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Faint Testimonies: Remembering the Future 
through World War I
Rui Assubuji, in conversation with Achim von 
Oppen  

The installation in this room pursues the future into the past. It 
seeks to remember what people 100 years ago thought about 
the time to come – not, as usual, from the perspective of today, 
but taking their outlooks as serious and open-ended, from the 
vantage points of their time, just as our  own hopes and fears are 
today. 

The visual material on display – photographs, maps, texts – is 
from Africa (Mozambique) and Germany (Bayreuth). It takes us 
back to the time of the First World War. It tells us about two very 
different kinds of prisoners whose stories have been almost for-
gotten: German civilians, stranded and interned in the Portuguese 
colony of Mozambique after the declaration of war by Germany on 
Portugal in 1916; and prisoners of war from French African colo-
nies who were captured during fighting in Northern France and 
interned in Germany from 1914 onwards. Both groups were, in a 
way, victimised by the War, but under very different conditions. 
Both groups’ outlook on the world may have been shattered by 
their experiences of the War; both may have gradually developed 
new visions for what was to come after it. And the experiences 
and visions of both groups were inextricably entangled through 
their historical context. 

In this installation, each of the two groups is represented by an 
arrangement of testimonies centred on one key photograph: 

One of them shows a group of German internees in a so-called 
“Concentration Camp” (a term that was first used in Africa for the 
detention of civilian women and children in the Boer War, 1898-



1900) in Macequece, a place in the hinterland of Mozambique, 
near the border of present-day Zimbabwe, in 1916. Living condi-
tions look modest, by White colonial standards, but the prisoners 
do appear to be relaxed and by no no means unhappy or destitute 
on this photograph, some even with tennis rackets – obviously, 
they were allowed live a relatively comfortable life during their 
detention. Some features are reminiscent of a holiday camp.

A very different kind of prisoner of war is shown on the other pho-
tograph: a member of a French colonial military unit from Algeria, 
a “Zuave”, in his traditional orientalising uniform. He is depicted in 
1915 in front of the Bayreuth Light Cavalry’s indoor riding school 
were he probably had to work on the horses. He was one of the 
about 400.000 troops recruited during World War I by the Entente, 
mainly by France in its North and West African colonies, to fight in 
Europe – while at least the same number of Africans was taken to 
Europe as workers in the war industries. About 10-15 % of them 
died on the front, while some of the survivors were captured by 
the Germans and interned, in this case in Bayreuth. The situation 
of African prisoners of war in Germany was clearly less comfor-
table than for Europeam detainees in Mozambique – and more of 
them were going to die in detention. Nevertheless, even here the 
prisoner looks friendly and relaxed. As with the other picture, the 
horrors of the War and, partly, of the treatment of prisoners seem 
to be far away and remain invisible. 

Both photographs, and the parts of the installation that are 
related to them, draw our attention to unexpected aspects of a 
history many people think they are familiar with. It is little known 
in Europe as in Africa itself how strongly Africa was, in several 
respects, affected by World War I: through the recruitment of 
soldiers, carriers and workers, often by force, many of whom were 
taken to European battlefields while leaving their families without 
support; through the confiscation of food and raw materials for 
the war;  and not least also as “theatres of war”, with heavy figh-
ting and losses around the German colonies, notably in the East 
and Southeast of the continent (including Mozambique). 



The War also affected German nationals who happened to be 
present in Africa during the time  – as military, administrators, 
diplomats, settlers, businessmen, crews of ships confiscated 
by Portugal, etc. – and who were interned once they came under 
Allied (Entente) control.  

The two photographs raise many questions about the contexts 
they originated from, and about their significance for the actors 
involved. A number of subsidiary exhibits – all of them testimo-
nies of the time – try to find answers to these questions, at least 
indicate directions and connections: Why do the photographed 
look so relatively content? How did they assess their situation? To 
what extent did they experience the War as a profound rupture in 
their lives and in their views of the world? What fears, hopes and 
visions for the future did they ponder about while in captivity? 
Where would they go if they survived? Did they cling to conservati-
ve ideas about things like colonial rule, authority, race and gender? 
Or were they going to take part in the development of new ideas 
about social, religious and political liberation that emerged from 
World War I in Africa as in Europe and elsewhere? 

For instance, some of the German ex-internees may have joined 
after 1918 the movement that was to fight for a restitution of the 
colonies Germany lost as a consequence of the War - or changed 
their ideas of race and relations with Africa? An African ex-priso-
ner of war was to write the first modern novel of Algeria, trying to 
chart a way towards a new self-confidence of the colonized. Other 
African (and African-American) ex-combattans became protago-
nists or members of new African churches, parties, trade unions, 
newspapers, philosophy, and art.

But these examples are merely based on conjecture. The installa-
tion illustrates how faint and fragmentary our knowledge on the 
situation, background and outlook of actors such as those in the 
photographs really is. Testimonies, or “sources”, as historians call 
them, are scarce and far apart. 



Remembrance of the possibilities and ‘futures’ of the past, as 
much as its sufferings, guilt, and disappointments, is a struggle 
against forgetting: There is a danger that everything is smoothe-
ned in hindsight along the lines of “what actually came out of it” 
and who actually prevailed. 

Therefore, the photographs and other exhibits are presented 
not as parts of a coherent narrative, but as snapshots that have 
surfaced from the darkness of oblivion in often rather surprising 
ways. An arrangement in dim light, of tentative formats used in 
academic research (the light table, the blackboard), with items in 
small size and low resolution  –  all this testifies to the difficulties 
as well as fascination of searching the past for its futures.

Written by Achim von Oppen



Both a photographer and researcher on 
visual histories of Mozambique, Rui As-
subuji is currently working in archives in 
Europe and Africa. His academic base is 
the University of the Western Cape, Bell-
ville, South Africa.

Apart from doing many photographic exhibition and internati-
onal projects, Assubuji most recently co-edited the “Kronos“ 
journal‘s edition on “Mozambique: Nationalism and Historio-
graphy“ (with Paolo Israel and Drew Thompson). 

Within the Bayreuth Academy of Advanced African Studies, 
Rui Assubuji‘s current research is in correspondence with 
Sub-Project 1 “Narratives of Future in History“.

Rui Assubuji



Achim von 
Oppen
Achim von Oppen is professor of 
History with special emphasis 
on the History of Africa at the 
University of Bayreuth. Geogra-
phically focusing on Eastern and Central Africa, his research 
interests include social, cultural and religious history in rural 
and urban contexts, history of space and history of knowledge. 
He is the director of the Bayreuth Academy of Advanced Afri-
can Studies as well as project leader of Sub-Project 1, “Narra-
tives of Future in the Modern History of Africa and the Atlan-
tic“.

Among his recent publications are:

(ed., with Silke Strickrodt): Religious biographies in Southern 
Africa. Thematic cluster in Journal of Southern African Stu-
dies, 2012

(ed., with Ulrike Freitag): Translocality. The study of global pro-
cesses from a southern perspective. (Studies in Global Social 
History, 4) Leiden: Brill, 2010.

(ed., with Beatrix Heintze), Angola on the Move / Angola em 
Movimento. Transport, Communications and History / Vias de 
Transporte, Communicação e História. Frankfurt/Main: Lem-
beck, 2008.



Photograph found in the Stadtarchiv Bayreuth. In the centre of the 
picture: An Algerian prisoner of war, his name unknown, in Bayreuth. 
The handwritten inscription on the original reads “Der erste Zuave in 
Bayreuth. Im Jahr von Blut und Wunden 1914/1915“. (“The first ‘Zuave‘ in 
Bayreuth. In the year of blood and wounds 1914/1915“).



Archival photograph found by Rui Assubuji in the Archívio de Historia 
Militar, Lisbon. Taken at the Macequece “Concentration Camp“ of  Ger-
man internees in 1917 in Mozambique. Not much is known about the 
depicted.



Rui Assubuji about his way of working with image:  

My work as an image maker (television and still photography), 
asked me to learn more about photography and their presence in 
our life. Technical routines of producing images pushed me to think 
more about the images themselves. Within the academy, the call 
for a more relaxed relationship among the different languages of 
expression and comprehensive interdisciplinary practice enrich 
the debate and obviously, expand ways and possibilities to acquire 
knowledge. It is also inclusive though stimulating the participation 
of public in general, involving society in academic debate. 

In conversation
Rui Assubuji & Achim von Oppen



Can you both briefly explain your projects/researchs and your 
approach to this ?

AvO: The discovery of the photograph of an Algerian “Zuave” sol-
dier as prisoner of war interned in Bayreuth in 1915 has stimula-
ted my research interest in the experiences and views of Africans 
arising from Word War I, not only in Africa but also in Europe, and 
also at a very local level. For people from all continents (which is 
often overlooked), this time has brought unheard-of sufferings but 
also a shattering of existing world-views and a rise of new hopes 
and expectations, of new relationships, mobilities and move-
ments. What can this photograph tell us about these aspects ?

RA: Siegfried Kracauer (1920s&30s): ’Under a photograph , our 
history lies buried as if under a layer of snow’. (in, On Photography) 
. ... Edward Cadava (1990s):- ’Photographic technology belongs 
to the phisiognomy of historical thought... there can be no thin-
king of history that is not the same as thinking of photography’. (in 
Words of Light, xviii) ... Elizabeth Edwards (2000s): Can there be... 
a history that is played out at the level of the image? And: Photo-
graphs reconstitute the sapce and time of history.  (in Camera as 
Historian).

Which format/ method did you choose as the way of researching/ 
communicating your findings or questions?

RA: It’s not easy to find specific, direct information about the sub-
jects photographed. I’m relying on the existing knowledge of the 
period. This is to be found in texts, documents, newspapers and 



literature. Then, the crossing of references, I hope, can allow us to 
find paths for thinking and make more use of existing but disre-
garded information. The communication of the findings or ques-
tions raised can be made in different ways, an exhibition being 
one of the formats. ( To cross visual and text references ... for the 
images recall in an attractive way...)

AvO: I take the photograph of the „Zuave“ in Bayreuth as a key to 
the questions mentioned. Interrogating it from different angles, 
I illustrate three ways in which visual “sources” like this can be 
valuable for a better understanding of the past and its future: As a 
historian, I try to tease out as much as possible of the reality de-
picted here, but also the views and visions of the photographed, of 
the photographer, and of the public intended to watch it. To do so, I 
need a wide range of additional (‘contextual‘) information, which is 
represented by additional photographs etc. And I will also realize 
the difficulties and limits of such a ‘visual‘ approach to a “history 
of the future“.

Can you explain how the term „Future“ is reflected in your pro-
ject? How do you relate to the topic Future Africa and Visions in 
Time, and did your idea of the terms change?

RA: At this point the term Future is more a mental reflection since 
the knowledge of the past ‘fertilizes‘ the ground in which I think 

about myself, our actual condition as human beings. The project, 
in  a sense, is also a dialogue with the archives and by communi- 

In conversation
Rui Assubuji & Achim von Oppen



 
cating and exposing, a dialogue with the broader public. Bringing 
Africa into what is considered European history, such as the Great 
World War, is a challenge that may help me, as African, to take 
more ownership of the past. This project may be seen as an un-
derstanding of a past that allows ‘Visions in Time‘ of my ‘Future 
Africa‘.

AvO: Among participants on all sides – Europeans and Africans 
alike, but in different ways – World War I profoundly changed their 
outlook on the world to come. During and after war and imprison-
ment, some of them started to put their experiences and nightma-
res, but also their hopes and new ideas into writing. Others, ex-
combattants and observers alike, came to launch new religious, 
political, economic or artistic departures in Africa and beyond.

How did the cooperation with your partner (artist/ scientist) in-
fluence you in your thinking about your project?

RA: The cooperation brings other views into my own, consequently 
it opens up my horizons, diversifying spaces for communication 
and reflection on the subject. On the other hand, the view-viewer 
relationship produces a shared knowledge construction in which 
knowledge (the view) is always revived by different contacts (the 
viewers). It increases its impact, it rentabilizes the initial invest-
ment.

AvO: I was fascinated by Rui Assubuji’s find of a photograph of 
Germans interned in Mozambique during World War I. Germans  

In conversation
Rui Assubuji & Achim von Oppen



 
interned in Africa, caught in a kind of limbo situation, waiting for 
a very changed post-war future – that was a perfect match for an 
African interned in Germany, although their situation, theoretical 
outlooks, and probably their fate, were quite different. I also felt 
a kind of professional solidarity with him with regard to the enor-
mous difficulties to find out any concrete details about the back-
ground of these photographs – a typical problem. As an artist, 
however, he was better equipped than me to express the “dark” 
surrounding the evidence (and the memory it embodies). More ge-
nerally, by this installation, he has drawn my attention more stron-
gly to the dark sides of “histories of the future”, and he has clearly 
given our common concern a particular aesthetic appeal.

Do you think an interdisciplinary approach like this, fusing art and 
academic means, can create new knowledge?

RA: Arts bring attention to science in a way that it invites people to 
reflect on the matters in a more creative way. It also democratizes 
the construction of knowledge and stimulates for a more collabo-
rative attitude crossing several differences, blurring constraining 
barriers. I think it also make easier the absorption of scientific 
knowledge and the practical uses of it, liberating imagination 
eventually aiming a future, better than the past we know. The dis-
courses of globalization are more coherent!

In conversation
Rui Assubuji & Achim von Oppen



Achim von Oppen describes his ways of working with images:

As a historian, I use photographs and other visual material first of 
all as “sources” of knowledge about the past – like written texts, 
oral testimonies, artefacts etc. Photographs, however, are a tri-
cky kind of historical source that need their own methodology – 
regardless of whether we want to reconstruct past “realities”, or 
whether we are interested in the meanings and memories people 
have attached to these photographs at different times.  

In conversation
Rui Assubuji & Achim von Oppen



„The prisoners-of war camp in Bayreuth 1915 was located on part of 
today‘s campus of the University of Bayreuth (juxtaposition of 
sections an old and a recent plan, Bayrisches Hauptstaatsarchiv and 
Vermessungsamt Bayreuth, from M. Herrmann, Das Kriegsgefangenenlager 
Bayreuth im Ersten Weltkrieg. In: Archiv für die Geschichte 
Oberfrankens, 94 (2014), S. 241–302)“

Aus: 
Herrmann, Michael 
G.L., 2014: Das 
Kriegsgefangenenlag
er Bayreuth im Ersten 
Weltkrieg. In: Archiv 
für die Geschichte 
Oberfrankens, Jg. 94, 
S. 241–302. 
 



Map of detention camp in Beira/Mozambique during the First World War. Sour-
ce discovered by Rui Assubuji in the Archívio de Historia Militar in Lisbon.




