing, like close reading, requires careful and critical attention to 
how the game is played (or not played), to what kind of game it is, to what 
the game looks like or sounds like, to what the game world is like, to what 
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choices are offered (or not offered) to the player, to what the goals of the 
game are, to how the game interacts with and addresses the player, to how 
the game fits into the real world, and so on…Close playing reveals the 
ways these elements, these spaces are also connected and dependent on 
the logics, narratives, and histories of the real world.7

An attention to game-world logics and play is what differentiates analysis 
of games from reading of film or video. Alexander Galloway explains that 
reading in-game action as a text subject to interpretation is central to game 
analysis: “Play is a symbolic action for larger issues in culture. It is the ex-
pression of structure…It is an aesthetic, enacted vehicle for a ‘powerful 
rendering of life.’ ”8 Therefore, the arguments presented in this essay rely 
on analyses of visual styles, genre, and player choice.

Game Mechanics: Portraying Uneven Power Dynamics and 
Foreclosing Alternative Possibilities

At the start of PeaceMaker, players choose between acting as the Israeli 
prime minister or a leadership role in the Palestinian Authority. Gameplay 
consists of choosing from three sets of turn options from a drop-down 
menu: political, security, and construction. Each of these categories 
contains various actions, depending on which role the player has chosen. 
Actions include giving speeches, closing borders, increasing military pres-
ence, asking for aid, and negotiating with other parties.

Playing as either the Palestinian or Israeli leadership allows for dif-
ferent types of actions to be taken. For much of the Palestinian play, 
actions are automatically canceled by the game. For example, if the player 
requests monetary aid from Jordan or Egypt, the nations’ leaders explain 
they would invest “in the future” and the request is denied. Any declara-
tion of an independent Palestinian state is canceled by the game. As the 
Israeli character, the player is offered a much wider range of actions that 
have immediate results. The leader can withdraw military forces, offer aid 
to Palestinians, free prisoners, build more settlements, and deploy troops.

PeaceMaker translates the uneven power of Palestine and Israel in its 
game mechanics. Palestinian sovereignty is continually eroded through 
(1) Israeli practices of apartheid in the differential treatment of Jewish and 
Arab citizens of Israel;9 (2) Israeli settlement of Palestinian territories10 and 
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the construction of the Separation Wall that snakes through Palestinian 
towns in the West Bank;11 and (3) the siege and blockade of the Gaza Strip, 
commonly referred to as the world’s largest open-air prison.12 PeaceMaker 
disadvantages the Palestinian character in ways that reflect some of the 
limited sovereignty of Palestinians outside the game world. Thus, the 
game illustrates inequality’s systemic nature, how established processes 
for peace, justice, and diplomacy inhibit Palestinian agency.

At the same time, positioning Palestinian and Israeli leadership as 
opposite equivalents obscures the colonial relationship between indige-
nous Palestinians and the settler state of Israel. The game occludes the 
split in Palestinian politics symptomatic of the partitioning of Gaza from 
the West Bank, and makes little mention of Palestinian citizens of Israel. 
The choice of player-character casts the conflict as one with comparable 
sides rather than the inherent unevenness of a struggle between settler 
and native. Additionally, the option to play as either Israeli or Palestinian 

Image 01.  When acting as the Palestinian leader, several actions are un-
available to the player. Here, the Palestinian leader is prevented from pla-
cing any restrictions on access to Holy Sites in Jerusalem.
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political leadership imagines that significant change can only be caused 
by governing bodies. Such an understanding of geopolitics obscures the 
diversity of viewpoints in either population or the capacity of grassroots 
organizing for instilling change.

In PeaceMaker, each action taken by the player-character corresponds 
with game points, or “approval ratings” from various groups and factions 
including settler councils, opposing political parties, and doctors in Gaza. 
The game ends in failure if approval ratings fall low enough for the game 
to trigger loss of power for the player-character. The game is beaten once 
approval ratings from both Palestinian and Israeli publics reach one hun-
dred points. Full approval rating triggers the creation of two states and the 
end of the game.

PeaceMaker endorses one of the two solutions that political analyses 
of the Palestine–Israel conflict propose: a two-state solution rather than 
a one-state solution.13 A one-state solution would result in the creation 
of a multi-ethnic state that is not defined by religion, and would require 
economic and social integration of all populations. A two-state solution 
would establish a separate Palestinian state on some iteration of borders 
established since the creation of Israel in 1948.

The two-state solution takes the continuity of an Israeli settler-state 
as a given, and works within the parameters of European colonialism. 
During British rule over Palestine after the fall of the Ottoman Empire, 
several contradictory agreements were made to divide up the land be-
tween the Arab population and an influx of mostly European Jewish set-
tlement, including the Sykes–Picot Agreement, the Hussein–McMahon 
Correspondence, and the Balfour Declaration.14 In 1948, the United 
Nations adopted Resolution 181, which established Jewish and Arab states 
in the formerly British-occupied region.15 The creation of Israel resulted in 
the ethnic cleansing of Palestine, known as the Nakba or “catastrophe.”16 
In 1949, the Green Line re-wrote the borders proposed in Resolution 181 
to expand Israel over 78% of historic Palestine.17 These borders shifted in 
1967 following the Six-Day War and according to the Oslo Accords bro-
kered in the 1990s.18 Regardless of which borders are imagined to contain 
future Palestinian and Israeli states, proponents of the two-state solution—
including ImpactGames—elide the feasibility of accountability for the vio-
lence of settler-colonialism. The game’s investment in a two-state solution 
dismisses any possible outcome that prioritizes repatriation of Palestinian 
land and life, instead treating the settler and indigenous claims as equal.19
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Game Aesthetics: Visualizing Settler-Colonial Narratives 
about Palestine

In casting Israeli and Palestinian concerns about land, sovereignty, and 
agency as equal, the game reflects real-world anti-Palestinian discourses 
on modernity and violence that serve as justification for settler-colonial 
practices. For example, the map featured in the game’s root menu depicts 
Israeli cities like Tel Aviv, Netanya, and Haifa with skyscrapers and sleek 
buildings. In contrast, Palestinian towns are identified by their English 
names and illustrated with stone buildings. The game’s visual cues re-
flect discourse of European settlement of the Middle East as modernizing 
missions. In fact, forty years before becoming Israel’s first prime min-
ister, David Ben-Gurion penned an essay in 1915 that proclaimed, “The 
[Palestinian] land is waiting for a cultural, industrious people,” arguing 

Image 02.  The basemap for PeaceMaker depicts the Green Line and 
portions of the Separation Wall, and juxtaposes the high-rises of Israeli 
centers like Tel Aviv with Palestinian villages. Further, Israeli settlements 
are shown as temporary sites with portable buildings, a stark contrast to 
the sprawling hill-top enclaves settlements tend to be.
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that settlers could “introduce to the land improved tools, updated agri-
cultural methods and develop the land’s drainage and transportation sys-
tems.”20 Similarly, PeaceMaker’s imagined geography reifies settler-colonial 
conceptions of the land, that Israel is a modern state and Palestinians are 
pre-civilization.

Furthermore, West Bank towns are presented alongside settlements that 
are signified through temporary, portable buildings that are dwarfed by 
the stone buildings. The images used in PeaceMaker imply that settlements 
are small outposts at the mercy of Palestinian towns. However, currently 
over 200 Israeli settlements house upwards of 700,000 Israelis in the oc-
cupied Palestinian Territories.21 In 2005, when PeaceMaker was released, 
the settler population hovered around 275,000.22 PeaceMaker’s illustration 
of settlements reflects ideological choices made by game developers that 
elide the extent of Israeli settlement. Further, spatial representation fails 
to depict settler violence, including the re-routing of natural resources to 
sustain these settlements.23 Maps are subjective representations of geog-
raphy. PeaceMaker’s map uses imagery that reflects beliefs about Israeli 
modernity and minimizes the impact of settler-colonialism. In doing so, 
the gameworld casts the two-state solution the player-character works to-
ward as the only option for peace.

Game Narrative: Decontextualizing Sociopolitics and 
Blurring Fact with Fiction

Additionally, the in-game narrative presents violence as intrinsic to the 
land and to Palestinian people. Upon launching the game, the player views 
a montage of grainy videos of approaching tanks, ships on fire, planes ex-
ploding, soldiers marching, and men in keffiyehs with dates superimposed 
over the images. A few images were identifiable as clips from major 
events regarding Palestine and Israel, including footage of the Munich 
Olympiastadion and the 1969 plane hijacking by the Popular Front for the 
Liberation of Palestine. The game player is drawn into this mostly gray-
scale world of seemingly random, continuous violence. A news ticker 
displays headlines:

Police criticized over prison policy…President cooperates with militants…
Gaza approaches independence…Government supports peace plan…
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Security measures doing their job…Palestinians compatriots aid delayed…
Report shows UN concern for Palestinians… Israeli prime ministers sup-
port slipping…Israel imposes curfew…Militant killed during raid

The montage and news ticker create a narrative to introduce the player 
into the game world. The player is positioned as a peacemaker, the sole 
person capable of ending the senseless violence. Appropriately, we can con-
sider PeaceMaker as a “god game,” a genre of video games that positions the 
player as leader in control of the game world. PeaceMaker decontextualizes 
Palestinian resistance from historical conditions of settler-colonialism in 
order to center the player as a key figure in bringing peace to a war-torn 
region.

PeaceMaker includes a timeline that presents players with context 
for this violence. It is not clear whether this timeline portrays fictional-
ized events or not. For example, the period of 1920–1948 is described as 
when “the British rule [sic] Palestine based on a mandate from the United 
Nations. Arabs and Jews in Palestine are in constant conflict. Each side 
wants its own state.” However, the United Nations, the international 
body that facilitated the Partition Plan, was not established until 1945. 
Furthermore, prior to 1948 some resistance was directed at British rule, as 
in the Great Palestinian Revolt.24 The events summarized on the timeline 
serve the game’s narrative that the two-state solution is the only tenable 
option to ease Palestinian and Israeli tension. The start of a new game is 
displayed as the next date on the timeline, linking the game’s political nar-
rative with the user’s play.

In-game alerts also provide a narrative of ahistorical, decontextualized 
events. Play is interrupted occasionally by notifications of settler protests, 
Palestinian suicide bombings, and anti-government rallies that then af-
fect the polling numbers. In particular, the suicide bombing alert is ahis-
torical, considering Hamas denounced suicide bombings following the 
Second Intifada in the early 2000s. Another alert reported that eighteen 
Palestinians were killed and forty wounded by tank fire. When I searched 
for these statistics, I could not find anything that matched those specific 
numbers. These semi-real stories are accompanied by images of wailing 
Palestinian women. Though the developers claim that events within the 
game are “based on real events,” this statement acts as both a disclaimer 
and a deliberate blurring of the game narrative against real events. The sta-
tistics, images, and alerts in PeaceMaker seem real because of the aesthetics 
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used in the game. Grainy footage and arbitrary statistics provide an aura of 
realism within the game world.

The ripped-from-the-headlines places and events referenced in 
PeaceMaker are meant to influence player perspectives on sociopolit-
ical events. In a quantitative analysis of Jewish, Palestinian, Turkish, and 
American undergraduate focus groups playing PeaceMaker, Ronit Kampf 
and Nathan Stolero found that Turkish and American players felt they 
gained knowledge regarding the conflict after playing the game, acquiring 
“a more neutral perspective” of the geopolitics of Palestine.25 While 
PeaceMaker is marketed as an educational game, it functions along the 
same lines as misinformation by presenting game narratives as histor-
ical fact.

By blurring game narrative with sociopolitics, PeaceMaker forecloses 
alternative forms of engagement with the settler structures it simulates. 
Within game studies, scholars argue whether games are ideological or me-
chanical. For example, a game about looting does not teach players how to 
steal cars, but how to beat a game. The narrative is not central to a game. 
Instead, it serves as a backdrop to interpellate players, to draw them into 
the game world. Similarly, I do not claim that PeaceMaker play translates 
to political action outside the game world. However, because developers 
position PeaceMaker as a pedagogical tool, I take seriously the ways this 
game trains players to think about Israeli settler-colonialism in particular 
ways. PeaceMaker presents players with limited options for Palestinian 
and Israeli futures. Sovereignty is based on normalizing tactics that posi-
tion Palestinians and Israelis as equal parties, both to blame for decades 
of violence. In-game actions are possible through the lens of diplomacy, 
from building infrastructure to delivering speeches. As Nick Irving posits, 
simulation games risk “narrowing the political imaginaries of players.”26 
By presenting two incompatible populations that need to be guided by 
the player toward peace, PeaceMaker makes invisible the tangible ways 
Palestinians and their Israeli allies continually resist Israeli occupation.

In addition, we can read the possible outcomes of the game as reinfor-
cing Israeli narratives of what conflict and peace look like. The player is 
only successful once a two-state resolution is achieved. The two-state so-
lution proposes separate Palestinian and Israeli nations. As critics have 
noted, the two-state solution runs up against similar issues as the histories 
of segregation and Native American removal in the United States: separate 
is unequal, the ghettoization of Palestinians furthers indigenous removal 
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and erasure, and asymmetrical power relations would persist because one 
nation has historically benefited from exploitation of natural resources 
while the other has not.27

Failure to win the game also triggers actions within PeaceMaker that 
reflect settler-colonial imaginaries. For the Israeli player-character, failure 
to achieve the two-state solution results in impeachment, a peaceful polit-
ical removal of the leader. For the Palestinian player-character, however, 
failure to achieve the two-state solution results in insurrection. The game 
calls this insurgency Intifada, a reference to two periods of both violent 
and non-violent resistance in the late 1980s and early 2000s.28 Despite sev-
eral certified Palestinian elections across the West Bank and Gaza, po-
litical upheaval from Palestinians is imagined as inherently violent in 
PeaceMaker.

Game Alternatives: Subaltern Gaming and Possible Futures

Despite PeaceMaker being billed as an avenue for understanding a real-
world conflict, the game’s narrative reflects and endorses political ideolo-
gies more consistent with settler-colonial narratives. Players are positioned 
as pro-peace only if they accept settler-colonial myths that Palestinians are 
inherently violent (as seen in game narratives of violence), that Palestinians 
are premodern (as depicted through contrasting buildings on the game 
map), and that the problem of Palestine is that of incurable hatred rather 
than a history of settler-colonialism and asymmetric power relations (as 
conveyed through advocating of the two-state solution).

However, just as Ruberg explains that all games can be queered 
through play, I posit that PeaceMaker can be experienced through subal-
tern gaming, an alternative orientation that aims to destabilize the logics 
of gameplay. I enjoyed acting as the Israeli player-character and making 
decisions that benefited Palestinians. Though the game penalizes par-
tisan play through the public opinion polls, I leveraged my position as 
prime minister to withdraw troops and settlements from Palestinian 
lands. Despite my plummeting approval ratings, I unconditionally funded 
Palestinian education, provided reconstruction aid, and increased work 
permits. However, my power as Israeli prime minister was sometimes 
thwarted by the legislature that prevented the dismantling of the Security 
Wall or stalled any initiative related to refugee return or compensation.



S
N
L
156

156�� �¦�ž�•�¢�š �­�«�š�¯�ž�¥�¬

Inevitably, my player-character faced impeachment and I failed 
to beat PeaceMaker. However, my gameplay choices raised important 
questions: What other avenues for peace are there for Palestinians out-
side of the diplomatic processes presented in the game? How can possible 
ranges of action be opened up so that the player is not forced to consider 
their own political power as the primary metric for success? What does 
productive, generous play look like, and can that be translated to political 
action outside the game? By framing peace as the only way to guarantee 
the longevity of Israeli and Palestinian societies, and understanding the 
two-state solution as the only way toward that peace, PeaceMaker models 
only one possible orientation toward settler-colonialism.

Games are bounded spaces where players are invited to intervene 
and thus re-shape the game world. As a game that features the conflict 
in Palestine, PeaceMaker’s game world serves as a micro-representation 
of sociopolitical relations. PeaceMaker leverages game narrative and me-
chanics to model forms of Palestinian sovereignty, or lack thereof. The 
limitations placed on players create an emotional, affective link between 
the represented characters and the users, punctuated by feelings of frustra-
tion directed at game mechanics and, by extension, settler-colonial logics.

Unlike with other virtual environments, the game world prompts the 
player to actively test the parameters established by the game developers. 
This experimentation impacts the game results. Games are a vehicle for 
experimenting with rules and control. Indeed, game studies scholars de-
fine games as activities made possible by rules, or rule-based systems of 
play. Play, freedom of movement or action, can only exist within spatial 
and experiential boundaries and controls. The rules of play outline the 
conditions of possibility for action. However, the game worlds are not 
one-to-one translations of “the real,” even as they portray historical events. 
Rather than take games as complete representations of political systems, 
we can instead see the affordances of creating game worlds to imagine 
and troubleshoot alternative formulations of sovereignty and agency. 
Therefore, games that disrupt player expectations of cause and effect, of 
player agency, gesture to a formulation of settler colonialism not as an in-
evitable and impermeable process, but as a set of logics and rules that can 
be modified or subverted. This orientation toward gameplay is what this 
chapter formulates as gaming from below, or subaltern gaming.
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Chapter 11

Heritage Minutes: A Decolonial 
Feminist Reading of Peacemaker

Anna Shah Hoque

Misrepresentation in mainstream North American media distorts our 
understanding of Indigeneity, perpetuating discursive harms that ex-
tend to the dislocation of Indigenous contributions in film, cinema, and 
visual archival spaces.1 Representations of Indigeneity often lean on visual 
conventions imbued with negative stereotypes and deficit-based logic. 
As Eve Tuck2 explains, a deficit-based lens shapes an understanding of 
Indigeneity through a pathologizing or victimizing narrative, marginal-
izing or excluding Indigenous ways of knowing and being. This seldom 
allows for a nuanced, complex representation of Indigenous peoples in set-
tler national mediascapes. When I employ the language of settler or set-
tler colonial nationalism, I am referring to Canada’s unequivocal claim 
through nationalism of naturalizing white settlers’ claims to Indigenous 
lands. This process of settler occupation has involved self-appointing 
themselves as administrators through the language of the Crown and 
God, thereby usurping Indigenous sovereignties.3 Dominant forms of 
media have employed harmful discursive and visual cues to legitimize 
settler claims, suppressing a meaningful engagement with Indigenous 
perspectives.4 Stereotypes and homogenized narratives are weaponized 
to craft simplistic portrayals of Indigenous peoples aligning with settler 
understandings of Indigeneity.

Recognizing the prevalent framing practices inherent in predomi-
nant depictions of Indigeneity, in this chapter I analyze Peacemaker, the 
inaugural Indigenous-themed Heritage Minutes released on June� 28, 
1992, through a decolonial feminist framework (see Figure 1). I argue 
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that Peacemaker, as an Indigenous-led and place-based visual storytelling 
media text, is a pivotal catalyst for cultivating a decolonial approach to 
the archival potential within the Heritage Minutes project. My analysis 
aims to strategically intervene by challenging the entrenched perception 
of the Heritage Minutes as a cultural artifact solely tethered to a monolithic 
“Canadian” identity.

What happens when a Kanien’kehá:ka (Mohawk) filmmaker works 
with a settler colonial cultural institution to share a story of Indigenous 
governance and intergenerational storying, emphasizing the richness 
at the “peripheries”? How does this shift the audiences’ attention to 
witnessing alternate expressions of Indigenous nationhood and history? 
This chapter draws on a visual analysis of Peacemaker and a video inter-
view via Skype with Kanien’kehá:ka filmmaker, writer, and co-producer 
T’hohahoken Michael Doxtater, to explore how Doxtater uses Heritage 
Minutes to convey an Indigenous-centric narrative about nation-making 
through humor and subversion.

While significant scholarship has looked at representations of 
Indigeneity and resistance to colonial narratives, much of the critiques 

Figure 01.  Closing visual of Peacemaker, the inaugural Indigenous-themed 
Heritage Minutes released on June�28, 1992. Courtesy of Historica Canada.
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raised address cultural industries in the “United States,”5 inadvertently 
overlooking the contributions of Indigenous cultural producers in set-
tler colonial Canada. I bring attention to Peacemaker as a short film that 
embodies Indigenous acts of insurgency, broadening the scope of Heritage 
Minutes beyond its traditional confines within a “Canadian” archive. This 
approach redirects the viewer’s focus to what I call the “peripheries of the 
archives.” In other words, I propose that these “peripheries,” influenced 
by Indigenous interventions in Heritage Minutes, prompt a reorienta-
tion toward an alternate epicenter. This shift deliberately embraces the 
margins of dominant cultural spaces, emphasizing alterations to media 
texts by Indigenous filmmakers and creatives who operate at these edges—
engaging in reinterpretations and new forms of relationalities. This space 
of the “peripheries” fundamentally serves as a locus of critique and recep-
tion to foster decolonial perspectives.

Jolene Rickard uses the term visual sovereignty to address the impor-
tance of Indigenous visual traditions that play a part in more significant 
conversations about Indigenous sovereignty.6 The familiar and recogniz-
able aesthetics and platform of Heritage Minutes offer a chance to exercise 
what Michelle Raheja suggests is “…a way of reimaging Native-centered 
articulations of self-representation and autonomy that engage the pow-
erful ideologies of mass media but do not rely solely on the texts and 
contexts of Western jurisprudence.”7 Indigenous and decolonial schol-
arship recognizes Indigenous storytelling and visual arts as crucial in 
interrupting colonial and settler colonial representations of Indigenous 
identities to encourage complex modalities of remembering, re-imagining, 
and refuting.8 Jarrett Martineau and Eric Ritskes explain that “…despite 
sustained attempts at its eradication; [I]‌ndigeneity is the presence of resist-
ance and disruption, an existence in resistance to settler colonial genocidal 
replacement…represencing helps Indigenous peoples ‘make sense’ of the 
chaos imposed by ongoing settler colonialism…‘speak back’ to create new 
ways of knowing/being/doing outside of settler logic.”9

In the following sections, I (1) introduce Historica Canada and Heritage 
Minutes, (2) explore scholarly works concerning Heritage Minutes, (3) pro-
pose turning to visual sovereignty within a desire-based framework, and 
(4) offer a decolonial feminist analysis of Doxtater’s Peacemaker, with a 
subtle nod to an alternate epicenter. My intention is not to produce a grand 
theory between film and decolonization but to reflect on this one-minute 
short film as a portal to highlight a broader understanding of the decolonial 
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efforts of Indigenous media practitioners who continue to generate a vis-
ible Indigenous presence in “Canadian” mainstream media. A decolonial 
feminist analysis of Peacemaker reflects on its covert hijacking of a settler 
media text and situates its critical intervention in conjunction with the 
timing of its release in 1992. Margaret Kovach explains, “the purpose of 
decolonization is to create space in everyday life, research, academia and 
society for an Indigenous perspective without it being neglected, shunted 
aside, mocked or dismissed.”10 I suggest that Indigenous creatives defy set-
tler colonial logics through visual storytelling. In Peacemaker, Doxtater 
reclaims and reinterprets a Canadian cultural text, persuading viewers to 
see it through a decolonial lens11 as an Indigenous media text rather than 
solely a “Canadian” one.

In the Backdrop of Settler Nation-Making

The sophistication of settler colonialism lies in its ability to place 
Indigeneity out of context, in both time and space and in the backdrop 
of legitimizing settler colonial claims to both. As Maile Arvin, Eve Tuck, 
and Angie Morrill explain, “Settler colonialism is a persistent social and 
political formation in which newcomers/colonizers/settlers come to a 
place, claim it as their own, and do whatever it takes to disappear the 
Indigenous peoples that are there.”12 In other words, settler colonialism 
neutralizes and masks everyday violence, political, legal, visceral, ad-
ministrative, systemic, and discursive, by usurping Indigenous claims 
to territory and normalizing settler occupation. Settler coloniality 
weaponizes nationalism, coupling it with white supremacist ideologies 
to naturalize non-Indigenous claims of Indigenous territories. Political 
and religious doctrines, like the Doctrine of Discovery and terra nullius, 
have been employed to legitimize claims to Indigenous territories in the 
United States and Canada. Additionally, colonial and settler colonial 
visual and literary traditions have been instrumental in shaping main-
stream narratives that normalize the act of occupation while devaluing 
Indigenous cosmologies, knowledge systems, governance structures, 
and histories.

Colonial tropes and negative stereotypes of Indigenous peoples in dom-
inant cultural productions have conveyed the impression that Indigenous 
peoples are not an active part of media and cinematic history. These 
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colonial tropes have morphed and mutated to encompass a persistent dehu-
manizing and damaging framing of Indigeneity.13 Visual scholars Michelle 
Raheja, Wendy Gay Pearson, and Susan Knabe explored the complex realm 
of Indigenous participants in settler media, navigating spaces often laden 
with misconceptions and stereotypes.14 They illustrated how Indigenous 
actors used these platforms to challenge prevailing narratives and pro-
duced more nuanced portrayals of Indigenous cultures. Furthermore, they 
noted that Indigenous participation in settler cultural industries is intri-
cately linked to the broader sociopolitical climate in the United States and 
Canada, historically marked by efforts to restrict Indigenous access to ter-
ritories, languages, and cultural practices. Raheja explicitly addressed the 
contributions of Indigenous actors and producers in Hollywood during 
the early 1900s, when there was strict policing of Indigenous customs 
and rituals by the settler nation-states of the United States and Canada 
(e.g. potlatch ban). Gerald Robert Vizenor has argued that Indigenous 
participation in mainstream media and film renders Indigenous identity 
legible to the settler polity and establishes a visual legacy of Indigenous 
presence amid the concurrent myth of impending disappearance.15 The 
film industry functioned as a platform for subversive strategies. Firstly, 
it provided a means to create a visual archival legacy countering settler 
rhetoric perpetuating the myth of extinction. Secondly, it became a plat-
form for practicing language and connecting with other Indigenous na-
tions, allowing the continuation of rituals often prohibited by law beyond 
the confines of the studio or film set. And lastly, participating in main-
stream cinematic culture afforded access to the greater public, enabling 
Indigenous actors and creatives to leverage their notoriety to educate non-
Indigenous audiences about Indigenous realities.

Historica Canada’s Heritage Minutes: A Settler Colonial 
Archival Project

Heritage Minutes emerged in response to concerns about the erosion of 
Canadian culture in the 1970s and 1980s, fueled by fears of American cul-
tural dominance. In 1986, Charles Bronfman, a billionaire philanthro-
pist and an Order of Canada recipient, launched The Heritage Project 
through the Charles R. Bronfman (CRB) Foundation (now Historica 
Canada)—the initiative aimed to educate Canadians about their heritage. 
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Guided principally by the moral imperative of generating and preserving 
“Canadian” heritage, the CRB Foundation developed the building blocks of 
media, Canada, and archives beyond traditional news resources. Heritage 
Minutes, the flagship product, began in 1991, presenting one-minute short 
films of “dramatic interpretations of pivotal events in Canada’s history…60-
second vignettes [to] commemorate notable Canadians, achievements in 
innovation, and instances of perseverance and bravery…intended to en-
tertain, educate and encourage further research into our nation’s past.” 
Initially prolific in the 1990s and revitalized in 2012, the collection now 
includes nine shorts directly addressing Indigenous themes.

The Minutes were designed to capture key moments in Canadian his-
tory, a blend of education and entertainment, emblematic of Canadian 
media culture, a form of “edutainment.”16 Scholars have explored the re-
lationship between the Minutes and public education, with early specu-
lation suggesting they could serve as a tool of propaganda to maintain 
Canadian cultural hegemony. In 2002, Normand Lester, a Francophone 
journalist with Radio-Canada, published Le Livre noir du�Canada Anglais/
The Black Book of English Canada, exposing a Canadian media landscape 
that was far from egalitarian, highlighting state and market collusion be-
tween fundamental placeholders within the organization, telecommuni-
cation industries, and government endorsements. Lester’s work signaled 
to the Minutes as nationalistic propaganda driven by elite Anglo ideolo-
gies that obscured or sidelined other narratives.17 Peter Hodgins mapped 
out how nostalgia and propaganda in the Minutes functioned to culti-
vate and maintain metanarratives or mythologies about the Canadian 
nation-state to foster a collective Canadian identity.18 Katarzyna Rukszto 
examined parodies made in response to Heritage Minutes, seeking to un-
derstand notions of national collectivity that emerged through audience 
reception and the production of unauthorized parodies that would poke 
fun at the aesthetics and delivery of the official Minutes.19 Historically, 
Historica Canada’s response to the parodies has been overwhelmingly pos-
itive, listing them on the official website.20 The parody videos are no longer 
listed on the website, and accessing the Heritage Minutes now requires 
using the search function to locate them. Yet the brief incorporation of 
parodies on Historica Canada’s website implied an unspoken endorsement 
signaling the organization’s adaptability and adoption of these unofficial 
media texts to celebrate audience engagement with the texts. The parodies 
testify to the cultural saliency and impact of the Minutes. However, in its 
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history, Historica has never included unofficial Indigenous responses to 
the Minutes on its website. For example, Heritage Mythologies—O Kanata 
Day, part of Kanien’kehá:ka (Mohawk) artist-scholar Jackson 2bears’s 
“Iron Tomahawks” Live Cinema/Scratch Video performance series, which 
draws on the aesthetics of Heritage Minutes, and incorporates splices of 
scenes from existing Heritage Minutes, remains uncited and unlisted by 
Historica Canada.

The omission of Indigenous perspectives and experiences and the ex-
ploration of alternative narratives also extend into academic examinations 
of Heritage Minutes. In each of the existing critiques, the Minutes are 
identified in their role as a hegemonic “Canadian” text, naturalizing the 
settler nation-state as ever-present, obscuring its continuing occupation 
of Indigenous territories, constraining Indigenous self-governance, and 
enveloping Indigeneity into “Canadian” identity. For instance, Rukszto’s 
examination of parodies explores the “Canadian” public’s fascination with 
the Minutes, showing how audience members produce new interpretations 
of favored Minutes. In her examination, “Canadian” operates as a blanket 
category and is reproduced with a predisposition and an investment in 
the existing nation-state. Similarly, Hodgins argues that Peacemaker is a 
short film that categorically represents the interests of the Canadian elite 
but disguised as Indigenous lore. His reading of the media text dismisses 
various Indigenous teleological tactics to share alternate cosmologies and 
governances. Hodgins’s examination of the media text ignores Indigenous 
storytelling practices that center alternate epistemological and ontological 
associations with time and space to upend colonial understandings of tem-
porality and spatiality. In short, while analyses have provided critique on 
the function of Heritage Minutes in contributing to and upholding pre-
scribed values about Canadian identity, scholarly examinations of the 
short films have not meaningfully accounted for Indigenous contributions 
to Heritage Minutes.

Desire and Visual Sovereignty: A Decolonial Feminist 
Reading of the Peripheries of Settler Colonial Archives

Existing as the target of what Raheja calls “discursive genocide”21 is a re-
ality that informs much of the representations of Indigeneity depicted 
through settler imaginary. Debates about the politics of recognition and 
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Indigeneity signal how easily Indigenous visualities are dismissed of their 
political significance.22 What forms of community configurations emerge 
when grounded in “desire”? As Tuck explains, “Desire-based research 
frameworks are concerned with understanding complexity, contradiction, 
and the self-determination of lived lives.”23 To this end, I turn to visual sov-
ereignty as an analytic to argue its place as an invaluable lens to read visual 
forms of archival disruption and resistance. Interpreting Heritage Minutes 
exclusively as “Canadian” places Canada at the center, thereby sidelining 
Indigenous nation-building efforts in the peripheries. I advocate for a reo-
rientation toward the “peripheries” as an act of decolonization. This shift 
aims to attend to the agitations produced on the edges of officiated set-
tler archives, emphasizing Indigenous visual interventions. Visual sover-
eignty amplifies Indigenous presence in settler culture industries as actors, 
filmmakers, producers, writers, and creatives. As an analytical tool, it is 
productive in countering the genocidal discourse present in colonial and 
settler colonial representations of Indigeneity. Visual sovereignty shifts the 
focus to Indigenous-led and -produced content, offering a nuanced and 
complex understanding of Indigenous cultural productions and drawing 
attention to the rich genealogy of Indigenous visual strategies of resistance 
and resurgence.

Visual sovereignty, placed in a desire-based framework, contributes 
to a decolonial feminist analytic in three key ways: (1) by articulating 
the presence and the (re)presencing of Indigeneity within contempo-
rary and historical archival spaces, (2) by disrupting colonial narratives 
that perpetuate the framing of Indigeneity as confined to the past, and 
(3) by highlighting the intricate and contradictory relationship between 
cultural productions and Indigenous participation. Raheja explains that 
visual sovereignty “…simultaneously addresses the settler population by 
creating self-representations that interact with older stereotypes but also, 
more importantly, connects film production to larger aesthetic practices 
that work toward strengthening treaty claims and more traditional (al-
though by no means static) modes of cultural understanding.”24 It provides 
a framework grounded in decoloniality and feminist critiques as a tem-
plate for conversations outside the settler nation-state’s trappings while 
making legible Indigenous identities in dialogue within or repudiating 
settler-led narratives. A decolonial feminist analysis centers on Indigenous 
contributions to address the complex intersections of Indigeneity, 
visualities, nation-making, and settler colonial formations.25 It encourages 
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looking beyond the surface of media texts to reveal the contradictions in-
herent in visual creations linked to ongoing occupation projects. Using 
visual media to reject colonial falsehoods through storytelling, this form 
of decolonial intervention aids in mobilizing Indigenous political and cul-
tural resurgence and re-presenting their individual and nations’ identities.

Toward a New Epicenter: Analyzing Peacemaker in the 
Peripheries of Settler Colonial Archives

If you go back to 1992, google the mainstream films that came out that 
year. You’ll see that there’s a whole bunch of them. They’re all around the 
idea of 1992, the Columbus discovery. And nobody knows me. I know the 
story. It’s my joke on the media industry. Hahaha, there was only 1�mi-
nute, $350,000 produced in Canada…called Peacemaker. It was the only 
[one]—shame on you all for ignoring and excluding the Native voice, 
shame on you, right?…The idea…[that while] hundreds of minutes of film 
commemorating 1992 [were made]…[This] was the only [Indigenous] mi-
nute out there.26

1992 was a big year for Canada and North America. It was the 125th an-
niversary of the Confederation of Canada and the 500th celebration in the 
United States, the Columbus Quincentennial. Amid all the celebrations 
lay fresh the lingering ghosts of the events of Kanehsatake that took place 
in 1990. In the wake of Kanehsatake, CRB Foundation’s Creative Director 
Patrick Watson approached T’hohahoken Michael Doxtater to take over 
the late Robert Markle’s work of producing the first Indigenous-themed 
Heritage Minute. Doxtater is a Kanien’kehá:ka (Mohawk) scholar and 
filmmaker from the Six Nations of the Grand River territories. Peacemaker 
is a one-minute short film that depicts a conversation between an older 
Indigenous man and a young person as they plant a tree, which the man 
says represents their people and is a “tree of Great Peace.” The audience, 
alongside the young person, is drawn into hearing about the Great Law 
of Peace, which narrates the birth of the Haudenosaunee Confederacy 
through the referent of the tree. The Confederacy is an Indigenous gov-
ernance structure and a set of alliances predating the colonial occupa-
tion of Indigenous territories of North America and continues to inform 
formations of Indigenous nationhood. The film begins and ends with an 
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interaction between two people, an Indigenous elder and a youth. I reflect 
on the sentence asked by the young person to their elder as they plant a 
tree of Great Peace, “Does the Great Peace [referring to the desires and 
doctrines attached to this law] still have power?” [elder figure responds] 
“Well, you’re here, aren’t ya?” as the short concludes. The words shared by 
the elder place Kanien’kehá:ka peoples in their homelands. The interac-
tion of planting while explaining the relevance of this act (see Figure 2) sig-
nals to Indigenous acts of storying the land, locating Indigenous peoples’ 
survivance,27 and practicing intergenerational knowledge transmissions 
through place-based actions.

What happens when we interact with a media text from the point of view 
that dislocates the colonial archive as the epicenter? In this section, I apply 
the concept of visual sovereignty through a desire-based framework28 to 
produce a decolonial feminist analysis. I argue that Peacemaker operates 
in the “peripheries,” a liminal space that invites critique and reception to 
generate a different relationship to the borders and boundaries of settler co-
lonial archival projects. What unfolds when we delve beneath the surface of 
a Heritage Minute to immerse ourselves in Indigenous-led stories?

Figure 02.  Indigenous elder telling the Indigenous young person about 
the “Great Law of Peace” and the Tree of Great Peace, Peacemaker, Heritage 
Minutes, 1992. Courtesy of Historica Canada.
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Peacemaker highlights the contradictory nature of Indigenous cul-
tural producers working with or within settler cultural texts. On the 
one hand, it potentially risks reproducing colonial understandings of 
Indigeneity; for example, linguistically, “Iroquois” does not address how 
the Kanien’kehá:ka nation identifies itself. Conversely, an Indigenous-
produced media text invites a deeper level of analysis to grasp its archival 
interventions. The short film showcases Indigenous territory, governance 
structures, and assertions of sovereignty. For instance, the planting of the 
white pine tree in Peacemaker and the re-enactment of the founding of the 
Confederacy were filmed in Kanehsatake. Doxtater’s decision to visually 
incorporate Kanehsatake is relevant as it is a location that politically signi-
fies the importance of militant resistance. More commonly remembered as 
the “Oka Crisis,” Kanehsatake is the place of the stand-off in the township 
of Oka, Quebec, between Kanien’kehá:ka community members, Sûreté 
du�Québec, and the Canadian Army in 1990. The decision to highlight this 
landmark location, which had brought unfavorable international media 
attention to settler colonial Canada’s continual overriding of Indigenous 
rights to territory, is crucial in the continuous presencing of Indigenous 
claims to their territories. As Doxtater explained, “Indigeneity is a partic-
ular place.”29 Kiera Ladner and Leanne Simpson credit Kanehsatake as a 
significant event that reinvigorated Indigenous acts of assertion to territo-
ries, fostered global Indigenous organizing and called for accountability 
and recognition of rights of self-determination.30 Within the ecosystem 
of a “Canadian” cultural text, visual inclusions of contested territories in 
Peacemaker, with Indigenous actors taking up the screen, telling a story 
that couples the past to the present, and centering a kin-based intergen-
erational story practice, audiences are invited albeit briefly to develop an 
alternate set of spatial and temporal relations with Indigenous stories.

Alongside place-based visuals, Doxtater’s hiring decisions for the short 
film cast employ subversion strategies and his activation of the politics of 
Indigenous humor opens up the pathway to generate oppositional and al-
ternate readings. Citing Paula Gunn Allen, Drew Hayden Taylor in Lischke 
shares, “[Indigenous humor is widely used by [Indigenous peoples] to deal 
with life. [Indigenous] gatherings are marked by laughter and jokes, many 
directed at the horrors of history, and at the continuing impact of coloni-
zation, and at the biting knowledge that living as an exile in one’s own land 
necessitates.”31 This perceptive device of humor enables Indigenous culture 
producers to build in nuanced readings that draw on insider knowledge to 
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Figure 03.  Re-enactment of Hiawatha gathering with Indigenous leaders, 
Peacemaker, Heritage Minutes, 1992. Courtesy of Historica Canada.

Figure 04.  Re-enactment of the origin story of the Haudenosaunee 
Confederacy, Peacemaker, Heritage Minutes, 1992. Courtesy of Historica 
Canada.
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gain meaning and understanding that may be missed or overlooked by the 
general audience. For example, in Peacemaker, Doxtater’s hiring decision 
draws on insider humor to poke back at the settler state as viewers witness 
the birthing of the Confederacy, carried out by actors who were members 
of the Warrior Society in real life.

At the time of the filming, many of the actors who made an appearance 
in the short film (see Figures 3 and 4) were on the United States of America’s 
watchlist, viewed as dangerous individuals and a threat to national secu-
rity due to their involvement in the American Indian Movement (AIM) or, 
as Vine Deloria�Jr. coined, the Red Power Movement.32 “Jon Philips…Mark 
Maracle is the guy playing Hiawatha. They were the gun-toting AK47 guys 
down in New York State…These Warrior Society guys are in the film.”33 
The Warriors, attired in regalia provided by the film production company, 
play an essential role in occupying the screen through the visual land-
scape. As Raheja points out, these acts of “playing Indian” in media pro-
duction serve as essential visual signifiers of Indigeneity (see Figure 5). 
Despite their inaccuracy, for example, the homogenized attire that is not 
representative of each nation, they offer a direct and vivid challenge to the 
settler state by occupying the dominant visual landscape with Indigenous 

Figure 05.  Close-up of key figures in the re-enactment of the origin story 
of the Haudenosaunee Confederacy, Peacemaker, Heritage Minutes, 1992. 
Courtesy of Historica Canada.
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bodies. There is subtle laughing at the settler audience in how the settlers 
perceive this attire as authentically “Indigenous,” attached to a distant 
past. At the same time, the members of the Warrior Society playing in the 
film are contemporary participants, seen as active threats to settler nation-
making. Indigenous insiders would understand this act of poking back at 
the nation-state with the visual occupation of Warriors who were marked 
as both “dangerous” and “terrorist” by settler entities. The re-enactment 
is a recommitment of Indigenous solidarity and militant resistance on 
screen, performing a hijacking to reassert Indigenous place-making and 
rejecting the media text as one attached to “Canadian” values.

Doxtater “flips the script” on the original intention of the Heritage 
Minute by re-appropriating the settler platform. Non-Indigenous viewers, 
while left out of this complex interpretation, learn of governance structures 
that existed before pre-contact. The short film detaches Heritage Minutes 
from its original purpose of presenting “Canadian” historical moments 
that overshadow Indigeneity. Instead, it centers Indigenous peoples and 
territories, both past and present, to emphasize the ongoing Indigenous 
presence and resistance beyond the colonial imagination. Notably, this 
short film strives to create a narrative that deliberately avoids any engage-
ment with coloniality, effectively dismissing its intersections.

A decolonial feminist analysis of Peacemaker thus questions 
Peter Hodgins’s interpretation, which undervalues the significance of 
Indigenous origin stories and themes of intergenerational resistance and 
solidarity. Focusing on Indigenous erasure or assimilation to “Canadian” 
nationalism from a deficit-based perspective does not capture the broader 
intentions of the cultural producer that is embedded with the media text. 
Peacemaker highlights the importance of relational connections across 
time and space among Indigenous generations, resisting settler colonial 
narratives that oversimplify Indigenous contributions. It subverts the no-
tion of settler cultural text as definitive, showcasing vibrant Indigenous 
youth eager to learn from their elders through land-based and ancestral 
teachings.

Conclusion

Peacemaker offers a new perspective on Heritage Minutes and visual 
archives by focusing on an Indigenous-led narrative, challenging a cultural 
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text often seen as a symbol of Canadian culture. Through a decolonial 
feminist lens, this chapter advocates moving away from settler-centric 
celebrations of “Canadian” achievements, urging a reorientation toward 
narratives frequently marginalized and undervalued in the “peripheries.” 
In other words, Peacemaker offers a pathway to redefine our relationship 
with archives, diverging from the colonial perspective. Using a desire-based 
framework, I examine how this short film effectively subverts this settler 
nationalistic text to recount an Indigenous origin story. This challenges 
the notion of a fixed “true” archive exclusively linked to a “Canadian” 
identity. Amid ongoing efforts to construct a settler colonial archive, 
Peacemaker, as the inaugural Indigenous-produced Heritage Minutes, 
focuses on the Haudenosaunee Confederacy during Canada’s 125th year 
of settler occupation. It disrupts the settler narratives to assert Indigenous 
governance, prompting viewers to momentarily reconsider their ties to the 
settler nation-state. By prominently featuring Indigenous elders and youth 
who share origin stories rooted in Indigenous knowledge and sovereignty, 
the film redirects attention to Indigenous nationhood, where colonization 
is not the central narrative, offering an alternative historical perspective.
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of research and scholarship, albeit one where the chapters are written with a 
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4. Umberto Eco, “On the Impossibility of Drawing a Map of the Empire on 
a Scale of 1 to 1,” in How to Travel with a Salmon & Other Essays, trans. William 
Weaver (New York: Harcourt Brace, 1994), 106.
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