
The name Gebauer is wel l known to people intere s t-

ed in the arts of Cameroon. Paul  Gebauer (1900–1977)

spent nearly thir ty years in that country as a member of

the Nor th Amer ican Baptist Mission but also as a pho-

t o g r a p h e r, scholar, and col lector. In 1935 he marr i e d

Clara Kratt (1908–2004) , an ar ti st and teacher who

s h a red his vocation, life, and enthusiasm for the art s .

P a u l ’s arr ival  in Cameroon in 1931 began a l ifetime of

study during which he re c o rded the diverse aspects of the

tradi tional  Afri can art and cul ture around him. He was

mindful of the past in conjunction with his own re l i g i o u s

agenda and rather than try to obl iterate the powerf u l

a rtistic traditions that surrounded him, he sought to

understand and pre s e rve them. Dur ing his residency in

C a m e roon, initially among Kaka and Mambila commu-

nities, he photographed and col lected sculptures, encour-

aged and re s e a rched the work of individual arti sts, doc-

umented brass casting, dance, and traditional and con-

t e m p o r a ry arc h i t e c t u re. He pursued formal studies in

a n t h ropology at Nort h w e s t e rn Universi ty, Ill inois, under

the supervision of Melvil le Herskovi ts and in 1958 was

a w a rded a master’s degree. In 1961 Paul and Clara

ended their  mission careers and a year later Paul took a

teaching position at his alma mater, L infield Col lege in

McMinnville, Oregon. In the 1970s, he publ ished several

a rticles on the arts il lustrated wi th his own photographs. 

The Gebauers collected a significant number of

sculptures in Cameroon that were later acquired by the

Portland Art Museum, Oregon, and the Metropolitan

Museum of Art, New York. The two museums jointly

published his book Art of Cameroon in 1979. Clara

helped catalogue the collection and was a volunteer at

the Portland Art Museum.

Paul was a gifted photographer and his legacy is sig-

nificant. The images reveal his interests, perceptions,

and experiences, and provide a snapshot of the diverse

communities he and his family lived in for thirty years.

After Paul’s death in 1977, most of his photographs of

Africa were bequested to the Metropolitan

Museum of Ar t ’s Photograph  Study

Collection in the Depart-ment of the Arts of

Africa, Oceania and the Americas. The gift

included 400 rolls of black-and-white 35

mm negatives and 2,631 Kodachrome slides.

The beautiful and vibrantly colored slides

arrived neatly classified by subject. Some images cap-

ture unique moments while others include individual

views of sculptures in situ or in neutral exterior spaces.

Some entire rolls preserve sequences of ritual or cultur-

al practice. 

Most of the photographs presented in this essay are

among Paul ’s ear lier  images of Cameroon fro m

1931–1934, the 60 x 110 mm negatives of which have

recently come to light (fig. 4). His notations re g a rd i n g

photographs from this period refer to the images as

“ G e rman prints 2 1/ 2 x 4”  or “small  postcard size”

( figs. 2–3). We know that later he used a Leica wi th

s t a n d a rd 35 mm fi lm, but he may have used a diff e re n t

camera for  these ear ly images. The Leica was perf e c t l y

suited to his approach since it was small  and al lowed

him to be discreet and unobtrusive. Held horizontally,

the formats were conducive to re c o rding the landscape

and daily life. He was especially interested in arc h i t e c-

t u re, both domestic and royal , and the complex and vi r-

tuoso designs and carvings integral  to the stru c t u re s

w e re often his subjects. Tu rned ver t i c a l l y, his camera

p e rfectly frames the human form for numerous port r a i t s

of friends and ro y a l t y, such as the chief of Bum, the Fon

of Banso, and the Sultan of Bamum. He also re p re s e n t-

ed quotidian acti vities such as blacksmithing and trans-

p o rting materials for housebuilding at Ndu. One str ik-

ing image shows a man standing confidently on a sus-

pension bridge ( fig. 5) . The vines and ropes that support

him appear taut and decisive. Paul’s photograph is

equal ly assured and he has turned the frame ver t i c a l l y

to capture the tension and elegant symmetry of the

br idge. Several additional views of this br idge are in the

collection at the Metropolitan Museum.

The diversity of Paul ’s arti stic vision and experience in

C a m e roon is clearly re p resented in this group of photo-

graphs that is cared for  by his family.  They rei terate his

talent with a camera and his penchant for pictorial lyr i-

cism. Impor t a n t l y, they re p resent his l ifelong interest in
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