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HUGUES FONTAINE, African Train/Un train en Afrique, Djibou-
ti~Ethiopie: R0k + A KL 0A0C 01T/ African Train, Addis Ab-
eba: Centre frangais des études éthiopiennes — Shama Books, 2012.
309 pp. Price: € 39.90. ISBN: 978-99944-867-1-7.

Hugues Fontaine is a French photographer and documentary film maker
and has published several books in which he presents his photographs of
Egypt, Yemen or Eritrea. To my knowledge, the present book is his first
one about Ethiopia and Djibouti. Un train en Afrique is not a scientific
book about the Addis Abiba-Djibouti train and its history, but a photo
book that presents the photographic work of the author. Fontaine went to
Dorre Dawa in autumn 2010, and while there he made a series of portraits
of railway workers and photographed railway workshops. The author fo-
cuses on workers’ faces and details of machinery, with some larger views of
the workshops. The aim of the book is obviously to document an industrial
heritage and to highlight the role of railway workers in its development and
its conservation. The informative aspect of the photos becomes less im-
portant than the author’s ability to share the atmosphere of places and the
feeling of individuals portrayed. His photos reflect the pride of the railway
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workers, but at the same time gives the impression of moving within an
open air museum and transmitting the nostalgic atmosphere of the place.

The photographic work of the author represents only a part of the book
(his own photos are mainly gathered from page 147 to page 210, but many
are dispatched throughout the book). The present book presents also pho-
tographic works of Matthieu Germain Lambert (pp. 211-228) and of Pierre
Javelot (pp. 291-303), two French photographers who both had the chance
to capture images of the train and of its passengers while it was still running.
Un train en Afrique presents superb photographic works. Instead of “only”
presenting a beautiful photo book, Hugues Fontaine was able to collect an
impressive amount of iconographic material about the Addis Abiba-
Djibouti train. The historical dimension of the book is real and makes up
the most important part. A huge amount of photos, both from institutional
and private collections has been published here with postcards, train tickets
or letters that complete the impressive iconographic panorama of the histo-
ry of the Addis Abiba-Djibouti train, from its beginning to the Hayld
Ssllase’s period.

The book is divided in several chapters and unfortunately the chapter di-
vision is not really clear: the author chose to divide his book according to
historical events, locations or individuals. At times the reader is lost and can
also wonder about why the chapter on Griaule’s Dakar—Djibouti expedition
of 1930 comes after the author’s photographic work in Darre Dawa in 2010.
However, texts in French and English bring clear information and explana-
tions. Of course some details can be criticized and vagueness can be high-
lighted. For example, the battle of ‘Adwa did not “federate Ethiopian
tribes” as the author wrote on page 52. The translation of the official title of
Queen Ziwditu was not “Queen of kings”, as written on page 104 (but
“Queen of Queens”). And it is difficult to understand why the name of the
train station of Addis Abdba (in Amharic directly from the French “la
gare”) is transliterated as “Lagahar” rather than “lagar” (p. 264). Neverthe-
less, the amount of the iconographic material, the beauty of photographic
works and the quality of the edition outshine minor problems posed by the
text or the chapter division. This book is particularly well done and ex-
tremely pleasant to read. Obviously intended for a large audience, this book
will be appreciated by scholars too.

Stéphane Ancel, Universitit Hamburg
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