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INTRODUCTION

This article proposes a new concept, the indisciplinary film, and aims to proof its analytical 

benefits by analysing an outstanding and prize-winning contemporary Portuguese example: 

Miguel Gomes’s Tabu (2012). The concept is inspired in Jacques Rancière’s1 idea of philoso-

phy as an area of knowledge that thinks between disciplines, as well as in his notion of the 

aesthetic regime. As I have suggested elsewhere,2 the notion of the indisciplinary film aims 

to substitute that of the essay film. I will repeat my argument, in order to justify why I think 

that the study of films that escape classification should not focus on auto-reflexivity and sub-

jectivity, but rather concentrate on their relation between method and fiction, politics and 

aesthetics, and reception. 

I will advocate that Gomes’s film thinks Portugal’s colonial history between disciplines 

since its interest lies in the disclosure of fiction, as well as in acting on spectator expectations 

by engaging with our visual, aural and audio-visual experiences of colonial history in pho-

tography, music and film. Other than the written media that, according to Vilém Flusser,3 

participated in offering a linear explication of our world, Tabu proves the full potential of the 

technological codes appointed to by the author. This is due to their capacity to develop con-

cepts of images instead of understanding the world as an accumulation of scenes (as images 

do) or concepts that signify ideas (as literature does). In a very literal sense techno-imaginary 

codes indicate the end of history4 and the entrance into the world of models. Images and lit-

erature can thus be recognized in their role as mediators. I will claim that Gomes, whose film 

is inspired in F. W. Murnau’s Tabu: a Story from the South Seas (1931), which discussed the in-

fluence of writing on native cultures, makes us perceive this dimension of techno-images as 

concepts, thus setting new standards for contemporary film and its relationship with history 

as fiction.
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In fact, with his title, his topic and aesthetics Gomes sets up an intense and contempo-

rary dialogue with Murnau’s silent masterwork. He follows the German filmmakers’ repre-

sentation of colonialism from an anthropological point of view, his defiance of categories 

such as ethnographic documentary and fiction film and his highlighting of the materiality of 

the cinematographic image and of sound, but focuses even stronger on the performativity of 

the characters’ roles. However, Gomes deals from a changed because post-colonial perspec-

tive with the feeling of loss of an empire, instead of the loss of an autochthonous society. The 

contemporary filmmaker actually permits the feeling of nostalgia for the colonial past, cam-

ouflaged as the longing for one’s youth, as post-colonialism’s insistence in its most negative 

side, explicitly the master-servant relationship towards contemporary African migrants. As a 

result, Tabu stands out in present film production by confronting the spectator expectations 

usually aroused in European and Hollywood films, as well as in ethnographic films that ex-

press an un-deliberately craving for lost empires. 

INDISCIPLINARITY VERSUS THE ESSAY-FILM

Given its aesthetics and defying politics, Tabu is difficult to classify. Even though close to 

what is usually considered a fiction film, it could easily be associated with what filmmakers 

and theoreticians have called an “essay film.” As part of modern cinema, this concept has 

been used to inscribe film into the history of modernism, however mainly for films that are 

stronger linked with documentary filmmaking. 

How then approach this genre resisting film? I suggest “indisciplinary film” since the 

concept reveals the construction of fictions and calls attention to film’s capacity to make us 

experience aesthetic heterogeneity and dissent, presenting as such the possibility to grasp a 

deeper understanding of film as a sensorial and cognitive art form. Following Rancière5 and 

his ideas on art and the avant-garde, I am proposing that we should abandon the notion of 

modernity in cinema, associated with self-referentiality and the subjectivity of the author, 

and analyse the trans-historical relation between knowledge, politics and aesthetics articu-

lated in film instead.

What are we giving up and what can we earn from doing so?  Claiming the essay as a 

genre for film theory and practice has been an important item on a political agenda: to de-
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fend the mass medium as a serious art form whose critical and reflexive capacity is compa-

rable to philosophy and other disciplines of knowledge. Michel de Montaigne, responsible 

for introducing6  the concept in his famous book, was, on the other hand, more interested in 

human limitations. The Essays presented the “thoughts” and the “essence”7 of its author, so 

as to delineate how to understand and live with humanities imperfections. Self-observation 

and reflection on human behaviour, disregard for rules and schemes, idealization or typifica-

tion lay at its core. While this could be regarded as an “indisciplinary” methodology that 

thinks between disciplines, the essay was quickly adopted as a genre in a wide range of dis-

ciplines, from philosophy to human sciences and the arts, among them film. The genre ques-

tion is actually the one issue that still divides scholars in the theorization of the essay-film.8

Establishing the essay-film as a genre meant defending it as an audio-visual tool for rea-

soning. Sergei Eisenstein was the first to embrace the concept for Oktyabr (October, 1929), 

maintaining that cinema was “capable of articulating ideas”9. Based on Eisenstein, Bela 

Balázs10 argued in the 1930 that the “Gedankenfilm” mediated abstract ideas through sensi-

tive forms and intellectual thought through the effect of images. In the same line, Hans Rich-

ter11 pondered in 1940 that the essay-film was a much-anticipated variation of the documen-

tary film, capable of visualizing ideas and thoughts by making the invisible visible.12 Almost 

a decade later, in 1948, Alexandre Astruc13 fell short of pointing out a filmic example that de-

served to be called an expression of thinking. In his notorious text on the camera-pen he was 

nevertheless certain that this hypothesis would soon become a reality. 

Examples of the kind of filmmaking he idealized were being observed from the 1950s 

onwards. In 1954, Jacques Rivette14  described Roberto Rossellini’s feature Viaggio in Italia 

(The Lonely Woman, 1954) as an essay, sustaining that cinema was as capable of being essayis-

tic as literature by stressing the film’s remarkable mix of everyday details and ideas. In 1958, 

André Bazin15 spotted a film that fitted Astruc’s foresight perfectly: Lettre de Sibérie (Letters 

from Siberia, 1958) by Chris Marker. Fascinated by an editing style that cut from eye to ear 

(called horizontal montage), Bazin claimed that this could take documentary filmmaking to 

a new level. Astruc, for his part, reckoned that the camera-pen would be as much a tool for 

fiction as for documentary. In 1965, German filmmakers Alexander Kluge, Edgar Reitz and 

Wilfried Reinke16 picked up on the ideas of Balázs by concentrating their attention on the 

dialectical relationship between aesthetics and concepts in films that they considered suit-

able for the communication of complex ideas. In the same year, Jean-Luc Godard designated 
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his Pierrot Le Fou (1965) an essay-film.17 Roughly at the same time, in 1969, Argentinian direc-

tors Fernando Solanas and Octavio Getino18 signposted what the essay-film could offer to 

the development of their ‘Third Cinema’ in Latin America. 

When the essay-film became a key concept in film studies in the 1980s, mainly in Ger-

man19 and French20 academia, the concerns changed only slightly. In the wake of the defini-

tion of modernist art21  and avant-garde film,22  subjectivity of point of view and auto-

reflexivity were singled out as key characteristics of films that encourage active spectator 

participation and involve the audience in the decoding of inventive sound to image mon-

tage. The rational side thus remained paramount to its definition and the documentary was 

seen to be its main playground. 

When the concept’s theoretical discussion and usage as an analytical tool spread in the 

following decade around Europe,23 reaching North and South America24 at the turn of the 

new millennium, it was generally agreed that the essay-film was an open art work that 

breaks away from the parameters of established genres, questioning their and the medium’s 

limits by disregarding established hierarchies between literature, philosophy and visual me-

dia. In short, it was modern cinema’s most modernist accomplishment that made its audi-

ences think and question established knowledge by means of its filmmaker’s authorial style.

George Lukács,25 in 1910, and later Theodor W. Adorno,26 in 1958, strongly influenced 

this mind-set by stressing the centrality of the author and his critique of ultimate knowledge. 

Both discussed the essay in the light of a revision of sciences’ objectivity. Even though 

Adorno disagrees with Lukács’ definition of the concept as an artistic form,27 he cites him 

extensively to underline the contribution of the essay to unorthodox thinking and to fore-

ground the limitations of scientific methods:

Even the empiricist doctrines that grant priority to open, unanticipated experience over 

firm, conceptual ordering remain systematic to the extent that they investigate what 

they hold to be the more or less constant pre-conditions of knowledge and develop 

them in as continuous a context as possible. Since the time of Bacon, who was himself 

an essayist, empiricism — no less than rationalism — has been “method.” Doubt about 

the unconditional priority of method was raised, in the actual process of thought, al-

most exclusively by the essay. It does justice to the consciousness of non-identity, with-

out needing to say so, radically un-radical in refraining from any reduction to a princi-
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ple, in accentuating the fragmentary, the partial rather than the total. Perhaps the great 

Sieur de Montaigne felt something like this when he gave his writings the wonderfully 

elegant and apt title of Essays. The simple modesty of this word is an arrogant courtesy. 

The essayist dismisses his own proud hopes which sometimes lead him to believe that 

he has come close to the ultimate: he has, after all, no more to offer than explanations of 

the poems of others, or at best of his own ideas. But he ironically adapts himself to this 

smallness — the eternal smallness of the most profound work of the intellect in face of 

life — and even emphasizes it with ironic modesty.28

The inconclusiveness of methods is recognized by both authors and approaches them more 

than their divergence on the essay as an art form might suggest. Both thinkers also underline 

the centrality of the author who opens up a space of experience through which the essay ar-

ticulates its doubts and its critique of ultimate knowledge. Lukács speaks of reflexive mono-

logues and the essayist’s growing consciousness of his own nature, whereas Adorno uses the 

image of the author as a stage of interrogations and doubts:

Actually, the thinker does not think, but rather transforms himself into an arena of intel-

lectual experience, without simplifying it. While even traditional thought draws its im-

pulses from such experience, such thought by its form eliminates the remembrance of 

these impulses. The essay, on the other hand, takes them as its model, without simply 

imitating them as reflected form; it mediates them through its own conceptual organiza-

tion; it proceeds, so to speak, methodically unmethodically.29

Accordingly, Adorno recognizes that the essay’s aesthetic shares the possibilities of non-

conceptual works of art. But since he understands art to be non-discursive, the essay can by 

no means be considered an artistic expression. 

Whereas both authors’ observations on the importance of experience were not so ea-

gerly remembered but, conversely turned into the subjectivity of the author, Adorno factu-

ally ended up complicating matters for the reception of the essay in art theory. For once, 

since his paradoxical statement on its “methodically un-methodically” procedure made up 

for much of the mystification of the essay-film. And second because he considered this 

“method” as purely literary. Paradoxically, it the questioning of this hierarchization of disci-
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plines that helps to explain why filmmakers from Eisenstein to Getino were attracted to this 

label. The audio-visual was already being perceived as having a potential that could rival 

with any other discipline that produces knowledge. But this was being supported by draw-

ing strongly on film’s capacity to think, as well as on a modernist nomenclature that over-

shadowed conceptually what was already a consciousness of cinema’s capacity to make con-

cepts of images, as Flusser would say. In fact, there is nothing wrong with claiming the essay 

for film art, had its definition not been so strongly connected with reason, modernism and 

documentary. 

Since Adorno defended, inconsistently, the logo-centric side of the essay, time has 

passed and hierarchies have crumbled. Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari’s30  well-known 

definition of the philosopher as a creator of concepts is less restrictive and much sharper 

with regard to the differences between art, science and philosophy and are certainly respon-

sible for Rancière’s idea of indisciplinarity. Focusing on concepts demonstrates that the 

filmmaker’s worries and those of today’s film scholars have lost ground. Accepting that each 

field of knowledge is creative and interrelated, Deleuze and Guattari explain that they all 

think, even though in very different ways:

from sentences or their equivalent, philosophy extracts concepts (which must not be 

confused with general or abstract ideas), whereas science extracts prospects (proposi-

tions that must not be confused with judgments), and art extracts percepts and affects 

(which must not be confused with perceptions or feelings). In each case language is 

tested and used in incomparable ways — but in ways that do not define the difference 

between disciplines without also constituting their perpetual interbreeding.31

In the philosophers’ understanding science is also less affirmative than Adorno would have 

it, and art undoubtedly capable of thinking: “Art thinks no less than philosophy, but it thinks 

through affects and percepts.” One might want to add that it does so in varying degrees.32

If the essay-film was successful in fighting film’s case as high art (in post-modern times 

somehow obsolete), it can, given its association with the above mentioned characteristics of 

modern cinema, also prove misleading as an analytical tool. Let me briefly demonstrate this 

with Tabu. The film juxtaposes two parts set in different historical moments after a prologue. 

It makes references to Hollywood movies, ethnographic films, the silent masterpiece Tabu: A 
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Story from the South Seas, pop songs from the 1960s and colonial photography. If we looked 

for its self-reflexivity and the author’s subjectivity, we would ignore the dissent, which is at 

the core of Gomes aesthetic: that he establishes identity with Murnau’s film and differences 

with dominant cinema’s take on colonialism, uses several main characters and their contra-

dictory viewpoints, engages with their moods without identifying with them, and that he 

reveals the enduring connection between colonial past and present. 

Instead of looking to a hierarchizing literary theory in order to canonize film as a mod-

ernist art form, as filmmakers, theoreticians and scholars of the essay-film have done for 

decades, a turn towards philosophy might offer a more productive methodological approach 

that focuses the dissident attitude stronger by concentrating on the relation between the 

production of disciplinary knowledge and aesthetics, in short, indisciplinarity.

THE INDISCIPLINARY FILM

Adorno was undoubtedly concerned with counterattacking disciplinarity when he high-

lighted the anti-methodological method of the essay. While Jacques Rancière’s concept is ob-

viously indebted to some of his ideas, indisciplinarity presents an original take on the prob-

lem of method that makes it more attractive to film analysis since it foregrounds the question 

of fiction. The author claims that disciplines are not defined a priori by their methods, but 

rather by “constituting an object as an object of thought and as the demonstration of a cer-

tain idea of knowledge.”33 This attention towards the system on which knowledge produc-

tion is based is reminiscent of Michel Foucault. But the relation between power, truth and 

subject is enhanced by the question of aesthetic practices, as the author himself clarifies: 

If the reader is fond of analogy, aesthetics can be understood in a Kantian sense — re-

examined perhaps by Foucault — as the system of a priori forms determining what pre-

sents itself to sense experience. It is a delimitation of spaces and times, of the visible and 

the invisible of speech and noise […].34

Aesthetics is, then, a problem that concerns every aspect of human life, including science 

and politics. Science for once is seen in a dim light: not only as a “war machine against al-
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lodoxy. But what is called allodoxy is, in reality, an aesthetic dissent.”35 The disciplines of 

knowledge are being criticized more drastically and from a different vantage point. In fact, 

they are accused of trying to neutralize everything that breaks away from consent and 

threatens social balance, everything that would put the distribution of social roles and oc-

cupations at risk. In short, everything that aims to restructure the “distribution of the sen-

sible.” 

Following Deleuze and Guattari, Rancière’s target is philosophy’s rival, sociology. But, 

factually, all human and social sciences are in his sight. Post-structuralism’s lessons have 

been learned: the boundaries hide the fact that methods actually unfold into the construction 

of stories. While Jacques Derrida would speak of deconstruction, Rancière calls this indisci-

plinarity. He defines it as a way of thinking that reveals the borders established by the vari-

ous disciplines, as well as their purpose as weapons in their “war” against aesthetic dissent. 

For that reason, methods do not examine a territory but try to define it by telling stories. Any 

area of knowledge, with philosophy at its lead, needs to pay attention to the tales of other 

disciplines — which they call methods — in order to maintain its indisciplinarity:

Disciplinary thought says: we have our territory, our objects and the methods which 

correspond to them. This is what sociology or history, political science or literary theory, 

says. This is also what philosophy, in the regular sense, says, posing itself as a discipline. 

But at the moment in which it wants to found its status as a discipline of disciplines, it 

produces this reversal: the foundation of foundation is a story. And philosophy says to 

those knowledges [savoir] who are certain of their methods: methods are recounted sto-

ries. This does not mean that they are null and void. It means that they are weapons in a 

war; they are not tools which facilitate the examination of a territory but weapons which 

serve to establish its always uncertain boundary.36 

Like Deleuze and Guattari, Rancière sees no difference between the diverse disciplines. It is 

the construction of their stories that varies: “Only the language of stories can trace the 

boundary, forcing the aporia of the absence of final reason from the reasons of the 

disciplines.”37 In one big stroke Rancière also does away with differences between science, 

art and politics. Fictionality is, indeed, the one trait they all share: “Politics and art, like 

forms of knowledge, construct “fictions,” that is to say, material rearrangements of signs and 
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images, relationships between what is seen and what is said, between what is done and what 

can be done.”38 

It is surprising that when the philosopher speaks of film, apart from challenging the 

avant-garde discourse of pure art, he positions art film again as opposed to classical Hol-

lywood narrative, as though cinema was destined to produce fables and not fictions. He 

actually says that: “The art of cinema has been constrained, empirically, to affirm its art 

against the tasks assigned to it by the industry. But the visible process by which it thwarts 

these tasks only hides a more intimate process: to thwart its servitude, cinema must first 

thwart its mastery. […] The film fable is a thwarted fable.”39 Curiously, this sounds like the 

unmethodological method of Adorno and is thus less poignant than his ideas about the 

fictionality of all method. Moreover, although Rancière’s understanding of fable might not 

be an Aristotelian one, when he speaks of cinema’s open, fluid and passive character, 

which he calls a “positive contradiction,”40 he does not seem to have resolved the theoreti-

cal problem that is usually referred to as the binary opposition between realism and anti-

realism.

In this respect, the philosopher Martin Seel developed a more compelling idea by af-

firming film’s indeterminacy41. Analysing in detail the two opposing trends in film theory — 

one that discusses the extra-filmic reality and another that spotlights the construction of real-

ity — as well as film’s illusionism — presented in a new light within film history with the 

concept of the cinema of attractions — Seel advances with a different approach capable of 

expressing film’s ability to produce an audio-visual experience that is neither real nor illu-

sionary but always an indeterminate construction. Rancière, on the other hand, who is revis-

iting its history, does not engage with this theoretically undefined potential. Parting from 

Seel’s definition of film as unspecified in its relation to the construction of reality, I would 

suggest that film does not need to thwart its mastery, since the mastery itself is only a fiction 

of film history — a fact that Rancière is tackling but not resolving with the same theoretical 

consistency as Seel. 

Rancière’s definition of the aesthetic regime, however, is much more suitable for the 

theoretical definition of film’s aesthetic possibilities. By employing a philosophical concept 

to define art, this other axiom in Rancière’s thinking has two key goals: to define art in the 

singular, i.e., to abandon the idea of art’s specificity, and to question the very idea of modern 

art and its impact within the periodization of art history. What is more, it presents a defini-
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tion of realism that is not only groundbreaking for film (and aware of its indeterminacy 

within art) but also proposes a way to use indisciplinarity as an analytical tool for film stud-

ies.

The turning point towards the aesthetic regime is spotted in two instances: in German 

idealism and in literary realism. With regard to the latter the author develops a dynamic 

concept: “its inaugural moment has often been called realism, which does not in any way 

mean the valorisation of resemblance but rather the destruction of the structures within 

which it functioned.”42 Madame Bovary by Gustave Flaubert is the philosopher’s prime ex-

ample. He argues, and this is of the utmost importance for my critique of the essay-film, that 

the book does not bear the traces of its author’s intervention, i.e., his subjectivity, but, rather, 

of the indifference and passivity of things without will or significance: “The fictionality spe-

cific to the aesthetic age is consequently distributed between two poles: the potential of 

meaning inherent in everything silent and the proliferation of modes of speech and levels of 

meaning.”43

Consequently, realism retracts from the imitation of action and highlights the “brute” 

materiality of the objects, remembering, at the same time, their narrative potential.44  Pre-

established borders are imploded and new experiences proposed that reconfigure the distri-

bution of the sensible. Is this not Rancière’s very own definition of indisciplinary?  And is 

film not an art form for which this is particularly true? It is worth noting that recent scholar-

ship on the avant-garde film has put forward a comparable redefinition. Gabriele Jutz45 and 

A. L. Rees,46 for example, have questioned authors such as Clement Greenberg and P. A. Sit-

ney, who famously defended self-reflexivity and subjectivity, by foregrounding the relation 

between materiality and performativity in films from the early 1920s to the present. 

Since indisciplinarity is concerned with the fictions of disciplines that construct borders 

and consent, its main objective is described not only as the foregrounding of these fictions, 

but also as the re-configuration of the sensible and thus as an aesthetic of dissent. Rancière’s 

definition is as follows: “Thus dissent is not an opposition between a government and peo-

ple who challenge it, it is a conflict about the configuration of the sensible. […] Dissent has as 

its aim what I call the cut-out of the sensible, the distribution of private and public spaces, of 

issues that are dealt with or are not, and of the actors that have or have not a motif to be 

there to take care of them.”47 It seems to be a simple equation — fictionality equals consent 

and indisciplinarity equals the redistribution of the sensible — if it were not for the aesthetic 
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dimension. Rancière’s idea of the aesthetic regime believes in the necessity of an aesthetic 

dissent, not in the Marxist sense but as a means for a democracy that needs to question the 

binary oppositions on which consensus is built. 

When elaborating on the aesthetic regime, the author actually specifies a number of 

characteristics that may serve as key indicators for film’s indisciplinarity. They all share a 

fundamental “identity of contraries,”48 that is, they manifest a heterogeneous world-view 

that goes beyond the border construction of conventional methods. I will use them therefore 

as methodological tools for film analysis: 1) the co-presence of temporalities; 2) the in-

definition of borders between the reason of facts and the reason of fictions; 3) the suspension 

of the opposition between the activity of thought and the passivity of sensible matter; and, 

generally, and, finally, 4) the re-composition of the landscape of the visible.49 

Let me look at the third feature more carefully as it is especially important for a revision 

of the characteristics associated with modernist art, modern cinema and the essay-film. Film 

studies, developing on Brecht's ideas on anti-Aristotelian theatre, has a long tradition of de-

fining the spectator as body-less and of challenging his passive, ocular perception, as for ex-

ample, in the apparatus theory, the discussion on continuity editing, suture and the panoptic 

view, or in feminist film theory. Much recent film scholarship has contested this point of 

view. As Thomas Elsaesser and Malte Hagener50  put it: “Cinema is not a case apart of per-

ception with proper rules; the brain processes all sensible perception and that of the body, in 

cinema and anywhere else.” Rancière too argues for the concept of an emancipated spectator 

by saying that there is no distinction between active and passive reception whatsoever: 

“Spectatorship is not the passivity that has to be turned into activity. It is our normal 

situation.”51 

With regard to the essay-film, recent theoretical debate has gone from the activation of 

the spectator towards the idea of a dialogue between author and audience.52  Although it 

sounds more dynamic, it factually remains based on distinguishing the essay-film from other 

films by overestimating its cognitive reception and by forgetting, or ignoring, sensitive stim-

uli that are equally important in the process of constructing signification. One could argue 

that the indisciplinary film is in fact grounded on the sensitive engagement with the “brute” 

presence of materiality since it is interested in the construction of meaning in a complex way 

that exceeds rational perception. If we can agree that any film is always active and passive, 
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cognitive and sensitive, we might be able to look more closely at the way in which (indisci-

plinary) films try to re-distribute the sensible and produce dissent. 

A second point needs further clarification: the author’s subjectivity. I would argue that 

since Montaigne, self-observation has been much more important to artists than authorship. 

I would even claim that the so-called “subjectivity” which has been singled out as the key 

characteristic of the essay-film, has been a misinterpretation of Montaigne’s intent to focus 

on self-scrutiny, i.e. the setting up of a stage for experiences that makes life’s heterogeneity 

perceptible. Much of the theorization of the essay-film, strongly influenced by auteur theo-

ries in the context of modern cinema, is actually built on this “fiction.” 

Let me summarize my arguments: Even though the essay-film looks back on more than 

eighty years of theoretical discussion, a number of concerns have persisted and some ques-

tions have remained unanswered. The indisciplinary film as a theoretical framework aims 

to resolve these issues or to prove that they have become obsolete. Accordingly, it wants to 

settle the question of whether film cannot only think but act by arguing that it does so be-

tween disciplines. This results from its interest to work towards the redistribution of the 

sensible by means of dissent. This brings the discussion about the essay-film as genre to a 

close. By using Rancière’s definition of realism, it surpasses a questioning of the boundaries 

between fiction and documentary by foregrounding art’s attention towards the signifying 

potential of the heterogeneity of recorded and thus constructed reality. As a result, subjec-

tivity and the centrality of the author lose their position as key characteristics. Finally, and 

in tune with current scholarship, formal aspects become less important and the idea that the 

essay-film “activates” the spectator is revised. 

I trust that the concept of the indisciplinary film can change our perspective on film and 

its reception in general and on the essay-film in particular by shifting our attention towards 

more vital features for future theorization and film analysis outlined above. I will now exam-

ine Tabu in order to point out how the film acts between disciplines. 

TABU (2012) BY MIGUEL GOMES

Tabu distinguishes itself from most of contemporary Portuguese film production, since it 

opens up a new and indisciplinary path with regard to the way it deals with national history 
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and the sentiments of loss involved53. Let me first look at how it constructs a co-presence of 

temporality that jeopardises linear history and renders the inseparability of the reason of 

facts and fictions perceptible. Then I will demonstrate how the film suspends the opposition 

between activity of thought and passivity of sensible matter, so as to offer the experience that 

techno-imaginary codes are always nothing else but mediators. 

CO-PRESENCE OF TEMPORALITY AND 

UNDEFINED BORDERS BETWEEN FACTS AND FICTIONS

Portuguese cinema has used historical comparison or the association of different historical 

moments to depict colonialism or the colonial war before. Non ou a Vã Glória de Mandar (No 

or the vain glory of command, 1990) by Manoel de Oliveira and Um Adeus Português (Portuguese 

Farewell, 1985) by João Botelho are well known examples.54 Tabu, shot entirely in black and 

white, takes this analogy to another level, since it insists, in contrast to the earlier films, in 

the persistence of the colonial mind-set in contemporaneity, and it does so by foregrounding 

its presence in both the colonial and post-colonial temporality. 

In order to do so it is divided into two parts with a prologue. The first part, entitled 

“Paradise Lost,” is set in modern day Lisbon, while the second, “Paradise,” takes us back to 

the 1960s in an unspecified and overtly fictitious Portuguese colony on the African continent. 

I will explain in more detail how these two parts not only cite Murnau’s Tabu, but actually 

invert and comment on the earlier film’s structure. The short prologue complements yet an-

other time layer, the 19th century, while setting up the tone, the subject and the aesthetics of 

the film.

PROLOGUE

The film opens with an image of an explorer equipped with a tropical helmet and a water 

pouch. He stands still in a pose reminiscent of photography, a frozen image in time of a pro-

totype explorer in the African bushes. The iconographic image comes to life when his Afri-

can carriers appear in the picture. While the titles blend in, he remains motionless. 
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Fig. 1: Tabu — the explorer.

Fig. 2: Tabu — the explorer and his servants.

Already in this first shot Gomes puts at stake a historical self-image that Portugal has 

developed over centuries: that its colonization was a humanistic and scientific project with-

out economic interest.55 The filmmaker recreates one of the images that this idea entails, and 

then exposes its construction by revealing it as a pose when the Africans move at the ex-

plorer’s service. The moving image thus tells more about colonialism than the photographic 

image, since it is capable of demonstrating the subservience at its base. This capacity of mov-

ies to disclose fictionality will be employed throughout the film. 

The historical photographic or documentary images that have participated in structur-

ing discourses on Africa and its landscape are as much revisited, as are the romantic adven-

ture stories that have been told by mainstream cinema. The prologue deals, therefore, with 

another central fiction that will also be vital in the second part: the love story. But this occurs 
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in a fashion that enhances as much the fictionality of Hollywood movies set in the African 

jungle, as well as by acting on our ideas on facts by means of the aesthetics of ethnographic 

filmmaking. 

An omniscient voiceover, reminiscent of this type of documentary film, explains that the 

explorer is not propelled by scientific longing for knowledge, but by the grief for his de-

ceased spouse. We see the explorer walking through the savannah and having an encounter 

with his dead wife who tells him he will not be able to run away from his feelings. He then 

throws himself into a river to be eaten by a crocodile, as the voice tells us. In a generic twist 

that emphasizes even stronger the character of documentation, his African servants, who 

witness his ridiculous love suicide, perform a dance. Some of the dancers establish eye con-

tact with the camera, as though we were now watching a genuinely authentic ethnographic 

film. However, the constant play with genre conventions jeopardises any binary opposition 

between the reason of facts and fictions. We are perceptibly confronted with a fictional ac-

count that comes in the disguise of documentation.

Fig. 3: Tabu — citation of ethnographic documentaries.

Returning to the love story and underlining the surreal dimension of the story, which 

takes us even further away from the reason of facts, the voice over then informs us that ac-

cording to legend the melancholic animal was often seen in the company of a lady. This is 

then illustrated by a shot of the two creatures. Due to the estranging ethnographic approach 

and the deadpan acting the sequence is not only unreal but also rather comic. In travelling or 

static shots, the characters perform mechanically their supposedly deep feelings, and while 

the explorer recalls Buster Keaton, his wife looks like a ghost from a B-Movie. One of the fa-
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vourite genre mixes of Hollywood — adventure and love stories in exotic landscapes — is 

dismantled with dry humour the performativity of the roles of tragic romantic hero and 

haunting love object. 

Thus, the introductory part makes us perceive two kinds of fiction: colonialism camou-

flaged as exploration and the cinematographic love story set in a tropical environment. This 

is made possible by Gomes’s citation and appropriation of codes from artistic movements 

and genres such as Surrealism, the Hollywood adventure melodrama, silent comedy, the 

ethnographic film and colonial photography. They set up a dialogue that excels the imposi-

tion of a subjective viewpoint on the colonial imaginary. On the contrary, by reactivating this 

imaginary the film makes its fictionality perceptible. This indisciplinary approach is already 

obvious in the prologue where it shows that the impact of colonialism can only be under-

stood if the different genres and methodologies involved are revisited. By revealing their 

constructiveness as sentimental backdrop, a dissident outlook becomes possible that ridi-

cules the imaginary heroes of the imperial past.

PARADISE LOST

So as to underline the positive disguise of colonialism and its audio-visual cover-up through 

the love story, and to establish a relation with contemporary times — where these fictions per-

sist in a different temporality — a cut takes us to Pilar, the main character of the first part, sit-

ting in the cinema and, presumably, watching this movie. The blending in of the title “Paradise 

Lost” already sheds an ironic light that will intensify once we have seen the second part of the 

film. But even after the prologue the question arises, if this was Paradise, what has been lost? 

But there is more to the inter-title and the idea of having been expelled from the Garden 

of Eden in nowadays Lisbon. As in the prologue, it is not only a historical and biblical refer-

ence, but also an artistic and aesthetic one. Fritz Murnau’s film on a love story in the South 

Sea is equally divided in two parts. A native couple, Reri and Mathai, defies the religious 

authorities and ends tragically since they have to flee from their island. The first part, set on 

Bora-Bora, is called “Paradise” and the second, set on an island that has already suffered the 

effects of colonization, “Paradise Lost.” Gomes not only reverses this logic, but radicalizes 
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the lack of rigidity of this binary opposition with the aim of developing on his main theme: 

the persistence of the colonial mind. 

As Julian Hanich notes, the native society in Murnau’s Tabu is already corrupted on the 

native island in “Paradise.”56 When Reri, the daughter of the chieftain, is claimed by the 

Polynesian king to become the virgin of their gods, a priest arrives on a French ship and pre-

sents his demand in writing, which proves that the once oral and flexible society has already 

become rigorous and authoritarian. Threatened by their own society, the couple finally be-

comes victim of capitalist colonialism in “Paradise Lost.” Unfamiliar with the monetary sys-

tem, Mathai, who now earns money diving for pearls, becomes indebted to Chinese mer-

chants. Even though he successfully defies imposed taboos twice, he and Reri cannot get 

away from the exploitation institutionalized by modern civilization. 

Murnau’s Tabu thus not only engages with a critique of Western civilization brought 

forward by his contemporary anthropologists such as Franz Boas, Margaret Mead and Ruth 

Benedict.57 The film also criticizes the triumph of the written word and law, imposed by re-

ligion and colonialism: “writing in Tabu is a means of power and authority.”58 The focus on 

the act of writing and its implications thus associates the loss of the natives’ world with the 

end of silent film being that the silent film considers the spoken word as equally threatening 

to the art of filmmaking as the written word is to pre-colonial society. It is worth remember-

ing that both, and Murnau was certainly aware of this, written law and sound film — build 

the basis for capitalism.

Gomes’s situation is dissimilar but not completely different. His post-colonial context 

makes him equally sceptical towards contemporary society, but he adopts a caustic change 

that results from his historical perspective. Instead of focusing on natives, as Murnau did in 

a moment in which colonialism was being challenged by anthropology, he uses a romantic 

couple from the colonial period, which he ironically calls “Paradise.” As a result, he includes 

the notion of nostalgia towards the characters’ youth that seems to push the colonial ques-

tion into the background but guarantees a more heterogeneous engagement with their con-

tradictions. The post-colonial moment, on the other hand, is entitled, paradoxically but co-

herently, “Paradise Lost,” given that the persistence of the colonial mind is the true fall from 

Eden. As mentioned before, the spectators will only get a chance to understand the full 

meaning of the titles at the end of the film. I will return to them after discussing each part.
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The modern paradise-lost part establishes a sense of loneliness, hollowness, and so en-

gages consciously with a latent sense of lack, which, again, serves to obstruct the political 

question that lies at its core. It thus introduces with great understatement important con-

temporary socio-political issues that result from colonial times, particularly the manner in 

which African migrants are treated, but, equally important, how, if at all, the characters en-

gage with history. The story of Pilar, a common and lonely middle-aged Portuguese woman 

who tries to be a good Christian and an active citizen, is told in short sequences that span 

over a week. She is politically engaged in an NGO, assists her demented neighbour Aurora, 

offers to host a nun who comes to Lisbon for a meeting of the ecumenical Taizé community 

(turning out to be just an ordinary Polish girl) and spends time with an elderly painter friend 

who has a crush on her. Her fascination with Aurora — who, in a pun on the novel Out of 

Africa by Karen Blixen and its cinematographic adaptation — once had a farm in Africa, tes-

tifies to her desire of a more exiting life that she tries to satisfy by frequently going to the 

movies, as we already saw. Aurora, on the other hand, is a senile gambler who constantly 

loses her money at the casino. Empathic with Aurora, Pilar censures Aurora’s black house-

keeper Santa for not taking action, even though she is only a poor immigrant from some un-

specified country of the PALOP, paid for by Aurora’s daughter who lives in Canada. 

Santa’s character reveals the limits of Pilar’s Christian and democratic values. Even 

though she is friendly, Pilar also assumes an intimidating and superior position. Aurora’s 

demonization of her — she says Santa was sent by the devil – testifies more visibly against a 

happy coexistence between ex-colonizer and former colonized. Both attitudes demonstrate 

that luso-tropicalism and lusophony, two key concepts related to Portugal’s “soft colonial-

ism” survived in post-colonial society as a common sensual mentality, covered under a 

pseudo-democratic veil.

Lusophony and luso-tropicalism deserve special attention since they have been substan-

tial in the development of a positive imaginary with regard to Portuguese colonialism. As I 

have stated elsewhere,59 luso-tropicalism can be defined as propagating Portugal’s outstand-

ing accomplishments — the discoveries of sea routes, islands and “continents” — as a con-

sequence of the country’s desire to convert the world to Christianity in a peaceful manner. 

Trying to distinguish itself from the Spanish conquerors, Portugal’s colonial process has been 

interpreted as guided by religious instead of material interests and understood to have been 

non-violent, by engaging, living and mixing with the most diverse cultures and ethnicities 
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from the southern hemisphere. Luso-tropicalism is, in fact, based on the idea that the Portu-

guese people, due to their own cultural miscegenation that suffered influences from Europe 

and the North of Africa, are trans-national in their essence.60

Lusophony, on the other hand, is a product of international decolonization but entered 

the lusophone stage only permanently after Portugal finally let go of its colonies in Africa in 

the early 1970s, which brought a feeling of loss to the core. It also advocates a harmonious 

trans-national community in the colonies and aims to guarantee its survivals after the end of 

the empire by identifying the Portuguese language as a metaphor for a shared culture. To do 

so, it ignores regional and national linguistic, cultural and historical differences and uses 

Portuguese as the principle and corner stone of a common cultural identity, which — due to 

its transnational dimension — is considered superior to any national identity. Both concepts 

are powerful tools that convert the colonial history into a collective cultural history. 

As I have noted in a different place,61 only in the last decade or so have Portuguese lit-

erary critics and social scientists started to translate the insights from post-colonialism and 

the awareness of a post-colonial national identity crisis into the critical assessment of these 

and other concepts and ideas associated with Portugal’s colonialism. Questioning the na-

tional predisposition for transnationality and the celebration of its post-colonial cultural 

legacy, this has helped to lay bare luso-tropicalism’s and lusophony’s intent to camouflage 

difference by acknowledging that they were designed to maintain the imaginary of Portu-

gal as a great nation. 

The same is true for Gomes’s film, but in an ironic way. It is possible to sense the persis-

tence of an oblique master-servant relationship between Aurora and Santa that reveals luso-

tropicalism to be a fraud, but also between her and Pilar. Tabu takes great care to sustain also 

the inexistence of lusophony since Santa is just learning how to read and write in Portu-

guese. Poignantly, even the Polynesians in Murnau’s film were literate, though this was not 

to their advantage. As an African immigrant in 21st century Portugal, Santa’s way out of illit-

eracy is thorny. Her teacher displays paternalistic arrogance when she praises the fact that 

Santa is ahead of her class because she is reading a book; and the literature she picked only 

reaffirms her subordinate place. Robinson Crusoe (1719) by Daniel Dafoe, the most famous 

and widely published book on the colonial encounter, tells the story of a castaway who es-

tablishes a master-servant relationship, which Gomes subtly associates not only with Aurora, 

but also with Pilar. 

CINEMA 5 · FERREIRA! 36



Fig. 4: Tabu — Santa reading Robinson Crusoe.

Contemporary Portugal appears as a rigid and secluded world in which the power play 

from colonial times continues.62 However, none of the characters seems to be at ease or even 

remotely happy with their lives. Fixed static shots and mechanically delivered dialogues are 

aesthetic hints towards an unrevealed subtext. Each composition is “brute” in the sense that 

its materiality hints towards meaning that surpasses what the characters disclose. What is 

more, embedded in a disconnected structure of two parts, the narrative potential is not only 

present in the shots but remains also rather disconnected due to the divided plot. 

The first sequence of the first part may serve as an example for the materiality of the 

shots. After we see Pilar sitting in the cinema where she watches the film on the explorer, 

there is a cut to a shot in which she is driving through the streets. Lisbon is not at all por-

trayed as being picturesque, only modern and functional buildings fly by the window whose 

indifference and passivity are telling about the life in the city.

 

Fig. 5: Tabu — On the way to the airport.
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The artificial composition of the framing of the shots, which is added to the levels of mean-

ing inherent in the filmed objects, enhances the sense of inflexibility and dullness of this society. 
They make is possible to sense that human relationships in this environment are superficially 

cordial but actually corrupted. When Pilar reaches the airport to pick up the supposed nun she 
is going to host, the girl wants to stay with friends and lies that her guest did not come. 

Fig. 6: Tabu — Maya and Pilar at the airport.

But this exaggerated stiffness preserves also some of the humour and, above all, the 

irony from the prologue. Another example is the demonstration of Pilar’s NGO against the 

ONU that is discernibly rendered ludicrous. Not only because it demonstrates that her relig-
ious values are stronger than her democratic ones when she breaks the moment of silence in 

order to pray for her unhappy neighbour, but mainly because the whole action seems point-
less in its staged and insincere tedium. The actions, the arrangement and the props of the 

scene are far from realistic and expose that the supposedly democratic act is only a fake. 

Fig. 7: Tabu — Pilar and her NGO.
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However, none of this is completely obvious or determined in its meaning. Comparable 

to the genre citations in the prologue, the portrayal of contemporary Portugal results from 

references that only when perceived together render the puzzling scenes into an unsettling 

image. The shots are not simply stylized expressions of self-reflexive filmmaking that wants 

to make us realize that we are watching a movie. The materiality of the shots is better de-

scribed to be indisciplinary, because it reveals that the young democratic society is equally a 

fiction as the romantic colonialist explorer — civic action is merely a ritual, people deceitful 

and post-colonial power structures persistent. In other words, it is not the foregrounding of 

filmic strategies that develops this dissident imaginary but rather the composed shots and 

the gaps between them that offer a signifying potential beyond their narrative function. The 

common sensual conception of nowadays Portugal — a post-colonial multiracial democratic 

system – is rendered a fiction. This exposure of fictionality is still enhanced by the disclosure 

of the performativity of the roles the characters have chosen for themselves in post-

coloniality — Aurora is mocked as grand lady with an exotic past and Pilar as the Good Sa-

maritan. 

The second part steps in to show us that another fiction, based on the imaginary of the 

former colonies as “Paradise,” and present in Pilar’s attraction with Aurora and period films, 

does not deserve the nostalgia invested into it. Aesthetically, it is equally indisciplinary in 

the sense that it works towards a re-composition of the visible regarding the colonial period.

PARADISE

In “Paradise” a non-Portuguese migrant, Gian Luca Ventura, who Aurora calls to her death-

bed but arrives too late, tells their illicit love story in a non-existing African country where 

she lived on her husband’s tea plantation at the foot of a fictitious mountain named Tabu. 

Not only the invented mountain points at the fictionality in this second part. Since Gomes’s 

ethno-fiction comes with the contemporary twist of a voice-over, we now enter, in contrast to 

Murnau’s Tabu, into the already imaginary territory of memory. 

But memory not only stands in for the selective recollections of a man who had a certain 

distance as a non-colonialist foreigner. As a result of his dialogue with Murnau’s film, Gomes 

takes advantage of the earlier filmmaker’s conclusion for his representation of colonialism. 
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Instead of using signs or letters that express the colonial regime, he shows that the unruliness 

of imperialism — it is grounded in no legal right — cannot gain an official account. By choos-

ing a narrator for his second part, Gomes hints in a very subtle way at the fact that colonial-

ism was always a lawless activity and colonized countries unlegislated places. 

The choice of the narrator has yet another drastic result: there are no dialogues. In an-

other uncanny reference to Murnau’s critical assessment of sound film63 and his employment 

of synchronized music, we can only hear Gian Luca’s memoires, environment sounds — for 

example a stone dropping into a pond — nostalgic pop songs from the 1960s, or the chants 

of the natives. 

The love songs are particularly important since they are emotionally charged and highly 

popular hits that have not lost their romantic power. “Be my baby” (Jeff Barry, Ellie Green-

wich, Phil Spector), sung in Spanish, is already introduced in the first part to underline Pi-

lar’s loneliness. When Gian Luca speaks of his easy life, the band led by his friend Mário 

performs “Cosi Come Viene” (Remo Germani). And while Aurora chats with her girl friends, 

we hear “Lonely Wine” (Roy Orbison), followed by “Baby I love you” (Ramones) at a party. 

Exposing the materiality of the sounds has several effects: first and foremost, in the era 

of sound-film it boosts the film’s fictionality in the same ways as the shots in the first part. 

With regard to the music, the character’s feelings and longings are not developed through 

their speech acts but only suggested by means of the soundtrack and the very personal nar-

ration. Thus, it is possible to perceive the utopian and sentimental dimension of their acts 

even more strongly. And this is vital for the spectator’s indisciplinary engagement, which is 

quite complex because, beyond the possible cognitive critique towards the soppy colonizers, 

they can equally connect with their own memories and sensations evoked by the romantic 

melodies. I will return to this suspension of the opposition between the activity of thought 

and the passivity of sensible matter in more detail in a moment.

With regard to the colonial imaginary, Gomes seems to take distance from Murnau’s eth-

nographic stance in “Paradise Lost.” But, in fact, the second part of the film takes also the 

shape of an odd ethnographic study of this very restricted part of colonial society. This is es-

pecially noticeable in the character’s roleplaying that is highlighted through the lack of dia-

logue. Generally, they appear to be performing the parts of young adults who are living with-

out a cause in an exotic setting. But they also remind the spectator of many common film 

roles, i.e., the Italian lover, the bold heroin, the betrayed husband and the loyal best friend. 
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The performances of these roles are an obvious ironic take on Hollywood movies set in 

Africa. Since Gomes is not interested in denouncing imperialism but its imaginary, Gian 

Luca introduces the characters verbally as self-indulged adventurers. Aurora is described as 

a spoiled young woman and as a renowned hunter. And Gian Luca presents himself as 

someone attracted to escapades that involve women, gambling and unknown, preferably 

exotic places. In effect, the second part not only depicts colonialism as an unlegislated re-

gime but decisively as one that allows for self-centred behaviour.

Fig. 8: Tabu — Aurora, the hunter.

Whereas the original silent movie shows a native couple whose downfall is caused by 

authoritarianism, this pair is characterized as being irresponsible and extravagant by taking 

their unruly environment too literal. As part of the colonial society, they are perpetrators but 

also become victims of the double standards of Christian morality, an issue already devel-

oped in the first part. In contrast to Reri and Mathai, Aurora and Gian Luca factually commit 

sins within the context of Christian dogma. And they are incapable of escaping from this 

overpowering cultural mind-set. It is their Christian consciousness that results in their ex-

pulsion from “Paradise”: they are not only adulterous, but Aurora, the skilled shooter, kills 

her husband’s and Gian Luca’s best friend Mário. Developing on Pilar’ hypocrite character, 

Mário is equally ambivalent and likewise an essential piece of the story. A former seminarian 

and Gian Luca’s bandleader, he is portrayed as a womanizer and a liar, but it is him who 

manages to prevent Aurora from running away, even if he pays with his death.

After the murder, Aurora, who is pregnant, gives birth to a girl. Full of remorse, Gian 

Luca calls her spouse and father of the child, and they never see each other again. Thus, at 
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the end of the film the loss of Paradise, associated with contemporary Portugal, reveals itself 

as a punishment of sorts of the illicit affair, but also, more generally, of the foolish acts that 

occurred in the colony. As mentioned earlier, Gomes does not judge the characters or de-

nounces colonialism directly; he simply shows how each of them — just like the imperialist 

regime – was entangled in his or her desires. 

By concentrating on the question of Christian sin in the colonial context, Tabu posits it-

self within the tradition of Portuguese film history but by dialoguing strongly with Manoel 

de Oliveira’s films, especially with Le Soulier de satin (The Satin Slipper, 1985) offers a laical 

interpretation. Oliveira sustains in his adaptation of Paul Claudel’s play that the European 

desire for material wealth and power during colonialism is in vain and submitted to God’s 

higher plans, but does not blame Portugal, occupied by the Spaniards at the time. 64  Gomes 

visibly does not share Oliveira’s religious stance. Mostly secular or just hypocrites, his char-

acters do not gain such insight. Instead of taking rescue in an omniscient godly perspective 

and the flaws of human vision, Gomes challenges the fictions told on colonialism, including 

these by Oliveira. 

SUSPENSION OF THE OPPOSITION BETWEEN THE ACTIVITY OF THOUGHT 

AND THE PASSIVITY OF SENSIBLE MATTER 

Given his aesthetic strategies that either follow Murnau’s silent film closely or read them 

in a contemporary mode, there is no conventional melodramatic structure in Gomes’s Tabu. 

We are not invited to identify with the characters or to indulge in their stories: we watch 

them while they try to perform their chosen roles. This is mainly the result of the artificial 

framing and the indifference and passivity of the things and characters filmed. In the sec-

ond part the camera is more mobile, using the African landscape to express the adventur-

ous side of the characters, but the materiality of the sounds due to the lack of dialogue the 

odd environment sounds and the nostalgic love songs assume the creation of additional 

levels of meaning. 

These strategies could easily be described in the tradition of Brecht as alienating, or in 

the tradition of the essay-film as trying to activate the spectators in order to make them 

evaluate the characters and the issues at stake. But this would only be half the story. Let 
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me return to the use of music in order to make this more evident. In the second part, we 

are as much engaged intellectually by means of the divers aesthetic strategies that make it 

possible to perceive the production of fiction, mainly the sound, as we are allowed to im-

merse in the images of the African landscape or the nostalgia associated with the pop 

sound track. 

The songs are, in fact, an important instrument to create a non-judgmental and indisci-

plinary ambivalence that not only foregrounds human desire but arouses the spectator’s 

feelings as well. Even if we do not identify with the characters, the songs make us under-

stand their moods and resonate with our own sentiments. Their heightened materiality as 

music and the feelings they raise in the spectator make them also distinguishable in their 

sugary and inadequate sentimental flair. Consequently, in the moments that feature music it 

is truly impossible to divide the cognitive from the sensitive. What is more, since the second 

part of the film seems to be much more about rebels without a cause than about colonialism, 

we get several chances to blank the issue out and stay only with the love story, if it was not 

for the prologue and the first part that remained as puzzle pieces in our minds and that 

needed to be fitted cognitively into the story.

Additionally, the prominence of the materiality of the film’s elements – sound, image 

and performance — adds also a layer of documentation to the character’s actions. Since we 

are not able to hear what they utter, we get to observe them better and this observational 

take reminds of conventional ethnographic film and its depiction of the “Other.” There is no 

clear cut between the reason of facts and the facts of fiction. Portraying the colonialists in 

such a manner does not reduce them to objects. On the contrary, with the help of the senti-

mental music, they are neither essentialized nor demonized. It is possible to perceive them in 

a heterogeneous way: we can recognize their desires for romance and adventure but also 

grasp their capriciousness. 

Whereas Murnau made a statement against colonialism and sound film, Gomes profits 

in post-colonial times from his aesthetic strategies in order to make us see and feel the persis-

tence of an absurd longing for exotic adventure and passionate love perpetuated in the talk-

ies ever since they came into being. Rendering perceptible that this nostalgia masquerades, 

together with Christian love, the master and servant power play still being practiced in 

nowadays Portugal, is the achievement of the film’s indisciplinary aesthetics. 
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CONCLUSION:

RE-COMPOSITION OF THE LANDSCAPE OF THE VISIBLE

Tabu uses understated humour and irony to deal with the persisting positive and romanti-

cized imaginary of colonialism in photography, music, and films. While the film engages 

with the fictionality of earlier portrayals of the colonial past in ethnographic documentary, 

ethno-fiction, adventure melodrama and/or love-stories, silent comedy, period drama, colo-

nial photography, among others, it also confronts disciplinary thinking put forward in social 

and human sciences such as luso-tropicalism and lusophony in post-coloniality.

Divided in two main parts and a prologue, the spectator literally discovers the strong 

liaison between colonialism and post-colonialism step-by-step. By telling no linear story, the 

gaps between the narrative on the romantic explorer, the present-day sensation of an un-

specified loss in Lisbon together with the subtle portrayal of the hardship of migrants from 

the PALOP, and the tale on a self-indulgence colonial society, the spectator is offered to per-

ceive this relationship and, accordingly, the perpetuation of colonial power relationships. 

In the prologue, the pose of the farcical explorer and the way in which his extravagant 

and absurd story is told, acted and framed already reveals Gomes’s witty interrogation of 

adventure and love story as quintessential colonialism. Whereas present-day Lisbon’s civili-

zational malady has no palpable explication at first, it can already be sensed that the central 

myths of the colonial mind — lusophony and luso-tropicalism — endured. The way this lost 

paradise is filmed gives the present a grotesque and stiff appearance. By means of the mate-

riality of the cinematographic elements, sound and image, together with the general lack of 

dialogue, the eminence of romantic pop music and the performativity of the characters, the 

love-story of the last part renders comprehensible that any nostalgia towards the colonial 

past results from a utopian imaginary, comparable to the illusive remembrances of our 

youth. The analogy between the psychological mechanisms with which we look back on co-

lonialism and those with which we evoke our formative years, makes it possible to associate 

the personal wrongdoings of the characters with the collective “sin” of colonialism. 

After watching this film, the idea of a humanist, and above all, Christian colonialism, 

and even post-colonialism, becomes distinguishable as pure fiction. The film is therefore not 

un-political, as some international critics noted. On the contrary, its indisciplinary take on 

the colonial imaginary factually reconfigures the landscape of the visible for good. 
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In order to understand this more fully and to pinpoint the film’s dissent, I have read 

Tabu not as yet another example of modern cinema, that is to say, as an essay film. Instead of 

simply describing it as the self-reflexive and subjective view of an auteur, I have focused on 

the relation between method and fiction, politics and aesthetics, and reception. This method-

ology discloses that Gomes’s dissent goes deeper. It results, above all, from the indisciplinary 

dialogue with the history of film and of photography, as well as with the sentimental poten-

tial of pop music, making it possible to “think” the colonial past between established disci-

plines and genres. By disclosing their fictions, Tabu thus announces the end of disciplinary or 

generic accounts of colonialist history and the post-colonial present in moving and still im-

ages, as well as in music and sound films, offering the spectator a chance to challenge his or 

her expectations by engaging cognitively and sensually with the contradictions and inconsis-

tencies of the existing imaginaries. 
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