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This discussion is an excerpt of what appears in Transition 78, published in
1999, the year after Mambéty’s death at just 53. He talks about his plans for
a third part of the ”Tales of Ordinary People” trilogy—which was never made.

The first two films, The Little Girl Who Sold The Sun and Le Franc, were
shown together as Metrograph’s premiere Live Screening.

HOW  D ID  YOU S TA R T  M A K ING  PIC TUR ES ?

I loved pictures when I was a very young boy—but pictures didn’t mean cinema
to me then. When I was young, I preferred acting to making pictures. So I
decided to study drama, but one day in the theater, I realized that I love
pictures. That was how I found myself in this thing called cinema. From time to
time, I want to make a film, but I am not a fi lmmaker; I have never been a
filmmaker.

When children ask me, “How does one make a film?” I always say that you have
to have freedom to make a film, and to have freedom, you need confidence. I
tell them to close their eyes, to look at the stars, and look into their hearts, and
then to open their eyes and see if the film they want to make is there, in front of
their eyes.

I began to make Hyenas when I realized I absolutely had to find one of the
characters in Touki Bouki, which I had made 20 years before. This is Anta, the
girl who had the courage to leave Africa and cross the Atlantic alone. When I set
out to find her again, I had the conviction that I was looking for a character
from somewhere in my childhood. I had a vision that I already had encountered
this character in a fi lm. Ultimately, I found her in a play called The Visit (1956)
by Friedrich Dürrenmatt. I had the freedom and confidence to marry his text with
my film and make his story my own.

M A NY C R IT IC S  A R E  A M A ZED  B Y HOW  W ELL  D ÜR R ENM ATT’ S  PLAY HA S
B EEN A D A PTED —THEY NEV ER  IM A G INED  THAT  A NYONE C OULD  D O IT  S O
W ELL.   H YE N AS   F OLLOW S  L IF E  IN  A N A F R IC A N V ILLA G E,  S O IT  R ELIES
HEA V ILY  ON OR A L TR A D IT ION,  S TOR IES ,  A ND  S ONG .  B UT  THER E  A R E
ELEM ENTS  OF  EUR OPEA N D R A M A  A ND  C INEM A  A S  W ELL.  HOW  D ID  YOU
B R ING  A LL  THES E  S OUR C ES  TOG ETHER ?

Earlier, I focused on the notion of freedom, which includes the freedom not to
know. That implies confidence in your ability to construct images from the
bottom of your heart. When artists converge on these images, there is no longer
room for ethnic peculiarities; there is only room for talent. You mustn’t expect me
to cut the patrimony of the mind into pieces and fragments. A film is a kind of
meeting; there is giving and receiving. Now that I have made it, Hyenas belongs
as much to the viewer as to me. You must have the freedom and confidence to
understand and critique what you see.
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“I AM INTERESTED IN MARGINALIZED PEOPLE, BECAUSE I
BELIEVE THAT THEY DO MORE FOR THE EVOLUTION OF A
COMMUNITY THAN THE CONFORMISTS.”

B UT W HAT A R E  THES E  IM A G ES  THAT  R IS E  F R OM  THE  B OTTOM  OF  YOUR
HEA R T?  W HAT A R E  YOU G IV ING  TO THE  V IEW ER ?

I am interested in marginalized people, because I believe that they do more for
the evolution of a community than the conformists. Marginalized people bring a
community into contact with a wider world. The characters of Touki Bouki are
interesting to me because their dreams are not those of ordinary people. Anta
and Mory do not dream of building castles in Africa; they dream of finding some
sort of Atlantis overseas. Following their dream permitted me to follow my own
dreams, and my way of escaping those dreams was to laugh at them. Mory and
Anta’s dreams made them feel l ike foreigners in their own country. So they were
marginalized people, in that respect.

If we think of Dramaan Drameh in Hyenas, we find that he, too, is marginalized,
although he is a well-known character in the city of Colobane; he is marginal
even though he owns a market. Everyone comes in—to buy food, or to have a
drink—so Dramaan Drameh has the key to the “tree of words.” Yet he is marginal.
Notable, but marginal: the fact that everyone confides in him sets him apart. But
this aspect of his character allows me to investigate every aspect of his society.
Perhaps a marginal person can give you an accurate vision of a society because
he varies from its norms. Linguère Ramatou is also marginalized, because she is
exactly the same person who crossed the Atlantic to go to Europe in Touki
Bouki . She dared to lift up the moorings of the vessel and sail out. She is a rich
foreigner. The people of Colobane feel they need her money; you could say, in
the language of the World Bank, that she is a marginal person “we want to have.”
So Linguère Ramatou gives me a measure of my existence in relation to other
things.

LING UÈR E R A M ATOU HA S  A N A S IA N B ODYG UA R D  IN   H YE N AS .  HOW  D OES
S HE F IT  INTO THIS  S C HEM A ?

The point is not that she is Asian. The point is that everyone in Colobane—
everyone everywhere—lives within a system of power that embraces the West,
Africa, and the Land of the Rising Sun. There is a scene where this woman comes
in and reads: she reads of the vanity of l ife, the vanity of vengeance; that is
totally universal. My goal was to make a continental fi lm, one that crosses
boundaries. To make Hyenas even more continental, we borrowed elephants
from the Masai of Kenya, hyenas from Uganda, and people from Senegal. And to
make it global, we borrowed somebody from Japan, and carnival scenes from
the annual Carnival of Humanity of the French Communist Party in Paris. All of
these are intended to open the horizons, to make the film universal. The film
depicts a human drama. My task was to identify the enemy of humankind:
money, the International Monetary Fund, and the World Bank. I think my target
is clear.

While Hyenas tells a human story to the whole world, I also wanted to pay
homage to the beauty of Africa when I made the film. For me, part of that
beauty is the fact that it is not very difficult to make a film in Africa. The
abandoned bags of rice that the people of Colobane wear at the end of the film
did not cost much; it was only the equipment for the production that was a little
expensive. I have a great desire to demystify cinema—especially the financial
aspect of cinema. Africa is rich in cinema, in images. Hollywood could not have
made this fi lm, no matter how much money they spent. The future belongs to
images. Students, l ike the children I referred to earlier, are waiting to discover
that making a film is a matter of love, not money.

THE  PIONEER S  OF  A F R IC A N C INEM A  OF TEN M A D E F ILM S  W ITH A N OPENLY
POLIT IC A L,  D ID A C TIC  PUR POS E—ONE THINK S  OF  OUS M A NE
S EM B ENE’ S   X A L A   OR  M ED  HOND O’ S   S O L E I L  Ô .  HOW  D O YOU C OM B INE
ED UC ATION A ND  ENTER TA INM ENT IN  YOUR  OW N F ILM S ?

I do not refuse the word didactic. I follow the same principle as a story. When a
story ends—or “falls into the ocean,” as we say—it creates dreams. It has energy
and direction. I hope that all my stories finish by presenting a lesson for society,
but there is also great freedom in my way of seeing and treating things. I do the
audience justice: they have the freedom to enter or not to enter into my stories.
They are free to take their own path, to enter or to leave. In one word, “liberty” is
what characterizes what I am doing.

YOUR  S TYLE  IS  R A D IC A LLY D IF F ER ENT F R OM  OTHER  A F R IC A N
F ILM M A K ER S .  W HAT S ETS  YOU A PA R T?

Style is a word that I do not like. I have never pursued a single style, and the
others haven’t done that, either. I believe that each filmmaker goes his own way,
but each person is constantly evolving, changing as he looks to the light he
receives that helps him advance. So I don’t l ike the word style. On the other
hand, I have found that I am able to make films because each film sets me free
to think about the subject I take on. When I plan a film, the ideas flow naturally
from my original dream, from conception to finish.

THER E  W ER E C ER TA INLY A F R IC A N F ILM S  B EF OR E  T O U K I  BO U K I ,  B UT  THE
S TYLE  OF  YOUR  F ILM  IS  QUITE  D IF F ER ENT;  M A NY PEOPLE  THINK  IT  B R OK E
NEW  A ES THETIC  G R OUND .  W HAT A B OUT THE  G YR ATING  C A M ER A
M OV EM ENTS ,  THE  ED IT ING  TEC HNIQUE—THE JUM P C UTS ,  C OLLID ING
M ONTA G E,  A ND  S O F OR TH—W HER E D ID  THEY C OM E F R OM ?

It’s the way I dream. To do that, one must have a mad belief that everything is
possible—you have to be mad to the point of being irresponsible. Because I
know that cinema must be reinvented, reinvented each time, and whoever
ventures into cinema also has a share in its reinvention.
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It’s the way I dream. To do that, one must have a mad belief that everything is
possible—you have to be mad to the point of being irresponsible. Because I
know that cinema must be reinvented, reinvented each time, and whoever
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I  W ILL  NEV ER  F OR G ET  THE  F IR S T  T IM E  I  HEA R D  THE  EER IE  C OM B INATION
OF  HUM A N S C R EA M S  A ND  G ULL’ S  C R IES  IN   T O U K I  BO U K I ,  OR  THE
JUX TA POS IT ION OF  THE  S A XOPHONE A ND  THE  M UEZZIN’ S  PR AYER  IN   L E
F R A N C .  I  K NOW  YOU W ER E A  C OM POS ER  B EF OR E YOU S TA R TED  M A K ING
F ILM S .  HOW  D O YOU C HOOS E YOUR  M US IC ,  A ND  W HO D O YOU W OR K
W ITH?

I do not choose the music, I choose the sound. All movement is accompanied by
a sense. I l ike wind very much. Wind is music, just as music is wind. I try to make
the image il lustrate the movement. Wind, l ike music, is the breath of movement
and life. It has to do with stimulation: from the images I do the music, from the
music I do the sound. But sound is not something foreign to adorn the film. It is
intrinsic to the film; it magnifies the action.

THER E  A R E  M A NY S YM B OLS  OF  D EATH IN   H YE N AS .  W HY A R E  THE
INHA B ITA NTS  OF  C OLOB A NE D R ES S ED  A S  THEY A R E,  A ND  W HY D O THEY
W EA R  W IG S ?

The people of Colobane are dressed in rice bags. They are hungry; they are ready
to eat Dramaan Drameh. They are all disguised because no one wants to carry
the individual responsibility for murder. So what they have in common is
cowardice. For each individual to have clean hands, everybody has to be dirty,
to share in the same communal guilt. So the people of Colobane become
animals. Their hair makes them buffaloes. The only thing they have that is human
is greed.

S O D ES PITE  YOUR  INS IS TENC E ON F R EED OM  A ND  IM M ED IA CY,  YOU A R E
V ER Y D ELIB ER ATE,  V ER Y C A R EF UL IN  C HOOS ING  C OS TUM E A ND  OTHER
F OR M S  OF  C HA R A C TER IZATION,  V ER Y C A R EF UL A B OUT HOW  YOU
S TR UC TUR E YOUR  F ILM S .

It seems to me that when we talk about structure, we enter into confusion. To me,
structure often means premeditation. My work is not based on premeditation or
planning; it is based on the instant. The instant is motivated. It arises from the
necessities of discourse. Well, I do not like the word discourse, so perhaps I
should have said the instant is forced by the necessities of movement. Movement
creates its own internal dynamic, and the different effects of a fi lm—text, music,
image—arise from this dynamic: they are never separated. So costume is not an
ornament, it is the reflection of a situation. In Hyenas, the people of Colobane
would not have been able to enact a collective murder if they had each kept
their individual clothing. If the mayor had dressed like a mayor, if the professor
had dressed like a professor, then they would have felt individual responsibility.
But the instant of murder required collective responsibility, and this required a
mask. The mask is what makes it impossible for the townspeople to recognize
good and bad. That is why we made them animals, because animals commit this
kind of murder. For that reason, their hair is done as that of the buffalo—the
laughingstock of the savanna—and the rice bags they wear symbolize their
objective. Their objective is to amass as many riches as possible and to create
the deadly harmony that Linguère Ramatou desires.

YOU’ V E  S A ID  THAT  POW ER  A ND  M A D NES S  A R E  R EC UR R ENT THEM ES
IN  H YE N AS ,  A S  IN  YOUR  OTHER  F ILM S .  W HAT D O YOU M EA N B Y THAT?

I do not have a grand explanation of power and madness. I think that the power
of madness is one thing, and the madness of power is another thing. Together,
they are too heavy for human beings. That is not an explanation or an ideology.
In these matters, humans are mere toys.

IF  HUM A NS  A R E  TOYS ,  THEN W HAT A B OUT A NIM A LS ?  W HY A R E  YOU
OB S ES S ED  W ITH HYENA S ?

The hyena is an African animal—you know that. It never kil ls. The hyena is
falsehood, a caricature of man. The hyena comes out only at night; he is afraid
of daylight, l ike the hero of Touki Bouki—he does not want to see daylight, he
does not want to see himself by daylight, so he always travels at night. He is a
liar, the hyena. The hyena is a permanent presence in humans, and that is why
man will never be perfect. The hyena has no sense of shame, but it represents
nudity, which is the shame of human beings. After I unveiled this very pessimistic
picture of human beings and society in their nakedness in Hyenas, I wanted to
build up the image of the common people. Why should I magnify the ordinary
person after this debauch of defects? The whole society of Colobane is made up
of ordinary people. I do not want to remain forever pessimistic. That is why I
have fished out cases where man, taken individually, can defeat money. Think
of Le Franc . The hero of the film is going crazy because of a lottery ticket, but
he manages to hold on because he has the power of dreaming. In La petite
vendeuse de Soleil [The Little Girl Who Sold The Sun], all the protagonist
wants is to sell her magazines, but money comes to subvert her plan. A rich man
comes along, and a magazine that should cost 5 francs is sold for 500 francs.
Thus, the rich man creates a problem, but she manages to escape this problem,
because she dreams of something better. In the third part, La tailleuse de
pierre, a woman excavates pieces of basalt. She breaks them into smaller
stones that can be used in construction. People who want modern buildings in
their neighborhood ask her to move her workshop away. But she can conquer the
ugliness and dirtiness of human beings because she is close to the truth. So La
tailleuse de pierre shows how an individual can dream of beauty.

IT ’ S  QUITE  R EM A R K A B LE  THAT  YOU’ V E  NEV ER  US ED  THE  S A M E A C TOR
TW IC E  IN  THE  25  YEA R S  YOU’ V E  B EEN M A K ING  F ILM S .  YOU D ON’ T  US E
PR OF ES S IONA L A C TOR S  AT  A LL ,  A ND  YET  IN  YOUR  F ILM S ,  EV ER YONE
A C TS  L IK E  A  PR OF ES S IONA L…

The professional actor does not exist. Economically, yes, but basically, no.
Professional actors break the magic of the dream and the magic of cinema. I say
that as a creator and manipulator of character and event. I do not want to use
an actor again once we have worked together. Once we have worked together, it
seems to me that the actor has already given everything, because I have already
asked everything of him or her. So we leave each other in the fullness of our first
meeting. When I was young, when I went to the movies, I was always angry when
I saw an actor who had died in one film appearing in another fi lm alive. That
broke the magic of cinema for me. It is very important to preserve the magic of
cinema. For example, at the end of Hyenas, if you want to know where Dramaan
Drameh’s body has gone, you risk breaking the magic. Only magic knows where
his body has gone. Cinema is magic in the service of dreams.

D O YOU THINK  THE  A F R IC A N F ILM  IND US TR Y IS  C A PA B LE  OF  S US TA INING
ITS ELF  IN  THE  F UTUR E?

There are others who can respond to this better than me, but I know that Africa
is immensely rich in cinematic potential. It is good for the future of cinema that
Africa exists. Cinema was born in Africa, because the image itself was born in
Africa. The instruments, yes, are European, but the creative necessity and
rationale exist in our oral tradition. As I said to the children before, in order to
make a film, you must only close your eyes and see the images. Open your eyes,
and the film is there. I want these children to understand that Africa is a land of
images, not only because images of African masks revolutionized art throughout
the world but as a result, simply and paradoxically, of oral tradition. Oral
tradition is a tradition of images. What is said is stronger than what is written;
the word addresses itself to the imagination, not the ear. Imagination creates the
image and the image creates cinema, so we are in direct l ineage as cinema’s
parents.

W HAT A B OUT THE  S ILENT  F ILM S ,  B EF OR E THE  TA LK IES ?

That doesn’t change anything. Oral tradition does not just mean opening your
mouth. It means evoking, creating, and writing.

A R E YOU R EF ER R ING  TO THE  QUA LITY  OF  F ILM S ?

Quality, quality. Everything has to be perfect, but what does perfect mean? It
means that something is well communicated. It does not mean adorned with
makeup. It means clearly said. What’s essential is communication.

B UT F ILM S  THAT  JUS T  C OM M UNIC ATE—F ILM S  THAT  A R EN’ T  A S  G OOD  A S
YOUR S —OF TEN C A N’ T  B E  S HOW N OUTS ID E  THE  C OUNTR IES  W HER E THEY
W ER E PR OD UC ED .

I am all for the quality of things—the total quality. As I said more than 20 years
ago, for the educated African, Chinese, or Japanese, nothing authorizes
mediocrity.

D O YOU S EE  A NY POS S IB IL IT IES  F OR  C O- PR OD UC TIONS  W ITH OTHER
C OUNTR IES ?  YOU M A D E   H YE N AS   W ITH THELM A  F ILM S  IN  S W ITZER LA ND ,
F OR  EX A M PLE.

I don’t want to talk about Europe. Let’s talk about making films in Africa. Europe
is not important for me. Where the money to make a film comes from doesn’t
matter.

W HENEV ER  I  G O TO F ES PA C O,  I  S EE  M A NY F ILM S  THAT  PR ES ENT THE
NOR M S  OF  A F R IC A N C ULTUR E IN  A  HA R S H L IG HT.  W HAT G UID ES  YOUR
C ONC ER N F OR  TR A D IT ION?  D O YOU HA V E  A NY A D V IC E  F OR  A M B IT IOUS
YOUNG  F ILM M A K ER S ?

I don’t conduct myself with reference to other people. I am not a contrarian. So
comparison with anything else stops there. Regarding my young colleagues, I
have not seen many of their fi lms. I rarely go to the cinema. Perhaps someday I
will be able to explain to you why I rarely see films, even African ones. I have
said to the young filmmakers, “If you want to make a film, please think
thoroughly about the content of the film you would make.” But I cannot compare
their fi lms to mine; I cannot talk about African cinema. I have seen fewer African
films than you have.

W HAT A R E  YOUR  OW N F UTUR E PR OJEC TS ?

I will  finish the third part of the trilogy about ordinary people. After that, I will
make Malaika, the third part of the trilogy about the power of craziness. The
first two were Touki Bouki and Hyenas. Then I will  consult God about the state
of the world. •

“CINEMA WAS BORN IN AFRICA, BECAUSE THE IMAGE ITSELF
WAS BORN IN AFRICA.”

HYENAS

TOUKI BOUKI

LE FRANC

THE LITTLE GIRL WHO SOLD THE SUN
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