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Badou Boy
Saturday, April 9, 4:00 p.m.
1970, 56 mins. Digital projection, courtesy Teemour Mambéty.
Written and directed by Djibril Diop Mambéty. Photographed by Baidy Sow. Music by Lalo Dramé and Christoph Colomb. Principal cast: Laminé Ba, Al Demba Ciss, Christoph Colomb, Aziz Diop Mambéty.
Preceded by:
CONTRAS CITY
1969, 22 mins. Digital projection, courtesy Kino International.
Directed by Djibril Diop Mambéty.
Excerpts from “African Conversations,” June Givanni talks with Djibril Diop Mambéty, Sight and Sound, September 1995:

I grew up in an area called Colobane… where there was an open-air cinema called the ABC. We were very young, eight years old, and not allowed out at night because the area was dangerous. But in spite of this we escaped and went to the cinema. We had no money to buy a ticket so we listened to the films from outside. They were mainly Westerns and Hindu films, and my favourites were the Westerns. I’d then creep back to my bed. Maybe that is why I attach a lot of importance to sound in my films, as I heard films for a number of years before I saw them. The music of Westerns was really the beginning for me, and the first film I saw was a Western. I wanted to make films: so the yard at home, with a white sheet, a candle behind it and cut-out images, friends in front, we made our own cinema, adding the images from our imagination to the sounds we listened to.
When did you begin to look at cinema as an art form or as a career to follow?

From the moment I made a film with cutouts on a white sheet, I felt I was a film-maker. I never felt cinema was something I would have to go and study and I never did. When I directed actors in front of a camera at the age of 19 on 1964, I had never set foot in any sort of film school in Europe.

That film became my first version of Badou Boy, in black and white with no dialogue, which I edited myself and which was reviewed by the famous film critic Georges Sadoul [in Les Lettres Françaises, April/May 1966] during the Festival Mondial des Arts Nègres. …for me the festival was sublime! I realized the confidence that [Leopold] Senghor [president of Senegal] had in black people and that he was right to celebrate black culture. I experienced this as the first significant stage in my life.

Was there a specific idea or a statement of Senghor’s which inspired you in this way?
It was his concrete thinking, with that of writer and historian Cheikh Anta Diop, which made me understand from that moment onwards that I belonged to a people who had built Egypt, who had conceptualized that Pyramids, who effectively participated in the construction of an immense civilization. That realization opened for me the door to the universe…
How did y our parents react to your idea of being a filmmaker?

My parents thought I was crazy. I was such a rebel, and they were angry. Except for my grandmother who had the wisdom to know that the value of a person is not measured by the number of qualifications or possessions he owns…
Where did you get the inspiration for Badou Boy, because it is very much an observation of life and people around you? How did you put this script together?
If one follows a character from morning to evening, one has a script. And if one observes a town day after day over the years one has an inexhaustible décor. The only motor, to turn these into a film, is the interest to do so.

Many people regard you as an avant-garde film-maker. What do you think of this label?

What does avant-garde mean? It could indicate that man who, even before dawn, gets up to meet the sun while others continue to slumber. That is to say he who is not satisfied and who is still searching; it is a perpetual search: a thirst impossible to quench. The impulse for what I do came at that moment of liberation back in the 60s, and is inspired more by my understanding of the limits of possibility than by any developments or trends in European film at the time….
Excerpt from “A Tale of Two Cities” by Steve Nelson, Artforum, November 2008:

Only twenty-one minutes long, Contras City moves rapidly through a series of such culturally hybrid and ambiguous scenes—yet the film places its tour of Dakar in quotation marks, turning a critical and parodic eye on various forms of power (colonial, governmental, economic) as they are manifest in lived experience. The self-reflexive presence of the director, cameraman, and Hirschitz on-screen deftly moves Contras City away from the tropes of African realist cinema. Instead, the film shifts toward abstraction, a montage of architectural details and urban scenes that formally registers the social hierarchies, contradictions, and divisions indelibly inscribed in the city's walls.

Mambety's "tour" thus toys with ethnographic film and the narcissistic structure of the travelogue (and of travel more generally)--presenting a play upon customs and manners both local and global. But the tour also shows, without irony, the everyday lives of ordinary residents of Dakar. For all the film's satirical posturing, Mambety's stance is clearly and unequivocally anticolonial: He highlights the agency and vitality of the nonelite, aligning the film with a politics of struggle associated with and articulated by the Senegalese Left. As the film moves between satire and documentary, then, it weaves between critical distance and loving intimacy. The movement between these poles suggests that the viewer sees not one Dakar but two. The first, depicted through Westernized architecture, is the Dakar of neocolonial power. The second, represented by populated streets and markets, ushers forth the "authentic" city of the folk class. Yet Mambety continually redefines each pole by oscillating between stark visual contrasts and unexpected similitude. As the camera sweeps vertically along the length of colonial buildings and palm trees alike, or tracks horizontally across cityscapes and markets, or homes in on both architectural details and the facial features of everyday people, it makes clear that these two versions of Dakar—culture and nature, ruler and ruled, Europe and Africa—are inextricable from each other.
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