
Introduction 
‘African Cinema’ is a problematic term for three 
reasons. First, it is not a coherent entity. There are 
many ‘national’ cinemas in Africa and African 
films are made in many languages, even if most 
of the higher profile films are made in the 
colonial languages of Arabic, French and English. 

Second, the idea of anything that is ‘Pan African’ 
is rooted in the political history of much of Africa 
and especially in the history of the struggle 
against colonialism and now ‘neo-colonialism’ in 
a ‘post-colonial world’. Some still argue for a Pan 
African approach to African Cinema – but 
unfortunately this is more a theoretical project 
than a practical one in the current context. 

The third problem – and the one that 
Abderrahmane Sissako most wanted to address 
in Timbuktu – is that African cinema is not taken 
very seriously by the international film industry. 
There are very few actual cinemas outside the 
three major production centres (Nigeria, South 
Africa and Egypt) and very small audiences. For 
Hollywood and other major industries, ‘Africa’ is 

just a small appendage lumped in with ‘Europe 
and the Middle East’ as a potential distribution 
territory. There is therefore little chance that an 
African film will be acquired by a distributor in 
North America, Europe, Asia or Latin America. 
This means that any African filmmaker must rely 
on getting their film into a high-profile film 
festival like Cannes, Berlin, Venice or Toronto to 
have any chance of attracting possible buyers. 

Cannes has a history of inviting francophone 
African directors in particular to screen their films 
in competition. In recent years only two such 
directors have been regularly approached – 
Sissako and his sometime collaborator Mahamat-
Saleh Haroun. The two men, both born in 1961, 
have had similar careers and Sissako has twice 
acted as Haroun’s producer. 
 
In an interview while promoting Timbuktu, 
Sissako said: 

“I think people are the same no matter 
where they are. And the problem is that 
they’re not portrayed as being the same. 
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Yes, it’s true that every culture is going to 
have their own set of issues, but it’s the way 
in which they’re shown that makes it seem 
like they’re different. Africans are very often 
portrayed in a way that makes their issues 
seem mysterious, when in fact they’re really 
in many ways no different from Europeans. 
With Timbuktu, in the relationship between 
the couple, Kidane and Satima, when they’re 
talking about family issues, it’s really a 
conversation that could take place here [ie. 
in Europe or North America] as well. The 
father/daughter relationship is the same. 
(Film Comment interview by Violet Lucca 
23/1/2015) 

This quote gets to the point about African 
cinema being so rarely on our screens that it is in 
danger of being seen as exotic or ‘mysterious’. 
How often do we see the lives of Africans on 
screen in the context of their everyday lives? Too 
often it is only in news stories about war or 
famine or in film/TV dramas made by non-African 
production companies about Europeans or 
Americans in Africa.  

Francophone African filmmaking 
The history of film production in Africa tells three 
main stories wrapped up in colonialism and 
language dominance. Egyptian cinema 
developed a commercial cinema using ‘Egyptian 
Arabic’ which escaped any British influence in 
the 1930s. South African production up to the 
1990s was dominated by Hollywood and British 
productions. In other Anglophone colonies 
British colonialism before the 1960s meant little 
support for African films, but there was training 
for documentary production and a colonial 
legacy of film (and TV) infrastructure. In Ghana 
and Nigeria this helped in the development of a 
popular film and video industry, known today as 
‘Nollywood’ and now vying with South African 
producers for markets across the whole of Africa. 

French colonial policy was different in several 
ways. All French colonial subjects were expected 
to learn French and to be introduced to French 
cultural traditions. No direct support for making 
films in the colonies was available but would-be 
filmmakers could train abroad and after 

independence, French cultural aid was provided 
for African productions (in French). Films could 
be ‘post-produced’ in France and would also 
receive distribution in France. All of this meant 
that the first ‘Sub-Saharan African’ (i.e. ‘Black 
African’)  films came from Senegal, Mali, Ivory 
Coast etc. and a group of Francophone African 
directors were celebrated in France and 
subsequently worldwide – Sembène Ousmane, 
Med Hondo, Souleymane Cissé etc. These 
directors in turn linked with similar figures in 
Francophone North Africa (i.e. the Maghreb) and 
established two film festivals alternating annually 
in Ouagadougou and Carthage. Sissako and 
Haroun are the last two of this group to be still 
producing films. 

The films produced by these auteur African 
directors were seen as either ‘political’ films or 
‘art films’. It was a struggle to screen the films in 
their own countries (despite efforts to make films 
in local languages). The cinemas were often 
owned by foreigners and the films they played 
were action films from Europe, Hollywood, Hong 
Kong or India. In the 1990s these cinemas began 
to close as video (VCDs) took over. Today there 
are no cinemas open in most of francophone 
West Africa. Sissako and Haroun will only 
manage a few special screenings in Mali 
(Sissako) or Chad (Haroun). Sissako has tried to 
personally keep a cinema open in Bamako. 
Ironically, Haroun’s films have sometimes only 
been shown in the cinema which is part of the 
French cultural agency in Chad. Instead their 
films are mainly seen by diaspora audiences in 
France and elsewhere in Europe and North 
America. 

Abderrahmane Sissako (b. 1961) 
Born in his mother’s country, Mauritania, the 
young boy moved to Mali, his father’s country for 
his schooling. When he decided to train for 
cinema he went to VGIK, the major film school in 
Moscow from 1983 to 1989. Since then he has 
lived mainly in France but also in Mali and he has 
made more than one one film in Mauritania. 

After several shorts and roles on other 
productions he made his first feature (61 minutes 
long) in 1998, La vie sur terre (Life on Earth) a 
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‘comedy-drama’ produced in Mali, Mauritania 
and France in which he is the lead actor as well 
as writing and directing the film. Part of an 
international project about communities at the 
time of the Millennium it contrasts village life in 
Mali with modern life in Paris. It includes 
comments and extracts from poems from the 
poet and political/cultural activist Aimé Césaire – 
the Martinican who became a teacher and an 
inspiration to anti-colonialists such as Frantz 
Fanon. Sissako’s film attracted nominations and 
prizes at various festivals and especially at the 
Ouagadougou Panafrican Festival. Extracts from 
the film can be found on YouTube. 
  
In the same year his documentary Rostov-Luanda 
was released. This charts a search by Sissako in 
the Angolan city of Luanda for an Angolan who 
Sissako had known from his time in the Soviet 
Union. A useful essay on the film is here: http://
www.newsreel.org/guides/rostov.htm – 
unfortunately I cannot find an extract from the 
film. Rather than a film about Angola, this is a 
personal journey in which Sissako explores the 
idea that Africa’s future is bound up in the 
individual stories of Africans rather than ‘grand 
narratives’ about political change: thus the 
influence of postmodernist thought.  

In 2002, Sissako made the first of his three 
features which have each been distributed 
internationally and are available on DVD in the 
UK. Heremakono (Waiting for Happiness, 2002) 
sees a character, a student, returning to 
Mauritania and the Atlantic coast. To this extent it 
may be inspired by Sissako’s own experiences. 
Rather than a strong narrative film, this is more 
like an exploration of certain themes represented 
in contemporary African stories. There is a group 
of West Africans waiting for the opportunity to 
find a boat which might take them to Europe 
(thus the ironic title of the film?) via the Canary 
Islands. They wait in Nouadhibou, the second 
largest city in Mauritania, close to the border with 
Morocco/Western Sahara. The student struggles 
to interact with different groups. Language is an 
issue. He prefers to speak in French but others 
speak Arabic or different Berber and West 
African languages. An itinerant Chinese pedlar 
sells watches and visits a karaoke bar. In an 

interview on the DVD Sissako says he included 
the Chinese character to show that some people 
do migrate to Africa and become exiles. This 
then becomes a contrast to the Africans seeking 
to leave. There are of course many Chinese, now 
spread across Africa and most are part of the 
gradual spread of Chinese ‘soft power’. The 
karaoke bar itself is also a contrast to the rich live 
music scene of Mali – but also an indicator of the 
commercialised culture of contemporary African 
cities. 

Sissako also argues that an important character 
in the film is the electrician who mends various 
devices for different people and who symbolises 
the human feeling of helping neighbours.  

Bamako in 2006 returns Sissako to Mali (Bamako 
is the capital of Mali) where he makes a film 
mainly in the courtyard of his family home. In this 
extraordinary film, the main event is a trial in 
which ‘the West’ in the form of the IMF and the 
G8 is put in the dock and charged with keeping 
Africa under control through forms of neo-
colonialism. The court proceedings are 
conducted by ‘real’ advocates speaking in 
French. This in itself is a commentary on French 
colonial practice. But as these events unfold, life 
goes on in the personal lives of the people who 
live in the house and in the streets around the 
house. Here is my review of the film from 2009: 
https://itpworld.wordpress.com/2009/03/09/
bamako-malifrance-2006/ 

For the next five years, Sissako made some short 
films, including two contributions to 
‘compendium films’. This is how many 
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international filmmakers make a living while they 
try to put together their major productions. 
These compendium films are often funded by 
festivals or cultural agencies attempting to 
celebrate or promo particular events. One of 
these simply titled 8 (2008) explores the 
challenge presented to international agencies to 
end global poverty. Sissako’s contribution ‘Tiya’s 
Dream’ was shot in Ethiopia and you can watch it 
on YouTube: https://www.youtube.com/watch?
v=3JGjljTLYgA (You can turn on English subtitles 
by clicking on ‘Settings’.) 

Timbuktu (Mauritania-France 2014) 
Sissako shot the film mainly in Mauritania though 
the buildings are in the distinctive style of the 
Malian desert towns. It’s important to be clear 
that the film, though it draws upon ‘real’ events 
during a long turbulent period in the region, is 
not meant to be a blow by blow account of the 
capture of Timbuktu by Tuareg rebels in 2012. 
Timbuktu is both a real city of 54,000 people in 
Northern Mali and a mythical/mysterious place 
for European and other travellers with a history 
going back at least the 12th century. It now has 
several UNESCO sites of world heritage. 

In 2012, the latest of a series of Tuareg rebellions 
and invasions of Northern Mali prompted a coup 
in Bamako and a war in Mali in which various 
groups became involved including Islamist 
insurgents who briefly controlled Timbuktu, 
desecrating heritage sites and attempting to 
impose Sharia Law. French military support for 
the new Malian government eventually ousted 
the invaders and an uneasy peace with some low 
level fighting was restored in 2013. 

As with his earlier films, Sissako looks at what 
happens when a group of insurgents take over a 
small town in Northern Mali, but he does so by 
focusing on the personal stories of some of the 
local people. Some of these stories are horrific 
others are absurdist. Some comment on the 
pleasures of music and football and one 
presents a careful argument about law and the 
concept of judicial process. We could make links 
to Sissako’s previous two films in various ways. 
Perhaps the most remarkable aspect of the film is 
that Sissako resists the temptation to tell a 

conventional story. Here from the same interview 
quoted at the start of these notes, he explains his 
approach: 

It’s true that [Timbuktu] doesn’t have a 
classic, linear narration. If you look at the 
different stories, there are different blocks, 
you can move them around, put them in 
different places. And for me, that’s what 
cinema is. In an hour and a half, you create a 
kind of harmony of communication. But I 
really enjoy the editing process. There are a 
lot of things that are involved in creation that 
I feel at that moment, in that editing 
moment. And film itself is a very fragile 
thing. 

The question for us is what finally emerges from 
that ‘fragile thing’ as we watch it? What has he 
communicated? 

(My blog posting about the film when it was first 
in UK cinemas in 2015 is here: https://
itpworld.wordpress.com/2015/06/18/timbuktu-
mauritania-france-2014/) 

Possible discussion questions 

1. Is the film primarily aimed at informing a 
European or American audience about the 
impact of insurgents and the imposition of Sharia 
law? If so, what makes you feel that? Are you 
more conscious of the restrictions placed on the 
local population when watching it now ‘in the 
time of coronavirus’? 

2. Some reviewers have suggested that Sissako’s 
approach ‘humanises’ the insurgents and some 
have suggested that he should be more critical. 
What do you think? 

3. How do you respond to the absurdism of a 
football match without a ball? 

4. Why do you think that music plays such an 
important role in the film both as a non-diegetic 
score and as an activity for the local people? 

5. How does Sissako represent Islam in his film? 
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Cast and Crew 
There are one or two experienced actors in the 
cast but many, including those in lead roles, had 
no previous credits. The production involved 
French funders and therefore there are several 
producers, all experienced in French cinema. 
Sissako himself must have contributed with 
liaison duties with Mauritanian authorities. 

The film was written by Sissako and a female 
writing partner Kessen Tall making her writing 
début. Many of the crew and creative 
departments were French but there are also key 
figures who stand out as either African/Maghrebi 
or diaspora practitioners such as editor Nadia 
Ben Rachid, costume designer Ami Sow, music 
composer Amin Bouhafa and, perhaps most 
significantly, the acclaimed Tunisian 
cinematographer Sofian El Fani. 

(There is also a link to Sissako’s more recent work 
with some production support for Timbuktu 
coming from Doha. In 2018/19 Sissako produced 
some short pieces for video art exhibitions in 
Qatar, both filmed by Sofian El Fani.) 

Notes on terminology 
Tuareg (Twareg or Touareg) are part of a loose 
confederation of formerly Berber-related 
nomadic pastoralists who range across the 
Sahara region and are found in Algeria, Mali, 
Niger and Burkina Faso. They speak one of 
various languages often referred to as Tamasheq. 
The strict boundaries decided by French officials 
at the time of decolonisation are not necessarily 
recognised by such groups. Tuaregs were 
historically associated with the spread of Islam 
across parts of the Sahel region. 

Insurgents in this case are fighters who moved 
into Northern Mali from various parts of North 
and West Africa. The Tuareg who took part in the 
rebellion may be regarded as ‘insurgent’ (i.e. not 
legitimate belligerents) but they were also joined 
by others from further afield who were aligned to 
Islamist groups associated with Al-Qaeda and 
similar groups. This means they have been 
termed Jihadists which is perhaps a more 
controversial term. The occupiers in Timbuktu 
include fighters from different backgrounds 
speaking French, Arabic or English rather than 
Tamasheq or Malian Bambara.   

Roy Stafford, 4/4/2020
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