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Minotaure illustrates the transgressive eccentricity of surrealist periodicals. With 
thirteen issues appearing between 1933 and 1939, the publication’s transcultural 
dynamics reach out to African, Asian, Oceanic, and Latin American arts, myths, 
and cultures. The mythical figure of the Minotaur — — half human, half bull — 
that is imprisoned in the labyrinth became a powerful symbol for the periodical’s 
literary and artistic concept of transgression through different methods of ars 
combinatoria combining plastic arts and poetry, archeology, and architecture, as 
well as ethnography and mythology. This essay demonstrates how the writer and 
ethnographer Michel Leiris draws on the Minotaur as an emblematic symbol of a 
surrealist poetics from the perspective of ritualistic possession that he studied in 
northern Ethiopia. His ethnographic account “Le taureau de Seyfou Tchenger” 
(Seyfou Tchenguer’s Bull) in which he describes the sacrifice of a bull in the zar-
cult of Gondar was published in 1933 in the second issue of the Parisian periodical 
Minotaure that was exclusively dedicated to the so-called “Mission Dakar-
Djibouti.”  

It exemplifies the extent to which the journal’s interdisciplinary surrealism was 
inspired by the arts and rituals of non-Western cultures. The Dakar-Djibouti issue 
can be considered a catalogue that describes the French ethnographic expedition 
to sub-Saharan Africa led by Marcel Griaule. It took off from Dakar, Senegal, on 
the west coast of Africa, on 12 July 1931 to make its way to the Horn of Africa at 
the eastern coast of the continent, crossing 20,000 km of Sub-Saharan territory. The 
“documentation” of the expedition’s activities and findings in the high-quality 
journal Minotaure was also important in the history of ethnology as a young 
discipline in France that sought to professionalize itself (Debaene 41).  

Leiris, who participated in the Dakar-Djibouti-expedition as secretary and 
archivist, was also new to the discipline. Minotaure was the first medium in which 
he published extracts from his ethnographic notes that he called “Carnet de route” 
(Roadbook) and that would shortly after appeared as the monumental travel diary 
L’Afrique fantôme (Phantom Africa) in 1934. Within the framework of the periodical’s 
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aesthetics his ethnographic account “Le taureau de Seyfou Tchenger” can be read 
not only as an allusion to the Minotaur as symbol of a surrealist conception of 
creativity but also in the context of Leiris’s ambiguous position between scientific 
objectivity and literary subjectivity, given his double role as ethnographer and 
writer. The intermedial relation between photography and text particularly 
testifies to this ambiguity, especially since his essay in Minotaure relies on the 
photos taken by the expedition’s leader Marcel Griaule, who had developed a 
method of objective ethnographic documentation that Leiris deeply mistrusted. 
According to James Clifford, Leiris’s writing between ethnography and literature 
is characterized by a self-reflexivity that turns him into a precursor of the Writing 
Culture debate that emerged in the field of ethnology at the end of the 1980s, 
emphasizing the part subjectivity and affections played in ethnographic 
observation. Irene Albers also considers Leiris a pioneer of the postcolonial 
approach to visual anthropology that criticizes the appropriation of the other 
through ethnographic photography and other medial representations (Diskrete 
Charme 572). His self-reflexive approach to the written and visual material the 
Dakar-Djibouti mission collected made him an opponent of Griaule’s positivist 
claim to objectivity. 

In “Seyfou Tchenguer’s Bull” Leiris questions Griaule’s ethnographic 
methodology as he destabilizes the supposedly objective documentation of his 
account. The text-image relations thus create a tension between transparency and 
opacity, allowing the author to cross-examine the ethnographic limitations as well 
as the poetic potential of reporting on ritualistic possession. The bull sacrifice is 
celebrated by the members of the zar-cult in Gondar to contact and appease the 
zar-spirits they believed themselves to be possessed with. The possession cult is 
still widespread in northern Ethiopia and Sudan and mainly practiced by women. 
As a syncretic practice that incorporates Christian, Muslim, and animistic beliefs, 
it was strongly marginalized by official religious institutions (Albers 402). In his 
ethnographic “documentation” of the ritual, Leiris especially interrogates the 
photographs’ ability to visualize the spirits of possession. At the same time, the 
bull sacrifice mirrors his “obsession” with his own writing between literature and 
ethnography; he reflects upon the Ethiopian ritual as a conflicting process that 
implies simultaneous self-control and imaginative capacity, anticipating his 1946 
concept of tauromachie (Âge d’homme 9-22). By approaching Leiris’s essay in terms 
of the tension between surrealist opacity and ethnographic transparency, I want 
to reconsider Clifford’s concept of “ethnographic surrealism” from a poetological 
and transcultural perspective. While Clifford examines the effect of the surrealist 
vision on ethnography, I would like to stress the impact of ethnographic 
observation on Leiris’s surrealist poetics. In the context of the periodical’s 
transcultural poetics, “Seyfou Tchenguer’s Bull” revisits the periodical’s founding 
myth, as it invokes Minotaure’s surrealist credo of making its readers see the 
“CONTENU LATENT” ‘latent content’ of the unconscious hidden underneath any 
manifestation, as the editorial of its ninth issue states (Skira et al., “A nos 
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lecteurs”).1 Through the lens of a surrealist poetics, Leiris’s account of the 
Ethiopian Minotaur not only destabilizes ethnographic representation but also 
struggles with the main source of surrealist creativity, the imagination. 

Anticipating Africa 

Through his contributions in Documents (1929-1930), above all his essay “L’œil de 
l’éthnographe (à propos de la Mission Dakar-Djibouti)” ‘The Eye of the 
Ethnographer (About the Mission Dakar-Djibouti),’ in which he anticipates his 
sojourn in Africa, Leiris had already become known for his engagement against 
racism and colonialism, even before the 1931 collective resistance of the surrealists 
against the colonial exhibition in Paris, spread through the tract Ne visitez pas 
l’Exposition colonial ‘Don’t visit the Colonial Exhibition.’2 The periodical 
Documents, founded by George Bataille, has often been considered the competing 
precursor of Minotaure, and much closer to ethnography. The Swiss art publisher 
Albert Skira, who mainly funded Minotaure, intended to bring the opposing 
groups around André Breton — who belonged to those in charge of the editorial 
direction — and Bataille together (Walker 640). Joyce Suechun Cheng considers 
the Dakar-Djibouti issue a “sequel to Documents, which had ended with some of 
its major contributors’ departure for the mission” (470).3 In contrast to Documents, 
which was printed on cheap paper and ran out of money after the second volume, 
Minotaure, with its spacious DIN A-4 format, high-quality prints of art works and 
photography in black and white as well as in color was a “lavishly illustrated,” 
deluxe journal (Cheng 469). The publication of the Dakar-Djibouti issue served the 
directors of the Musée d’Ethnologie du Trocadéro in Paris, Paul Rivet and 
Georges-Henri Rivière, both as “publicity” and as “catalogue” for the exhibition 
of the collected objects at the newly inaugurated “Salle d’Afrique” (Walker 639). 
The ethnographers of the Dakar-Djibouti mission distanced themselves from the 
exoticist euphoria and fetishist “theatricalization” of African artifacts (Larson 236) 
that strongly prevailed in the French avant-garde scene of the 1920s and early 
1930s. Instead, they tried to communicate a more “authentic” and serious image 
of African cultures by studying languages, rites, and the function of cultural 
artifacts and rituals of different sub-Saharan peoples. 

In “Œil de l’éthnographe,” published in the seventh issue of Documents in 
December 1930, Leiris characterizes the Dakar-Djibouti mission as an enterprise of 
a “grande portée humaine” ( 99) ‘great human significance’ (qtd. in Edwards 5), as 
it would contribute to dissipating the primitivist and phantasmagoric prejudices 

 
1 Translations are provided by the author unless otherwise noted. 
2 The original document can be seen on the André Breton Website: 

https://www.andrebreton.fr/en/work/56600100711050 
3 Dawn Ades supports this argument when she states that “Documents and surrealism have 
come together in Minotaure” (280). 
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produced by Western discourse (33). At the same time, he wanted to encounter “la 
hantise exotique” ‘the exotic haunting’ of his childhood by acquiring “une vrai 
connaissance” ‘a real knowledge’ (“Œil” 93) of the African continent.  

Another initial exposure to Blackness, cultural otherness, and ecstatic 
performance constituted his attraction to jazz when it appeared in Paris during 
World War I. In his autobiography L’âge d’homme he considers it “une possession” 
‘a kind of possession’ that taught him the “mythe des édens de couleur” ‘myth of 
black Edens’ (159-60; Manhood 109) and would finally lead him to Africa and 
ethnography. His essay “The Eye of the Ethnographer” shows that, shortly before 
leaving for the expedition, Leiris is conscious of the tension between his 
identification with the ethnographic mission “sous la direction de mon ami 
Griaule” (99) ‘under the direction of my friend Griaule’ (99; qtd. in Edwards 5) and 
his fantasist idea of an exuberant, ecstatic Africa deriving from his readings of 
Raymond Roussel and Joseph Conrad, as well as from his early fascination with 
jazz. In his speech “Message de l’Afrique” (“Message from Africa”) which he 
delivered in Haiti in 1946, Leiris recalls that, before leaving Paris to join the 
mission, he had a mythological idea of the continent that appeared frightening and 
at the same time like a paradise to him (880).  

Jean Jamin underlines Leiris’s desire to leave his Western education and 
culture behind and to become someone else (52),4 a desire connected to the 
surrealist critique of western values and the celebration of alterity as a conception 
of selfhood. The Dakar-Djibouti mission constituted an experience of initiation for 
Leiris, particularly into the myths and rites of African cultures that he desired to 
uncover and become part of. His essay “Le taureau de Seyfou Tchenger” in 
Minotaure reveals his self-reflexivity regarding the conflict between his role as a 
writer and that of the ethnographer, although in his contribution to the Dakar-
Djibouti issue it is much less obvious than in Phantom Africa, where he constantly 
seeks to separate himself from his literary persona, who desires to experience 
African cultures through the eyes of a poet but at the same time has an equally 
pressing need to distance himself from his ethnological colleagues whom he 
criticizes for their claim to objectivity. 

Appropriating African Cultures 

Leiris’s conflictive ambiguity as writer and ethnographer also concerns his 
positioning towards the mission’s “acquisitions” (Larson 238). In the editorial 
foreword of Minotaure’s Dakar-Djibouti issue, the director and co-director of the 

 
4 For further readings of Leiris’s “search for a new skin” and his desire to become someone 
else, see Clarck-Taoua (479-89), and Albers, Diskrete Charme (390-422). 
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Musée d’Ethnologie du Trocadéro,5 Paul Rivet and Georges-Henri Rivière, 
proudly present the success and the results of the African expedition. It consisted 
of the study of thirty Sub-Saharan languages and dialects, 300 manuscripts 
gathered for the National Library of France, 200 ethnographic recordings, 6,000 
photos from field studies, and above all the collection of 3,500 objects brought to 
Paris to “enrich” the museum’s collection (Rivet and Rivière 3) and turn it into a 
modern and research-oriented site. They also highlight the acquisition of Christian 
Abyssinian wall paintings from the seventeenth century that the museum had 
obtained from the Saint Antonius church in Gondar, Northern Ethiopia (5). One of 
these paintings is inserted as one of few color prints in Minotaure’s second issue 
(fig. 1). In L’Afrique fantôme Leiris reports that Griaule, together with the artist 
Gaston-Louis Roux — who also designed the cover for the Dakar-Djibouti issue — 
removed the wall paintings on 3 August 1932 and replaced them with copies that 
they had produced themselves (Phantom Africa 465-66). For Minotaure’s 
ethnographic issue, Griaule includes an article on the Abyssinian murals, in which 
he notes that many Abyssinian churches were endangered by “total destruction” 
(“Peintures” 83, fig. 2). With the argument to protect the wall paintings in the 
conditions an ethnologic museum could offer the wall paintings’ removal was 
legitimized by the mission.6 

What Rivet and Rivière depict as “enrichment” often meant that the mission 
illegitimately appropriated objects and art works from their place of origin, 
sometimes even under the sign of theft.7 Especially in the countries of the French 
colonies such as French Sudan (present-day Mali), the ethnographers removed 
sacred cult objects without asking the local communities for their permission, or 
even threatening them that they would be punished by the colonial authorities if 
they did not hand them over (Larson 238). 

 

 
5 Paul Rivet took over the Musée d’Ethnologie du Trocadéro in Paris in 1928 — with Georges-
Henri Rivière as co-director — and transformed it into a modern, research-oriented museum 
that opened in June 1938 as the Musée de l’Homme after the destruction of the Palais du 
Trocadéro (Albers 210-16). 
6 Leiris comments that the mission did have permission to remove the wall paintings from 
the church’s intendant (Afrique 573). However, he does not make clear under what 
circumstances the permission was given. For further discussion on the recent restitution 
claims, see Sally Price’s 2007 monograph Paris Primitive: Jacques Chirac’s Museum on the Quai 
Branly. 
7 The map, which is placed above the second issue’s table of contents, already indicates the 
problematic enterprise of the Dakar-Djibouti mission. It omits Europe’s colonial imperialism 
in a large part of the Sub-Saharan region, as it does not define which territories are under 
colonial rule (Weber-Caflisch 330). A more detailed map of the mission’s itinerary, 
containing the colonial as well as the national borders, can be found in the 1996 edition of 
L’Afrique fantôme, edited by Jean Jamin (98-99).  
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Figure 1: Color image of a wall painting from the Saint Antonius Church in 
Gondar. Minotaure, no. 2, 1933, p. 90. (Photo: Clichés Dakar-Djibouti). 

Universitätsbibliothek Johann Christian Senckenberg, Frankfurt am Main.8 

Leiris often denounces the mission’s cultural exploitation throughout his travel 
diary. He critically comments on his colleagues’ attitude during their stay in 
Abyssinia, which, despite Italy’s attempts to impose colonial rule on the country, 
remained an uncolonized territory: “Les Européens ont toujours grand plaisir à 
parler de l’anarchie abyssine. Ils aiment à s’en gargariser. Au fond de leurs 
discours, toujours ce leitmotiv: tout se passerait pour le mieux dans ce pays, qui 
serait le meilleur des pays, si seulement on en faisait une colonie” ‘Europeans 
always greatly enjoy talking about Abyssinian anarchy. They like to wallow in it. 
Always underlying their talk is this leitmotif: everything would be the best in this 
country, which would be the best of countries, if only it were made into a colony’ 
(“Afrique fantôme” 573; Phantom Africa 466). However, he does not conceal that 
he also participated in the mission’s “thefts” (Larson 238), for example in the 
Dogon land in French Sudan (Mali), where the ethnographers stole several cult 

 
8 Despite the author’s best good-faith efforts, it has proven impossible to identify copyright 
holders for all of the works illustrated in this article. Anyone claiming copyright should feel 
free to contact the author in order to make suitable arrangements. 
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objects from autochthonous sanctuaries. He admits that he enjoyed the “aventure” 
‘adventure’ of being filled with a thrilling criminal energy when the mission sends 
him to remove a kono mask from a sanctuary that is still covered with dried ritual 
blood (Afrique fantôme 190-96; Phantom Africa, 152-56). In the Dakar-Djibouti issue, 
this moment of exploration and exploitation is anticipated in a photograph 
illustrating Griaule’s “Methodological Introduction” (10). It shows Griaule and 
Leiris in front of a Dogon sanctuary that shelters the precious kono masks. The 
caption of the photograph reads that ‘two members of the mission are about to 
sacrifice two chickens to the kono’ (fig. 3).9 

Although Leiris is often the Dakar-Djibouti mission’s most vehement critic in 
L’Afrique fantôme, the kono sequence demonstrates his ambiguous role with regard 
to the mission’s “acquisitions” of African art.10 Albers highlights Leiris’s desire to 
experience colonial and exotic adventures in Africa (Diskrete Charme 357). Because 
of his self-reflexive approach to African cultures, he is nevertheless considered a 
pioneer of anti-racism and anti-colonialism and hailed as an “essential figure of 
modern humanism” by the postcolonial philosopher Édouard Glissant (611). 
Leiris continuously questioned his own positioning as a European and tried to 
transgress the hierarchy that the expedition established towards the local 
communities. Especially during the mission’s stay of several months in Gondar he 
begins to identify with the community of the zar-adepts with whom he establishes 
a close relationship, especially with the leader Malkam Ayyahou and her daughter 
Emawayish (fig. 6, below). In his approach to L’Afrique fantôme Gérard Cogez 
observes a turning point in which Leiris’s “primitivist” desire evolves into a “vrai 
désir de communion” ‘real desire of community’ (252). Leiris’s transgression of 
the border between ethnographic field work and personal involvement with the 
local community, however, created an increasing conflict with Griaule that 
intensified in Gondar where the mission arrived in July 1932. 

 
9 The mission purchased another kono mask for the price of ten Francs. The chief of the 
community had to accept the price because, otherwise, he had to present himself at the next 
police station. In his entry of 6 September 1931, Leiris himself considers this act of threatening 
the local community an “Affreux chantage” (Afrique fantôme 194) ‘Appalling blackmail’ 
(Phantom Africa 153). The African-American surrealist writer and artist Ted Joans was also 
critical towards Leiris’s infamous theft of a Boli statue from the Bamana in Mali. For a further 
reading of Ted Joans’s African and Afro-Diasporic (re-)visions of surrealism, see Terri Geis’s 
article in this issue. 
10 For a further reading of how Leiris faced colonialism that includes the kono sequence, see 
Edwards 17-25.  
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Figure 2: Marcel Griaule’s “Peintures abyssines” about the wall paintings from 
the Saint Antonius Church in Gondar. Minotaure, no. 2, 1933, p. 83. (Photo: 

Clichés Dakar-Djibouti). Universitätsbibliothek Johann Christian Senckenberg, 
Frankfurt am Main. 
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Figure 3: Michel Leiris and Marcel Griaule in front of a Dogon Sanctuary in 
Kéméni, French Sudan. In Marcel Giaule: “Introduction méthodologique.” 

Minotaure, no. 2, 1933, p. 10. (Photo: Clichés Dakar-Djibouti). 
Universitätsbibliothek Johann Christian Senckenberg, Frankfurt am Main. 

Approaching the Document: Griaule’s Methodology — Leiris’s 
Critique 

Griaule considered Leiris’s closeness to the local community especially 
problematic given that that he wanted to demonstrate the professionalization of 
ethnology as a field of study by reflecting its methodology. For this reason, he 
introduces the Dakar-Djibouti issue with a methodological introduction (7-12) that 
stresses the discipline’s commitment to combining ethnographic documentation 
with research grounded in lived experience. Vincent Debaene notes that the 
Dakar-Djibouti mission was particularly influenced by the French ethnographer 
Marcel Mauss’s ideas of “mentalizing” the object, as well as his approach to 
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studying the “atmosphere” of non-Western communities, in order to explore the 
“consciousness” and “affections” conveyed by their cultural artifacts (44). Griaule 
wanted the texts and images of Minotaure’s ethnographic issue to convey the 
impression of being dynamically “pris sur le vif” ‘taken on the spot’ (Debaene 43) 
and not statically exposed in a museum. Involvement and direct observation are 
also Griaule’s methodological credos because he considers them the ‘surest,’ 
‘easiest,’ and ‘most natural’ way of doing ethnographic fieldwork (“Introduction” 
10). In his eyes, the premise for studying African cultures implies the 
familiarization with local contexts. However, for him “familiarization” did not 
mean the creation of community and friendship, as it did for Leiris. 

A major difference between Leiris and Griaule was also their approach to 
documentation. For both, “the document” had a major importance, as it led to a 
more “authentic” representation of African cultures compared to fantasist or 
picturesque literary and artistic depictions. Debaene even asserts that, in the 
context of French ethnography’s close relationship with the field of literature and 
the arts, Griaule’s ethnographic approach was — like Leiris’s — also characterized 
by a “‘face-à-face’ entre science et littérature” ‘face-to-face between science and 
literature’ (40.11 However, in Minotaure, the mission’s leader stresses the objectivity 
of documentation in order to demonstrate and legitimize ethnographic methods, 
which also implies a maximum of observatory control over the rituals in the 
situation of fieldwork. Regarding his differentiation between a qualitative and a 
quantitative method of ethnographic research, the latter seems to move into the 
foreground when he states that only the most complete process of collecting could 
lead to attaining maximal knowledge about a specific society: “Théoriquement, il 
serait possible de parvenir à la connaissance d’une société en fondant l’observation 
sur tout ce qu’elle crée ou utilise en l’entourant d’un maximum de documentation” 
‘Theoretically, it would be possible to attain knowledge about a society by 
grounding one’s observation on everything it creates or uses, approaching it 
through a maximum of documentation’ (7).  

Leiris’s monumental travel diary Phantom Africa — characterized by Clifford 
as a “text monster” because of its density, heterogeneity, and obsession with 
writing (Predicament 165) — also seems to be committed to this “maximum of 
documentation” claimed by Griaule (7). However, he defends his travel notes as 
“une chronique personnelle, un journal intime” ‘a personal chronicle, an intimate 
journal’ (“Afrique fantôme” 395; Phantom Africa 320) situated between subjectivity 
and objectivity. Because of his claim to subjectivity, Leiris openly despised 
Griaule’s methodology, especially its positivist and supposedly objective 
implication. As he comes closer to the community of the zar-adepts in Gondar, 
especially to Emawayish to whom he feels attracted, he notes in his diary: “[J]e ne 
peux plus supporter l’enquête méthodique. J’ai besoin de tromper dans leur 

 
11 Debaene refers to Griaule’s book on “Abyssinian entertainments,” Les Flambeurs d’hommes 
(The People’s Gamblers), published in 1934 (40).  
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drame, de toucher leurs façons d’être, de baigner dans leurs chair vive. Au diable 
ethnographie!” ‘I can no longer put up with methodical research through 
interrogation. I need to submerge myself in their drama, to touch their ways of 
being, to bathe in living flesh. To hell with ethnography!’ (602; 490).  

Whereas Griaule’s method of documentation “pris sur le vif” ‘taken on the 
spot’ (Debaene 43) implied the “neutral” observer position required by 
ethnographic fieldwork, Leiris’s desire of bathing ‘in the living flesh’ of African 
cultures — as cited above — entailed a maximum of immersion. Given this claim 
to subjectivity, he was very critical of the expedition’s scientific approach to 
African cultures, while Griaule reproached him for his lack of distance to the local 
communities. Leiris’s “ethnographic surrealism” becomes most apparent in 
L’Afrique fantôme, especially with regard to his surrealist perspective: According to 
his formula “devenir un autre que soi” ‘to become someone else’ (Albers 399), he 
was yearning to discover and incorporate the “capacité imaginative” ‘imaginative 
capacity,’ and the “puissances affectives” ‘affective forces’ (Leiris, “Message” 879) 
of sub-Saharan cultures (especially in those regions that were not yet colonized) 
that he found lacking in Western civilization. Nevertheless, as his travel notes in 
L’Afrique fantôme demonstrate, he was often frustrated in this endeavor of 
overcoming his rational viewpoint, which he considered a requisite to embrace 
and understand the societies he examined as ethnographer and surrealist writer. 
In his foreword to L’Afrique fantôme that he writes after coming back from the 
Dakar-Djibouti mission, he admits that his “tentative d’évasion n’a été qu’un 
échec” ‘attempt at escape has been only a failure’ (Brisées 54; Brisées: Broken 
Branches 46) because it didn’t help him to leave behind his “isolation” and the 
“phantoms” that were haunting him.  

Not only against the background of his personal disillusionment with his 
African experience but also in the context of Minotaure’s “continuing Surrealist 
quest” (Walker 639), it is surprising that, in the framework the Dakar-Djibouti 
issue, Leiris’s essay on the bull sacrifice in Gondar is characterized by an explicitly 
documentary and impersonal style lacking any claim to subjectivity, although in 
“Le taureau de Seyfou Tchenger” he even refers to his personal experience of being 
initiated into the zar-cult (79-80), an episode he recounts in Phantom Africa. Prior to 
the bull sacrifice celebrated by the whole community, he actively participated in 
the ritual of sacrifice, in which Malkam Ayyahou slaughtered two roosters for him 
to offer them to his guardian zar-spirit Kader. For Clifford, this is a key scene of 
Leiris’s ethnographic transgression (168), especially because the author continued 
to take notes for his travel diary with the rooster’s diaphragm placed on his 
forehead, which was covered with butter. What is further striking about this 
sequence is Leiris’s disappointment with his surrealist desire for a sacred initiation 
into ritualistic possession because it was impossible for him to experience “real” 
magic and to be drawn into the power of the unconscious enhanced by the ritual. 
In a letter to his wife on 19 September 1932, he states: “[C]ette histoire des zar ne 
relève guère que de ma propre imagination. Il y a une chose terrible dans la magie, 
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c’est qu’elle ne réussit pas” ‘[T]his business with the zar is hardly more than a 
product of my own imagination. The terrible thing about magic is that it doesn’t 
succeed’ (Afrique fantôme 659; Phantom Africa 538). 

Leiris’s detached account of the bull sacrifice in the Dakar-Djibouti issue seems 
to reconcile the hardened frontiers between his personal desire for transgression 
and Griaule’s positivist claim to objectivity. Leiris even seems to affirm the latter’s 
methodological claim as he uses Griaule’s sequential photographs as an 
illustration of his essay on the bull sacrifice. Photography was a significant method 
for Griaule’s approach to ethnographic documentation. In Méthode de l’ethnologie, 
he calls ethnographic photographs “pièces authentiques” ‘authentic pieces’ and 
“témoins indépendants” ‘independent witnesses’ that would render a complete 
image of a given culture (81-82). To study the ritual of sacrifice practiced by the 
zar-cult in Gondar, Griaule invented a method with which he could take sequences 
of several hundred pictures taken from three different “panoptical” perspectives 
(Albers 49). This was done using three cameras that were placed in an elevated 
position. In accordance with the colonial appropriations of the Dakar-Djibouti 
mission, this method corresponds to Michel Foucault’s concept of the panopticon, 
which reflects the instruments of domination in modern societies. Griaule sought 
to completely control the ritual sacrifice through this positivist method of 
ethnographic documentation.  

However, in Minotaure, these ethnographic photographs also become “a prime 
site” of interaction between ethnographic materials and the “aesthetic frisson” 
created by surrealism, as Walker argues (639). The aesthetics of the “document” 
destabilize the ethnographic material presented in the Dakar-Djibouti issue: “The 
Surrealist dimension of the Dakar-Djibouti pictures in Minotaure is far less evident, 
only perceptible if one is aware of the broader context in which they were placed. 
That status remains ambiguous” (Walker 640). Minotaure’s oscillation between 
ethnographic documentation and surrealist aesthetics thus mirrors Leiris’s 
ambivalence between his role of writer and ethnographer. In contrast to L’Afrique 
fantôme, in which he claims subjectivity as a means of criticizing ethnographic 
methods, in “Le taureau de Seyfou Tchenger” his conflictive position can be 
observed on the inter-media level between the visual exposure of the photographs 
and the textual description of the possession ritual in Gondar. 

Approaching the Spirit(s) of Sacrifice 

The northern Ethiopian zar-cult reflected Leiris’s obsessions: he was specifically 
drawn to “real” manifestations of possession, as he repeatedly described himself 
as “possessed” in his autobiographical writings. Regarding his research he states: 
“J’aimerais mieux être possédé qu’étudier les possédés” ‘I would rather be 
possessed myself than study possessed people’ (Afrique fantôme 560); Phantom 
Africa 456). His interest in ritualistic sacrifice was also inspired by Bataille who in 
1937 founded the group of the Collège de Sociologie that explored social forms 
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and expressions of a “sacred surrealism” inherent in messianic and sacred cults as 
well as religious delusions (Brough-Evans 17-18).12 

According to Jamin, the animal sacrifices Leiris studied in Africa corresponded 
to his belief in a “mythologie du sang” ‘mythology of the blood’ (44)13 In this 
mythic understanding, the animal blood stands for the release of creative impulses 
and poetic invention, as well as for an exploration of the unknown realms of the 
self and its surrounding outside world. For Leiris, the animal’s blood has a 
mediating function that would initiate him into the discovery of the unconscious 
and other levels of reality: 

Car, décidément, l’étranger, la brousse, l’extérieur nous envahissent de 
toutes parts. Nous sommes tous, soit des chasseurs qui réunions tout, 
nous vouons volontairement au monde du dehors pour être pénétrés, 
faire notre nourriture et nous enorgueillir de certaines forces supérieures, 
grandes comme le sang qui bout au cœur des animaux, l’inspiration 
fatalement diabolique, le vert des feuilles et la folie; soit des possédés que 
cette même marée du dehors vient un jour déborder et qui . . . acquièrent 
le pacte avec l’éternel démon imaginaire du dehors et du dedans qu’est 
notre propre esprit.  

For, without a doubt, the unfamiliar, the bush, the outside world invade 
us from all sides. Either we are hunters who repudiate everything, 
dedicate ourselves voluntarily to the outside world so as to be imbued 
by, to draw sustenance from, and to take pride in certain superior powers 
— great like the blood that beats in the heart of a beast, great like all 
inspiration, inevitably diabolical, great like the green of leaves, like 
madness; or we are the possessed, doomed sooner or later to be 
overwhelmed by this same quagmire of the outside world and who . . .  
acquire the right to sign once and for all a pact with the eternal, imagery 
demon of the outside and the inside which is our own spirit. (Afrique 
fantôme 588 ; Phantom Africa 477) 

 
12 For more detailed information on Leiris’s friendship and personal correspondence with 
Bataille, see Louis Yvert’s edited collection Échanges et correspondances. Regarding Bataille’s 
understanding of “the sacred and its fundamentally ambivalent nature, high and low, pure 
and impure,” inspired by his readings of Sigmund Freud’s Totem and Taboo and Friedrich 
Nietzsche’s Genealogy of Morals as well as Henri Hubert’s and Marcel Mauss’s ethnographic 
essay on the function of sacrifice, see Hollier (11). 
13 In the above-mentioned letter to his wife from 19 September 1932, Leiris also refers to the 
mythical-religion dimension of the blood: “On ne croit plus au sang; on le craint trop pour 
des raisons humanitaires au lieu de le redouter pour des raisons mystiques” ‘We don’t 
believe enough in blood anymore; we fear it too much for humanitarian reasons instead of 
dreading it for mystical reasons’ (Afrique fantôme 660; Phantom Africa 539). 
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His rumination on the penetrating force of the irrational, the foreign, and the 
animal blood as sources of inspiration shows that his ethnographic essay in 
Minotaure cannot be separated from his continuous reflection on his own writing 
and the question whether it is stimulated from within him or rather from the 
“outside world.”14 This reflection is related to his field work in Gondar and his 
contact to the community committed to the possession cult. In his search to 
understand the uncontrollable, “diabolic” forces of creativity and the inspiration, 
the powerful animal of the bull best represents his mythology of the blood ‘that 
beats in the heart of the beast,’ as it is turned by him into a symbol of the 
uncontrollable source of the writer’s inspiration “invading” him from the “outside 
world.” 

According to the cult’s beliefs, the possession by a spirit called zar has 
destructive as well as healing and protective potential. In “Le taureau de Seyfou 
Tchenger” Leiris explains that balazar, “having the zar,” (78) means that the spirits 
have punished someone with illness, conflict, or the death of a loved one. 
However, it also characterizes someone in a powerful position because being 
possessed by one or several zar carries special knowledge. Such is the case of 
Malkam Ayyahou, the mission’s local informant. Leiris describes her house as a 
gathering center for ritual practice, but it also serves as a hospital, hotel, 
coffeehouse, and brothel. She is a healer and an authority in the community, above 
all because of her possession by the leader of all zar-spirits, Seyfou Tchenguer. 
Between admiration and irony, Leiris calls her “la dame chef des zar” ‘the lady 
chieftess of the zar’ (Afrique fantôme 564; Phantom Africa 459) because she is the 
carrier of the community’s most powerful spirit. To honor and appease Seyfou 
Tchenguer, the zar-practitioners sacrificed the bull to him on 8 September 1932. 
Leiris notes that Griaule had offered the sacrificial animal to the community to 
convince its members to participate in his field research and let the ethnographers 
observe them (“Taureau” 80). This indicates that the rite was reenacted for the 
French ethnographers, who wanted to study it systematically according to 
Griaule’s methodology. Ironically enough, the “authentic” ritual of possession and 
sacrifice that the mission meant to observe was ultimately an intercultural 
spectacle, as Albers remarks (“Phantom” 49). In his travel notes, Leiris criticizes 
Griaule for taking advantage of the zar-cult adherents but also worries about them 

 
14 Leiris drank the rooster’s blood during his active participation in the sacrifice ritual. In 
contrast to “mythology of the blood,” the reality of drinking the blood of the sacrificial 
animal filled him with awe but also with disgust. In L’Afrique fantôme, he recounts how 
Malkam Ayyahou’s daughter Emawayish, to whom he feels sexually attracted, flees to the 
kitchen to wash her mouth after the sacrifice because drinking the animal blood makes her 
feel sick. This seems like a sort of profanation to him (Phantom Africa 516). In “Le taureau de 
Seyfou Tchenger,” he adds a footnote citing Emawayish’s son Tebabou, who is a sacrificial 
priest and speaks of the danger inherent in the blood, because the hostile zar spirits can still 
act out from it for punishing purposes, even after the sacrifice, and despite the prayers he 
utters during the ritual (80). 
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taking advantage of the Europeans. Malkam Ayyahou and Emawayish repeatedly 
ask him and his colleagues for money and gifts, especially raki liquor and 
sacrificial animals. Eventually, he feels betrayed by their increasing demands 
which also demonstrates his exoticist idealization of their non-Europeanness that 
he thought would reach beyond any consumerist desire (Afrique fantôme, 555; 566-
67; 689-90).15 

Leiris’s essay on the bull sacrifice in the Dakar-Djibouti issue was published 
prior to his travel diary, which appeared in 1934. It seems that he had explicitly 
chosen — or even extracted — the description of the bull sacrifice for publication 
in Minotaure because, in L’Afrique fantôme, he only writes about the preparations 
for the ritual and briefly comments on the death throes of the bull, without going 
into further details. On the contrary, in the Dakar-Djibouti issue, he systematically 
describes the sacrifice, explaining the different steps of the ritualistic slaughter. 
Additionally, each step is documented photographically. He chooses twelve 
images, all of them taken — except for the first one — by means of Griaule’s 
panoptical photographic method. Considered against the background of Leiris’s 
conflict with Griaule and his disapproval of the objective methods of ethnographic 
documentation, his understating remark in the beginning of his essay nonetheless 
reveals a certain skepticism and ambivalence towards Griaule’s panoptical 
method: “Le texte n’est que le commentaire de douze images extraites des 
documents rassemblés par la Mission lors de son séjour à Gondar” ‘The text is just 
a commentary on twelve images taken from the documents collected by the 
mission during its stay in Gondar’ (“Taureau” 76). 

For Leiris, the images move beyond their status as objective documents or 
“independent witnesses,” as Griaule claims in his methodology (Méthode 82). In 
the framework of Minotaure, the intermedial dynamics between the images and 
the text alludes to the surrealist vision, “the revealing-concealing play of the gaze,” 
as Michael Janis suggests (583). In the Dakar-Djibouti issue, this surrealist vision 
creates a tension between opacity and transparency destabilizing the documentary 
character of ethnographic photography. This is already indicated by an image 
preceding Leiris’s text. It shows Malkam Ayyahou in a trance preparing for the 
ritual. She is protected from the sun by an umbrella in the background — a 
contrasting symbol of western civilization that often appears in colonial 
photography. Her kneeling body is hidden under a cloth and seems to anticipate 
the ritual, as she resembles a bull in this position (fig. 4). By concealing more than 
it shows, the photograph recalls the illusionist aesthetics of the images in 

 
15 The question of ritual authenticity haunts Leiris. In his 1956 essay “La possession et ses 
aspects théâtraux chez les Éthiopiens de Gondar” (Possession and its theatrical aspects at the 
Ethiopians from Gondar), he distinguishes between the “théâtre joué” ‘performed theater’ 
and the “théatre vécu” ‘lived theater.’ With the latter he no longer condemns the staged 
character of the zar-rituals as inauthentic but recognizes it as a condition of ritualistic 
situations and aesthetics. 
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Minotaure. Malkam Ayyahou’s covered body corresponds to the picture of the 
“jeune garçon dogon habillé de feuillage pour un rite saisonnière” ‘young Dogon 
boy dressed in leaves preparing for a seasonal rite’ (fig. 5) that covers the initial 
page of Griaule’s “Introduction méthodologique” (7). In this photograph, the 
Dogon boy is “disguised” by a sort of cone mask made of leaves, which hides 
almost his entire body from the spectators’ gaze, except for his lower legs. This 
image conveys a similar mystery to that of the zar healer’s cloth-covered body and 
illustrates how Minotaure’s surrealist aesthetics interfere with the documentary 
style of the ethnographic issue. 

 

Figure 4: Malkam Ayyahou in a trance under the chamma preparing for the Ritual 
of the Bull Sacrifice. In Michel Leiris. “Le taureau de Seyfou Tchenger.” 

Minotaure, no. 2, 1933, p. 74. (Photo: Marcel Griaule). Universitätsbibliothek 
Johann Christian Senckenberg, Frankfurt am Main. 

In a comparable way, the images on the first page of Leiris’s contribution 
allude to the covering/uncovering mode of representation. On the lower page, 
there is a portrait of Malkam Ayyahou; above her, the spectators can see an image 
of Seyfou Tchenguer, the spirit that possesses her and inhabits her as an invisible 
doppelgänger underneath her outward appearance (fig. 6). Enqo Bahri, another 
leader of the zar community who cooperated with the mission, created a series of 
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gouaches of the different zar personalities for the ethnographic research. In the 
syncretic logic of the zar-cult, these personalities make up an imaginative parallel 
society beyond the social reality of the cult’s members. Leiris’s comment on her 
portrait photo reveals that Malkam Ayyahou is not only possessed by Seyfou Tchenguer 
but by various zar-spirits that all act through her in different ways, as host and 
housekeeper (Chankit), travelling companion and protector (Rahiélo), property 
consultant (Abba Qwosqwos), or judge and moral advisor (Abba Yosef) (“Taureau” 78). 

 

 

Figure 5: Young Dogon Boy Dressed in Leaves for a Seasonal Rite. Minotaure, no. 
2, 1933, p. 7. (Photo: Marcel Griaule). Universitätsbibliothek Johann Christian 

Senckenberg, Frankfurt am Main. 

As becomes clear in the gouache, Seyfou Tchenguer himself is accompanied by 
three other protecting spirits, “noble guards” called wouriéza, according to Leiris 
(77).16 The zar-spirit’s entourage demonstrates his power. For this reason, he can 
only be satisfied by a sublime sacrifice, the bull. Considered from a transgender 
perspective, Malkam Ayyahou’s possession by this male power is ambivalent: On 
the one hand, her embodiment by Seyfou Tchenguer turns her into an authority; 
on the other hand, Leiris stresses the fact that she is only his “servant.” During the 
ritual, he turns her into his “horse,” meaning that her body in trance becomes the 

 
16 For further explanation of the gouache of Seyfou Tchenguer, see Leiris, “Possession,” 1006-
07. 
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medium through which he expresses himself.17 It is remarkable that the page 
layout in Minotaure reproduces the hierarchy of male domination inherent in the 
possession cult, as the gouache representing Seyfou Tchenguer is placed on the 
upper left side of the page presiding over the photographic portrait of Malkam 
Ayyahou on the lower right side. 

 

Figure 6: Gouache of the zar-spirit Seyfou Tchenguer by Enqo Bahri, and portrait 
of Malkam Ayyahou (Photo: Marcel Griaule). In Michel Leiris. “Le taureau de 

Seyfou Tchenger.” Minotaure, no. 2, 1933, p. 75. (Photo: Clichés Dakar-Djibouti). 
Universitätsbibliothek Johann Christian Senckenberg, Frankfurt am Main. 

 
17 In his Haiti speech “Message de l’Afrique” (Message from Africa) Leiris stresses the 
similarities between the zar possession and the Voodoo cult, in which the loa spirits also 
speak to the people through the “horse,” the mediating body of one participant in a trance 
(880). 
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The Ethiopian Minotaur 

Following Malkam Ayyahou’s and Seyfou Tchenger’s portrayal, Leiris’s account 
focuses on a sequence of ten images representing the sacrifice. The first depicts the 
practitioners of the ceremony twisting the bull’s head to lay him down on the right 
side (fig. 7, top). In the next step, the bull — at this time, still alive and in agony — 
is wounded, and Enqo Bahri, who has a leading function in the ceremony, hands 
a cup filled with its blood to Malkam Ayyahou (fig. 7, bottom left). Following 
Leiris, the next image demonstrates how two female participants of the ritual treat 
the bull’s injury with a liquid mixture of honey and beer (fig. 7, bottom right). The 
next photograph exposes the bleeding bull after the ceremonial leader has cut his 
neck and killed it, while other participants cover the blood spilled from its wound 
(fig. 8, top). The limbs of the bull’s dead body — bound together to prevent the 
animal from hurting any of the practitioners during its agony — are then untied 
in order to dissect and skin it (fig. 8, top). Leiris explains this process referring to 
two more images, stressing the importance not only of the bull’s skin remaining 
intact, but also its diaphragm, called mora (“Taureau” 80). The last picture, which 
follows that of the coffee-serving ritual, shows the crowning ceremony, in which 
we see Malkam Ayyahou wearing the bull’s diaphragm/mora on her head (fig. 10). 

Leiris’s text goes beyond a simple commentary on the images. His account 
includes more than what can be seen in the photographs, for example the sacred 
songs or the description of other practices during the ritual, such as the meal of 
the bull’s entrails. It is striking that his explanations refer explicitly to those 
elements in the photographs that remain invisible to the spectators. Above all, the 
spirits that become visible for the participants as they are embodied through the 
bull sacrifice cannot be seen in the pictures. Commenting on the image in which 
the bull’s neck is twisted, Leiris even characterizes the zar-spirits as witnesses — 
themselves spectators — of the scene in which the participating women enter in 
the state of a trance by making the traditional movement of the gourri, a rhythmic 
swinging and rotating of their heads (“Taureau” 80). Obviously, the medium of 
photography cannot depict this movement. However, in Griaule’s photograph the 
heads of the women are cut off; so, the readers of the essay cannot see their facial 
expression during the trance. The images thus frustrate the Western reader’s 
desire to observe authentic obsession in African culture. Leiris’s explicatory text 
might also trigger the spectator’s interest in seeing “primitivist” practices 
visualized in the images, such as the consumption of the sacrificial blood and meat. 
Leiris indicates that the drinking of blood is the moment within the ritual in which 
Seyfou Tchenguer is present before leaving his representative Malkam Ayyahou, 
who will eat the bull’s meat in his place: “[L]e grand zar n’est là qu’au moment où 
il s’agit de consommer le sang, cédant ensuite la place à un représentant qui 
mangera la viande (mélange cru des douze parties…)” ‘[T]he great zar is present 
only when it is time to consume the blood, then giving way to a representative 
who will eat the meat (raw mixture of twelve parts . . .).’ However, the readers of 
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Minotaure cannot see Malkam Ayyahou drinking the bull’s blood because her body 
is covered by one of the members’ robes. It can even be assumed that the 
participants in the ritual deliberately resist the cameras’ gaze to protect their 
practices from being observed and exposed to non-initiates. Curiously enough, in 
the same images neither can Malkam Ayyahou be detected, nor the bull, because 
members of the ritual block the camera lens’s view of the animal lying on the 
ground (fig. 7, bottom). Griaule’s panoptical method thus fails to render an “image 
totale” ‘total image’ (Méthode 82) of the zar-cult, as the crucial moments remain 
imperceptible in the ethnographic photographs. 

 

Figure 7: The Bull Sacrifice. In Michel Leiris. “Le taureau de Seyfou Tchenger.” 
Minotaure, no. 2, 1933, p. 76. (Photos: Marcel Griaule). Universitätsbibliothek 

Johann Christian Senckenberg, Frankfurt am Main. 
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Figure 8: The Bull Sacrifice. In Michel Leiris. “Le taureau de Seyfou Tchenger.” 
Minotaure, no. 2, 1933, p. 77. (Photos: Marcel Griaule). Universitätsbibliothek 

Johann Christian Senckenberg, Frankfurt am Main. 

Albers notes that, while Griaule’s photographs often correspond to “dem 
stereotypen Imaginären des Primitivismus” ‘the stereotypical imaginary of 
primitivism,” for Leiris they were emblems of liminal experiences reflecting his 
own phobias, phantoms, and obsessions (Diskrete Charme 591). For this reason, 
with the description of each image Leiris stresses the fact that the zar-spirits are 
present. Regarding the coffee ceremony (fig. 9), he even emphasizes their 
observatory and controlling function, explaining that they carefully ensure that 
the liquid is served from the sacred bowl called guenda, that nobody touches the 
reeds on which the bowl is placed, and that the ground remains untouched by the 
participants so that the worms living on it will not be killed (“Taureau” 81). 
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Figure 9: Coffee Ceremony. Michel Leiris. “Le taureau de Seyfou Tchenger.” 
Minotaure, no. 2, 1933, p. 81. (Photo: Marcel Griaule). Universitätsbibliothek 

Johann Christian Senckenberg, Frankfurt am Main. 

Leiris’s essay seems to interrogate the idea that ethnographic photography can 
“embody” the unseen spirits that are perfectly visible for the participants in the 
ritualistic bull sacrifice. Moreover, only the explicatory text is able to “visualize” 
them in the readers’ minds as it draws their attention to the unseen spirits. 
Griaule’s images thus depend on Leiris’s text that, despite its descriptive and 
impersonal style, triggers the readers’ imagination and makes them change their 
vision of the images as they try to detect what cannot be seen in the photographs. 
The way the text interacts with the images reveals the tension between 
transparency and opacity. Griaule’s positivist claim that his panoptical method of 
photography would achieve the best possible transparency of ethnographic 
observation stands in contrast to Leiris’s concept of documentation that renders 
the pictures poetically opaque and mysterious by referring to the invisible 
phantoms populating them as well as by frustrating the desire of Minotaure’s 
readers to become witnesses of “primitivist” possession.  

Leiris’s own obsession with being “overflown” by magic and leaving his 
rational point of view of the western observer behind crystallizes in the bull. 
Considering the photographic sequence as a whole, it becomes clear that instead 
of transparently demonstrating and providing evidence about the ritual, Leiris 
chose the images in which the camera circles ostentatiously around the powerful 
animal, as if drawing the spectators into the labyrinth of the Minotaur (fig. 7 and 
8). Within the surrealist vision of the journal, the human-animal being of the 
Minotaur stands for the unconscious forces of creativity, the “TOUTE-
PUISSANCE DU DÉSIR” ‘the omnipotence of desire’ (Skira et al. “Éternité”),  as 
the last issue’s editorial states. From a transcultural perspective, Leiris conjures the 
ancient Greek myth of the Minotaur and reformulates it through the north 
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Ethiopian possession cult. He seems to particularly project his idea of the 
inspiration deriving from the animal blood onto the image that exposes the bull’s 
wound (fig. 8, top). Keeping in mind his own consumption of the sacrificial 
rooster’s blood and its roasted liver that Malkam Ayyahou prepared for him 
(Phantom Africa 602-03), it seems that the act of absorbing — of literally “taking in” 
the animalistic forces — makes him believe that he can step out of himself, leave 
his self-control behind and be driven by the unconscious.18 Yet, as the possession 
ritual by the members of the zar-cult shows, the bull sacrifice not only discharges 
the uncontrollable forces of the unconscious, it also makes them compliant. 

This becomes evident in the image that represents Malkam Ayyahou wearing 
the bull’s diaphragm as a sign of an achieved unity with the animal and with her 
spirits of possession. Regarding the layout, the photograph representing the 
coronation ritual is placed on the center of the page with the text set around it (fig. 
10). However, through the profile perspective, the mora completely hides Malkam 
Ayyahou’s head, so again, any facial expression revealing her possession remains 
hidden from the spectators. In this image, the healer embodies the human animal 
of the Ethiopian Minotaur by wearing the mora (the bull’s diaphragm), which 
simultaneously refers to her possession by as well as her appeasing of 
uncontrollable spirits. Her image conveys Leiris’s own ambiguity and his poetics 
of writing between the loss and regulation of self-control.19 At the same time, 
Leiris’s “documentation” of the Ethiopian bull sacrifice resonates with Minotaure’s 
surrealist vision, as it raises the question of whether the reality of possession can 
in any way be rendered without the intervention of the imagination. Thus, his 
essay is permeated by Minotaure’s founding myth as well as its later surrealist 
credo of making its readers see “the latent content” of the unconscious hidden 
underneath any manifestation (Skira et al. “À nos lecteurs”). 

 
18 After the ritual Leiris muses: “Resté sur le banquette je me sens très séparé, très saint, très 
élu. Je pense à ma première communion: si elle avait été aussi grave que cela, peut-être serais-
je resté croyant; mais la vraie religion ne commence qu’avec le sang” (“Afrique fantôme” 751) 
‘Left on the bench I feel very isolated, very saintly, very elect. I think of my first communion: 
if it had been as serious as this, I might have remained a believer; but true religion only 
begins with blood’ (Phantom Africa 603). 
19 This interrogation anticipates his poetological concept of tauromachy from 1946, in which 
the Spanish bullfight symbolizes the limitations of self-writing. Leiris is particularly 
fascinated by the contrast between the “savage” ritual of killing on the one hand and the 
majestic appearance and the “strict ceremonial form of the corrida” on the other, as Albers 
points out (Diskrete Charme 646). In his 1958 essay “La possession et ses aspects théâtraux . . 
.” he continued reflecting the ambiguity between indomitability and regulation by 
approaching the “dressage” of the zar-spirits through the sacrificial performance as a means 
of calling them back to order (958-77). 
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Figure 10: The Crowning Ceremony: Malkam Ayyahou Wearing the Bull’s 
Diaphragm. Minotaure 2 (1933), p. 82. (Photo: Marcel Griaule). 

Universitätsbibliothek Johann Christian Senckenberg, Frankfurt am Main. 

Concluding remarks 

Leiris’s “ethnographic surrealism” engages with the limitations of an objective 
representation of non-Western cultures, particularly with regard to the 
discrepancy in the text-image relationship: His essay especially approaches what 
remains unrecognizable on the photographs, either because it is invisible as the 
zar-spirit or because the participants hide decisive moments in the ritual from the 
camera’s gaze, as Malkam Ayyahou’s drinking of the bull’s blood. Although, 
according to Griaule’s methodology, the images’ aim is to be transparent, they 
resist appropriation by a western readership. Leiris’s account seems to 
continuously alert us of the imaginative capacity involved in writing and reading 
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African cultures from a Western perspective, and finally in observing them. Even 
if his ethnographic writing in the Dakar-Djibouti issue notably relies on an 
objective documentary style (in contrast to the subjectivity of L’Afrique fantôme), in 
conjunction with the images it triggers the readers’/spectators’ “primitivist” desire 
to detect the invisible and hidden appearances on the images. Thus, “Seyfou 
Tchenguer’s Bull” participates in the “revealing-concealing” gaze (Janis 583) as it 
is practiced and propagated in Minotaure’s intermedia contributions. 

As part of the Dakar-Djibouti issue and its claim to objectivity, Leiris’s essay 
oscillates between surrealist opacity and ethnographic transparency. This is what 
turns the writer into a critic of Griaule’s “panoptical” method and the latter’s 
ambition to attain a maximum of documentation — and a “complete” image — of 
the possession ritual practiced by the zar-adepts of Gondar. Regarding Leiris’s use 
of Griaule’s photographs, it seems that he has explicitly chosen concealing instead 
of revealing examples that resist a transparent representation of possession. The 
question remains whether Leiris’s transgressive approach to ethnographic 
“documentation” by living experience — that also implies problematic moments 
of exoticist desire and the idealization of the other — has brought him any closer 
to understanding the reality of the Ethiopian possession cult. His dilemma, as 
expressed through his self-reflexive writing in L’Afrique fantôme, consists in his 
ongoing conflict between the willingness to believe in the (sur)reality of the zar-
spirits and his frustrated attempts to experience “authentic” possession beyond 
his own imagination. Considering his disillusionment with the combat against his 
own phantoms (Leiris, Brisées 54), Griaule’s photographs mirror Leiris’s own 
obsession and his conflicting position as ethnographer and surrealist writer, for 
which the Ethiopian Minotaur becomes a powerful symbol.  

As a reflection on his poetics, the bull sacrifice — especially the mythic idea of 
taking in the bull’s blood — expresses Leiris’s desire to unleash the affective forces 
of the unconscious and at the same time obtain control over them. The animal-
human appearance of Malkam Ayyahou, who is crowned with the bull’s 
diaphragm at the end of the ceremony while her face remains hidden to the 
spectators, is a key image for Leiris, as it reflects the ambiguity of his 
“ethnographic surrealism,” which is divided between his eagerness to represent 
the cultural reality of ritualistic possession beyond fantasist and exoticist 
outgrowths, and his concession that any method of documentation is affected by 
the invisible and invincible phantoms of the imagination. In the framework of 
Minotaure’s interdisciplinary approach to ethnography and poetry, Leiris’s 
ambiguous perspective on the bull sacrifice is as resistant to Griaule’s objective 
claim as it is to Breton’s concept of a surrealist vision, “[l]’œil existe à l’état 
sauvage” ‘[t]he eye exists in its savage stage’ (“Surréalisme” 349; Surrealism 1). 
Evoking the antique myth of the Minotaur in the transcultural setting of the 
Ethiopian bull sacrifice, Leiris reflects on the limits and the potential of 
approaching ritualistic possession through a surrealist vision that perceives reality 
through opacity and the imagination.
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