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Film as a social art

C inema is a social art, a creative 
tool that has a peculiar ability 
to educate, inform and enter-
tain simultaneously. But above 
and beyond that what makes 
cinema and films particularly 
adept in their ability to penetrate 
even the most out of touch cor-
ners of society is their ability to 
translate message and meaning 
thorough imagery, often these 

images are consumed in communal context whether it be by a 
thespian crowd of cinephiles in the suburbs or by a family gath-
ered around a black and white television set in rural backroads. 
As Patricia MacCormack puts it, “It is, perhaps the, dominant 
mode of modern communication. It is able to mask ideology 
behind claiming to be fictional. It affirms possible realities. It 
is marketable, exportable. It has received huge academic atten-
tion. This attention has come primarily from structuralist theo-
ries of sexuality in psychoanalysis and linguistic semiotics. In-
creasingly it is receiving elaborate attention from philosophy.”

Part of the reason why the educational element of cinema has 
not been explored fully in our South African post-democratic 
context, stems largely from a lack of understanding of the so-
cial implications of the medium. South Africa is a nation that 
suffers ceremonially from a culture of long term selective 
memory. This form of visceral thinking often results in the 
creation of content that is merely relevant to the here and now 

and cannot endure a test of relevance in years to come. This 
is earmarked by a new wave of local films and TV shows that 
are only local in their production and not in their conception.

This is why my recent participation in the 33rd edition of the 
Durban International Film Festival proved to both significant 
and moving for me personally. It was refreshing to see works of 
cinema emanating from the African continent that were diverse, 
stylistically accomplished and ultimately able to distinguish 
themselves from the maze of cinema that exists in a festival such 
as this. The range went from existential studies of death in Alain 
Gomis’ Tey to a fast pace Genre film in Kenyan director Tosh 
Gitonga’s Nairobi Half life. Additionally as MindMap-SA we 
will soon be celebrating our 12th issue and it was very encour-
aging to receive positive feedback from industry participants 
about what we always thought was a little know publication.

In line with all of this we give you a smaller yet meaty edition 
of the magazine as we take a look at some of the best films 
from the festival. We review Tey, Sleeping beauty, and A sim-
ple life amongst other films. We speak to critically acclaimed 
director of Man on Ground, Akin Omotoso on film as a social 
art, self-distribution and genre films. In a one of a kind inter-
view we also speak to South African, France-based choreog-
rapher Vincent Mantsoe about dance politics, music selection 
and Opera for fools. All this is packed into this eleventh edition 
of your favourite cultural monocle. As always we do welcome 
you feedback, tips and correspondence and you can find us on 
our many online platforms. Until next time, keep mapping-out.
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The Fork, Knife & Glass dinner club 
recently celebrated its first anniversary. 
Contrary to their modus operandi, their 
anniversary dinner was not at a restaurant. 
It was in a loft home in Westville. A 
warm home which belongs friends of the dinner club.
The theme was to bring all elements of a 
restaurant into a dining room. And it so happened.
Two six seating tables were decked out and a

professional chef was commissioned to do a 
live cooking demonstration while a wine expert 
courtesy of Distell paired the meals with fine 
wine. The backdrop of jazz and bozzanova has its 
place. Left to a cold night in Westville your reliable 
hope is warm company and that was guaranteed. 



The 33rd edition of the Durban International Film festival 
held recently in the city saw luminaries and emerging 
talent from the global film industry descend on the 
city for 11 days of film screenings, talks and seminars.
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Tell us a little bit about your crea-
tive process, how do you go from 
a concept or an idea in your 
mind to a complete dance piece?
The concept or idea to create a com-

plete work, takes a bit of time, ‘not sure how 
long’ but I/it must be inspired be different fac-
tors, be it culturally or politically motivated. 

You have performed in many differ-
ent stages where do you think local dance 
is compared to other parts of the world?
The Dance stage in SA has different fill in to it, 
and since that my work is related or attached 
there, the audience range from when I started 
dancing/creating to date, has changed. I am sure 
that giving the spirituality of journey that I took; 
the SA stage/audience has opened many doors 
of the impossible doors internationally to speak. 

Dance is a somewhat disrespected art locally, 
what do you think needs to be done in order to 
ensure that there are more spaces for perform-
ers such as yourself to showcase your work?
Well, I won’t really say disrespected, as such, in 
general, but the bottom line is that dance to be di-
rect is not taken serious enough by both young 
generation and those who are in the higher seats. 
So to that respect, dance is only being seen as an 
entertainment for cultural purpose, and I remem-
ber in the late 90s to the mid 2000, there was much 
more of dance education through media ‘TV’ and 
in general schools. But sad enough, today educa-
tion is either more pop culture. And maybe yes, arts 
are being disrespected and it will take much more 
to re-educate us to what really arts are about or re-
ally purpose does it give to our cultural journey. 

Who would you say are some of the people that 
have had the strongest influence on you and how?
My Family in all cultural aspect (my grandmother, 
mother and aunt), being proud of growing up in a 
family of Sangomas, truly put me in a delicate and yet 
strong position as an artist. My mentor Sylvia Glasser, 
who open my eyes in the western cultural and more.
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You have recently been presenting Op-
era for fools tell us a little bit about 
how the idea for the piece came about?
The creative idea for OFF ‘Opera for fools’ 
game to me sense I remembers some old 
days, some good some bad. I was born in 
the early 70s, my parent owned a sheeben 
in the late 80s-90s, I/we crossed paths with 
fortunate and some not fortunate circum-
stances. Several between the Apartheid 
regime and local tsosis and so on, yet the 
music seems to be the highlight of hope. 
Most of my generation grew up with Af-
rican American soul music and together 
with local music those days; nothing would 
damp the spirits of the locals and sheebens 
goers. So the Idea of OFF came from there. 

I must ask what relevance do you 
think this subject matter has to 
post-1994 South Africa, how do you 
think audiences will relate to it?
OFF has already been premiered in SA, 
Johannesburg’s Dance Umbrella this past 
March, and the reception from different 
people was overwhelming, and the we pre-
miered OFF at the Market Theatre, where 
this kind of work would have been relevant 
during the 70-90s and forbidding as well, 
but people are opened minded this days, 
they would ‘I think’ like to be reminded 
the past and present future, and to have 
a different appreciation of what OFF ef-
fect gives to individuals whether Black/
White. Mind you that the cast of danc-
ers are from South Africa ‘black/colored’ 
French ‘white, Matisse(s) French/Reun-
ion and from Martinique based in France 
(Matisse(s) refers to COLORED in Frances 

This is very political subject matter, 
did you have any reservations about 
tackling this is the core of your story?
YES and NO, I knew the impact that it 
could create, and having to ask dancers who 
had no near effects of what really happen, 
whether black or white. And some dancers 
where scared or uncomfortable about it and 
thought they would never make justice to 
the work (true) but for me it was not just more about hav-

ing bodies on stage and interpret this is-
sues, I looked beyond colour and history, 
because I believe in the cause of saying 
that, because I am black; I should use only 
black dancers NO point! So it had to be 
done without any reservation or doubt.

What value do you think works such as 
these add to our appreciation of regu-
lar people who lived through that era?
The value of work such as OFF, can bring 
some re-education to the younger genera-
tion and I believe and think that, some of 
the scholars today, may not have an idea 
of what was the 70-90s where like (as I 
discovered during the Q&A after the per-
formance of OFF) in Johannesburg Dance 
Umbrella, and of course not everyone have 
that privilege to know the political jour-
ney that the country took, but it is, again, 
through such works that it can be of value

One of the central elements of that era 
of course was the music, what role did 
the music play in determining the cho-
reography for the production and how 
did you go about selecting the music?
VSKM- My Father loved music, almost 
every Friday he would buy a record from 
Kinkos I believe it was called, I listened 
to all his records be it local ‘bubblegum’ 
music we called it and of course African 
American soul music. We played this 
music in the sheebens, during Christmas, 
some holidays, and it brought some com-
fort, we dances to a different beat than 
there one we where cashed by police 
cars, so I had bring that memory as well.

What are some of your future plans and 
initiatives that you are working on?
I am in a process of finishing my new 
solo called ‘Skwatta’ and I will premier 
it at this year Jomba festival in Durban, 
before that, In September I will tour the 2 
solo NTU and Skwatta in the USA, then 
late October to early September I will 
be back home ‘JOSI’ to present Swatta 
at the Biennale Afrique danse Afrique, 

then here and there, do various projects, some big some small.   
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AKIN
Writer, director, actor-Akin Omotoso is one of the most 

insistent voices in South African film. He is part of an 
established band of filmmakers that create films that 

are both aesthetically accomplished and have a strong 
story at their center. We caught up with him and spoke 

identity, audience development and filmmaking in Mzansi.

The insider-outsider

words by 
Sihle Mthembu

Images courtesy of TOM Picturesomotoso
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Omotoso’s filmmaking chasm 
comes from a desperate need to 

fight stereotypes and re-invent the 
imagery that Africans employ in 

telling stories about Africans.A kin Omotoso has never been 
cool. At least not in the sexy, 
toned, perfect humor bachelor 
kind of way. His persona op-
erates and thrives more on a 
cult hero status. He is the silent 
hero of an ilk of independent 
South African filmmaking that 
makes a name for itself out-
side the margins of the glitz 
and glam that can often come 

with the lights, camera and action. He is however despite his 
success a victim of circumstance. In South African cinematic 
memory he is one of many who occupy that unfortunate place 
of being associated with a character in that most staple of 
South African TV diets-Generations. A lot of people remem-
ber him as the boorish rough around the edges-Khaya Motene. 
An independent minded kingpin of the advertising industry. 
This was a role Omotoso made his own during a time when 
Generations was still a program that held some form of crea-
tive credibility, with the likes of Pamela Nomvete, and even 
Rosie Motene adding a lot of value to the output of the soapie.

That however was a long time ago, and depending on whom 
you ask, popular thinking amongst normal working class South 
Africans would have you believe that Omotoso has fallen off 
and gradually over the last decade lost his relevance. This de-
spite the fact that he has made several award-winning films 
and even starred in Lord of war opposite Nicholas Cage. 

But that is not the story here. Having steadily cultivated a 
name for himself behind the scenes and for anyone who is po-
lite enough to stay and read the credits, Omotoso has finally re-
leased his latest film-Man on ground, a project that goes a long 

way toward justifying (for the general public) that Omotoso is 
worthy of the in-industry acclaim he has gained over the years.

With his long chin bone and overly masculine voice even though 
Omotoso makes films that are majorly political in nature, theme 
and even at times stylistically, he himself is not an overtly po-
litical figure. Unlike many influential South African filmmakers 
he does not spew the rhetoric that places his own socio-politi-
cal significance as front and center of his filmmaking process. 
He does not possess the abrasiveness of a Khalo Matabane or 
even the cinematic self-awareness of Oliver Hermanus. His po-
litical attentiveness operates on a more literal and practical lev-
el. Which is to say that at no point has he chosen to become a 
political filmmaker but it is his background as a person that has 
given him no option accept to be politically aware. Born in Ni-
geria and having wanted to follow in the footsteps of his writer 
father (Kole Omotoso) he is a filmmaker who obsesses about 
the importance of social storytelling, regardless of the medium.

Omotoso’s filmmaking chasm comes from a desper-
ate need to fight stereotypes and re-invent the image-
ry that Africans employ in telling stories about Africans. 
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 Man on Ground (directed by Akin Omotoso 
and starring Hakeem Kae-Kazim and Fana 
Mokoena) probes the effects of  xenophobia

2
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And at least if he doesn’t reinvent the imagery complete-
ly his body of work will surely have added a lot of value to-
wards the debate around the filmmaking process on the con-
tinent. All you need do is look at the diversity of his work to 
see how unphased he is with genre specifications and trends. 
The meditative God is an African is a cinematic benchmark es-
pecially considering the time it came in and marked an assured 
directorial debut for a filmmaker who would later give us the 
likes of Jesus and the giant and his latest film Man on ground.

Man on ground tells the story 
of Femi and Ade two es-
tranged brothers, as Ade tries 
to find his younger sibling. 
Although the film is perhaps 
not as rich in narrative as 
Omotoso would have liked 
it to be, Man on ground is a 
significant film not only for 
Omotoso but for the wider 
South African film industry. 
It is one of the few instances 
where the immigrant experi-
ence has been given central 
attention in this medium. “We 
are human beings at the end of 
the day. We have to talk about 
the elephant in the room,” he 
says almost resigned to the re-

ality. “The only thing that I felt I had 
to do was to make sure that I did not 
trivilaise the subject on both sides.”

The narrative for the film is based on 
the true story of Ernesto Nhamuave, 
The burning man who was immortal-
ized in a series of still images that were 
taken as he was reduced to flames 
during the 2008 xenophobic attacks. 
Speaking about what attracted him or 
at least got him to engage with this 
subject matter Omotoso struggles to 
describe it with his usually efficacy. 
There are too many things at once. 
“I saw the picture of Ernesto and the 
picture just haunted me. And that is 
really what it was. I was disturbed. I 
was shocked. I was all those things.” 

he says. “And most people were and they did different things. 
Some people set up the soup kitchens or gave blankets. There was 
a real cultural activism around that issue. So I made a film. That 
is how we dealt with that dialogue.” Omotoso is evidently yet to 
fully come to terms with the gravitas of those events and in many 

ways Man on ground 
is his way of mak-
ing sense of it all. To 
use a widely quoted 
South African anal-
ogy this is ‘his TRC’

Upon close inspec-
tion however it is 
clear that Man on 
ground is a film 
that is set to be a 
sacrificial lamb. It 
signals South Afri



can film’s first major foray into a completely independently pro-
duced and distributed film that also has international legs. Already 
the film has received acclaim as far afield as Toronto, Washington 
and Nigeria winning many awards in the process. What makes 
this film unique in the South African film canon is that it comes 
at a time where it is so attractive to be despondent about the local 
film industry and where a significant number of established local 
directors are steadfastly shuffling and trying to find alternative 
means to make cost effective films that are of an amicable qual-
ity. Incidentally the lessons that filmmakers and film lovers alike 
can learn from this production stretch beyond the immediacy of 
what is shown on screen. Man on ground is a film that reminds 
us that filmmaking in South Africa is a torturous yet possible art.

Part of Omotoso’s genius and ability to communicate effectively 
through film stems from his understanding of the medium. Un-
like many filmmakers he does not come from the ‘I only make 
films for myself” school of filmmaking. He is a writer and di-
rector who appreciates not only the social implications of the 
medium but also the long thread of history onto which every 
new film is weaved. “It can play a multitude of roles,” he says. 
“Entertainment, some use the medium for education. South Af-
rica has a very old industry, one of the oldest film industries in 
the world. So it does play a significant part in people’s lives.”

When you dig beneath the surface you get to understand why 
Omotoso is a director who avoids making films the convention-
al way. Not because he is a rebel for rebellions sake but rather 
because he does not share the general broad brush-stroking that 
tends to be done by filmmakers when thinking about the indus-
try. On the issue of whether South African film has indeed devel-
oped its own post-1994 identity, Omototso breaks away from the 
pack. He does not harbour the general view that filmmaking in 
Mzansi is yet to find its own unique helix. “One has to be care-

ful on how you look at film,” he says. “I think that people tend 
to generalize, there are challenges in the industry but I think if 
you are really honest and you took the time to look at all the 
films that have been released especially in the last three years 
you will find a diverse array of voices. And if you look at any 
country around the world they have a diverse range of topics 
and why should we be different here? And we aren’t different.”

Tracking Omotoso’s career the one thing that feels abundantly 
clear is that he is an artist who has an unusual tendency to make 
even the most difficult of decisions look like a no brainer, such as 
leaving the comfort of Generations at the height of his popularity. 
Lately he has gone on a tangent from the traditional distribution 
methods to which many local directors are subject. Owing to the 

way the Man on ground was produced Omotoso has retained the 
distribution rights to the film. This is why he has chosen to self-
distribute the film and bring it directly to the communities where it 
is most significant but can also help develop a local audience that 
can now begin to palette more than just street violence and slap-
stick. “It’s a very personal choice with regards to how you develop 

Part of  Omotoso’s genius and ability to 

communicate effectively through film stems 

from his understanding of  the medium. 

Unlike many filmmakers he does not come 

from the ‘I only make films for myself” 

school of  filmmaking
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a local audience,” he says. “I think that local audiences come out 
it seems for comedies and things like that. So we have to build the 
audience and I think it’s a two way thing between us and the audi-
ence for them to understand that this is the type of film I am mak-
ing. Who likes those types of films and cultivate your audience.”

He also goes on to point out however that this is 
not something that will be achieved over night or 
only with Man on ground, but rather it is a slow 

labourious process that is not only about changing meth-
ods but is also very much about changing perceptions. This 
of course is a notion that is arrestingly significant in South 
African communities where filmmakers are always com-
peting for the attention of audiences that have become ac-
customed to either re-runs on TV or a fleet on international 
productions taking up the bulk of the distribution. “That stuff 
takes time and for me part of it is that you can’t just put your 

film in a cineplex and just think everyone is gonna watch 
it,” he says. “I think we have to go to the people.” And that 
is exactly what he and his production team have been doing.
In an interview that has fluctuated from the business side of 
film to the more philosophical questions about cinema, Omo-
toso succinctly summarises in a sentence the one epiphany 
that any film industry that wants to take itself seriously has 
to come to terms with. He says, “Serious films are always a 
challenge but I don’t think we should stop making them.”

We have to build the audience and I think it’s a 
two way thing between us and the audience for them to understand that 
this is the type of  film I am making. Who likes those types of  films and 

cultivate your audience.
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T he blossoming African film indus-
try took centre stage at this year’s 
edition of the Durban International 
Film Festival. South African film 
was particularly in the spotlight 
with 16 South African feature films 
(more than any previous year), as 
well as 19 documentaries, 27 short 
films, and 4 films in the Wavescape 
section –a total of 66 South Afri-
can films – most of which saw their 

world premieres on Durban screens. Opening the festival this 
year was the arresting Elelwani by Ntshavheni wa Luruli, star-
ring Florence Masebe in a rich and atmospheric work that ad-
dresses the convergence of modernity and traditional culture. 
The closing film by director Wayne Thornley and the Trig-
gerfish team is the delightful story of animal kingdom ubun-
tu in the pioneering 3D animation Adventures in Zambezia.

This year’s programme was rich with inspiring work from 
the wider continent, including many films that have excelled 
internationally and would see their South African debuts at 
DIFF, such as the Rwandan Grey Matter (directed by Kivu 
Ruhorahoza), which won two big awards at Tribeca. Senega-
lese director Moussa Touré’s The Pirogue came straight from 
the Un Certain Regard competition at Cannes and the ghostly 
Senegalese Tey  which was nominated for the Golden Bear 
in Berlin. Also in the programme was Leila Kilani’s On the 
Edge from Morrocco, and the Eyptian Asmaa (directed by Amr 
Salama), and Nairobi Half Life (directed by Tosh Gitonga) 
from Kenya, which premiered to rave reviews at the festival.

A special French Focus at DIFF 2012 also brought a rich of-
fering from the country widely regarded as “the birthplace 

of cinema”, including films such as The Lady , a powerful 
biopic on Burmese leader Aung San Suu Kyi, (directed by 
Luc Besson), On Air (directed by Pierre Pinaud), The Rest 
of The World (directed by Damien Odoul), 38 Witnesses (di-
rected by Lucas Belvaux), Captive (directed by Brillante 
Mendoza), Outside Satan (directed by Bruno Dumont), 2 
Days in New York (directed by Julie Delpy), The Kid with a 
Bike (directed by Dardenne Brothers) - winner of the Cannes 
Grand Jury Prize 2011 – amongst many others. The focus 
was opened by this year’s winner of the Cannes Palme d’Or, 
Michael Haneke’s hauntingy emotional film Love (Amour).

As always there were also some important industry initiatives 
with French partners, intended to stimulate the growth of cine-
ma in Africa, boosted by the French South Africa Season 2012 
& 2013, a two year exchange between the respective countries. 
The annual Canal France International (CFI) conference host-
ed a dozen African Broadcasters at DIFF. They also offered a 
pre-sale prize to a promising African Project in Durban Film-
Mart. The oversight body for film in France, Centre National 
du Cinéma et de l’Image Animée (CNC), and its South African 
counterpart, National Film and Video Foundation (NFVF), also 
engaged in meetings with producers to explore co-production 
opportunities between the two countries. The festival also saw 
the launch of the new World Cinema Support Film Fund to 
which African filmmakers may apply to get their films made.

 A special French
 Focus at DIFF 2012 also 

brought a rich offering from the 
country widely regarded as the 

birthplace of cinema
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As part of its continued support of the Durban interna-
tional film festival, the National film and video foun-
dation hosted its annual industry engagement at the 
festival. This is the first time that the NFVF has host-
ed the session in the KwaZulu-Natal since new CEO 
Zama Mkosi took over earlier in the year. Speaking 
about the goals of the foundation going forward Mko-
si highlighted the importance of continuing to forge 
partnerships between the NFVF and industry. “We are 
the NFVF have set pillars by which we want to work 
with industry, said Mkosi. “And accountability, part-
nership and diversity are key in terms of ensuring that 
we work better and we work together in the future.”

One of the major highlights that emerged from the 
workshop was the foundation would be launching 
a series of initiatives in August that will help insure 
that the pie is spread in other parts of the filmmaking 
value chain. According to Clarence Hamilton, who 
is the Head of production and development at the 
NFVF, these initiatives will be aimed at both women 
as well as younger filmmakers. “We have identi-
fied that emerging filmmakers and female filmmak-
ers need to be developed more and they need to have 
some funds allocated to them,” said Hamilton. “And 
we are looking to forge ahead with a series of partner-
ships where they will be able to engage with us be-
cause we want to bring new blood into the industry.”

One of the major concerns that emerged from African 
filmmakers attending the session was whether the NFVF 
could engage with other countries in the continent and 
help ensure that they also create similar custodian bod-
ies for the various national film industries. Speaking 
about this, Mkosi explained that there had been some 
outreach that has been done at government level to 
advise other African filmmakers on how to go about 
setting up similar bodies in their respective countries.

Durban FilmMart
Breaking new grounds into 
African soil by infiltrat-
ing the continents film in-
dustry was the focal point
of the Durban FilmMart 2012 
which took place from 20-23 
July 2012 at the Blue Waters 
Hotel in Durban. The event- 
which highlighted training and 
funding opportunities, facili-
tated skills development and
comprehensive industry engage-
ments and promoted interaction 
between African filmmakers and
international key experts- ended 
in style at the Durban FilmMart’s 
Awards Ceremony, which
recognised and honoured 
outstanding feature film 
and documentary film pro-
jects emanating from
the African continent. The 
annual coproduction and fi-
nance market, which was cre-
ated as a joint programme of the
Durban Film Office and 
the Durban International 
Film Festival delved deep-
er into its objectives of
driving the visibility of Af-
rican cinema, stimulating 
production and facilitat-
ing project collaboration
between African film-makers.

“It has been our labour of love to 
promote and develop the African 
Film Industry which is both our
livelihood and passion,” 
said Durban International 
Film Festival Director Pe-
ter Rorvik at the close of
the event. Said Rorvik; “We have 
walked away from this event re-

maining true to our African roots
and local story-telling in the face 
of global and commercial film 
industry trends; this is what our
primary message to our 
delegates has been.”

Durban Film Office Head 
Toni Monty expressed sat-
isfaction with representa-
tion at the event which
attracted over 400 delegates 
from around the continent. Said 
Monty; “Our large contingent of
delegates have shown and ex-
pressed their support and appre-
ciation to the Durban FilmMart- a
major indication that we are ad-
dressing the needs and challeng-
es relevant to African Cinema.”
The Durban Film Mart pro-
gramme was undertaken 
in threefold; the develop-
ment platform Finance
Forum which is open to se-
lected documentary and 
feature film projects and 
the Master-classes and
Africa in Focus range of 
panel discussions and semi-
nars which are both open 
to all participants and
delegates of the event.

 IDFA Fund‘ Most Promising 
Documentary Projects’  with WorldView 
travel Grant Award and WorldViews ‘The 
Most Promising Feature Projects’ 

From L-R. 
Riaan Hendricks and Neil Brandt 
(Director and Producer of The Devils 
Lair), Isabel Arrate Fernandez (IDFA), 
Himesh Kar (WorldView), Anjali Nayar 
(Producer of Logs of War), Jenna Cato 
Bass and David Horler (Director and 
Producer respectively of Flatland )
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I n its own right Hong Kong (much like its Chinese 
big brother) is a place that is going through that cul-
tural tipping point of examining generation values, 
a transitional period where old morals have to find 
a place and make themselves continuously signifi-
cant in a world that is shifting itself towards a more 
globally momentous socio-political role. This is the 

thematic undertone of Ann Hui’s latest film A simple life.

This in many ways a significant piece of cultural work for a place 
that has little recognized body of film. Through the story we fol-
low the life of Ah Tao, a servant in her 70’s. She is a woman of 
persistent character, having worked in the home of the Leung’s 
for more than 60 years. She is a vessel of the family’s memory 
and a custodian of their shared history as she remembers even 
the most minute details of their lives. Much like Hong Kong, 
Ah Tao is also a keeper of loss and a character that finds her 

life having to be signified by a constantly unfulfilled potential.

We follow Ah Tao as she works for the last remaining mem-
ber of the family in Hong Kong, Roger a quietly masculine 
film producer who has recently recovered from a heart at-
tack and is fast approaching the apex of his life and middle 
age. Of course it goes without saying that there is something 
very humorous about the idea of a man from Hong Kong be-
ing called Roger, there is something both sharp and senile 
about the way Ah Tao pronounces his name especially when 
she is giving Roger health advice such as to eat veggies 
and stay away from OX tongue cause it’s bad for his heart.

These moments of homour a trickled throughout this thought-
ful film, Hui as a director is not intrusive in fact she has ren-
dered her own cinematic presence almost invisible as she 
magnifies this story of an old woman ageing gracefully. A

Directed by Ann Hui, A Simple Life from Hong Kong has won numerous awards 
internationally and was nominated for the Venice Golden Lion. The film tells the story of  an 

old servant and her friendship with her young employer.

Reviews
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simple life is a film that strips naked all the 
layers of sentimentally and showcases that 
living is a process that has lit tle to do with 
the expression of big ideas but every day is 
amoral index and that people are hardly ever 
conscious of their emotions as they happen.

The narrative finds its iron grip as Ah Tao 
has a stroke, an event that proves to make a 
significant dent on both her and Roger prac-
tically and emotionally as she decided to re-
tire. Here Roger and Ah Tao are confronted 
with a choice that on a political level many 
people on Hong Kong have been faced with 
for over a generation-confront the reality or 
gradually accept it and moves on. Roger is 
suddenly burdened with real world prob-
lems that for most of his adult life he has 
had the pleasure of distancing himself from-
such as how to use the washing machine.

Interestingly Hui uses the story to showcase 
the almost arresting politeness that comes 
with living in Hong Kong as young men 
give up their seats for the old woman and 
the urban landscape is shown to be very safe 
and accommodating for a woman in the win-
ter of her life. It is amicably decided both by 
Roger and Ah Tao that she should stay in an 
old age home, a place where the anxiety of 
pending death is a constant undertone, Dean-
ie Lp gives an emotionally nuanced perfor-
mance as we see her transition seamlessly 

between being despondent and unhappy to welcoming and 
unbelievably charming. She does well to illuminate Ah Tao 
as a  woman who resists the calamity that is old age as she 
wins small yet significant battles daily-such as once again 
being able to eat with chopsticks despite having had a stroke.

What this film also does incredibly well is showcase the 
importance of emotional distance, for instance there is no 
hugging in this culture regardless of the context, instead a 
light pat on the arm is used as a tool of both affirming and 
comforting. In the latter part of the film Roger is faced with 
the inevitability of Ah Tao’s death, this is showcased bril-
liantly well as he muses over a meal of ox tongue with old 
friends about how they troubled the old woman. It’s a scene 
that like much of the film is an accomplished mixture of 
the nostalgic and humorous with graceful hints of emotion 
and helps bring the viewer close to films wrenching climax. 



The third feature film form Senegalese writer-director Alain Gomis is an 
meditative study and internal examination of  one man’s confrontation with 

death.

Reviews

T ey is an internal film, it is a steady and pro-
longed meditative study on the nature of 
death and the somewhat normal human re-
flex to try resist it. Directed by Senegalese/
French director Alain Gomis, Tey is a defini-
tive film. This Gomis’ thirdfeature operates on 
a premise that is both interesting as it is uto-

pian. Satche played by American musician and performance 
maestro Saul Williams, wakes up in the morning and is told 
almost matter of factly by his loved ones that he has been cho-
sen. Not for a fortune or a prize but instead he has been se-
lected to die. No particular reason or justification is given as 
to why he has to die and there is no logical explanation for 
exactly how this death is set to take place at the end of the 
day. The environment is emotionally subdued as Satche sits 
in a circle where is closest friends and family are gathered. 
This is the spinal cord on which Gomis adds the meat of this 

almost fable like film. We witness Satche as he goes around 
his hometown attempting to put together his memories and say 
goodbye to the people that have proved to be most significant 
in his life. What Gomis has done here as a young masterful 
director is created a film that accesses the emotional contradic-
tions that come the reality of a pending death and not neces-
sarily the circumstances around the death itself. He has taken 
away the side shows and details of burial and mode of death 
rather opting to focus on the inevitable demise of Satche as a 
reason to reflect on his life. Tey which means Today is a film 
that looks at the emotional journey that Stache goes thorough 
as he tries to make peace with his life and the people he has 
lived with. Incidently much like Satche is a film that is very 
much morphing and a work in progress, since its premier at 
the Berlin Film Festival early in the year it has already been 
screened under three different titles.  Helping somewhat 
contextualize the film to whatever locality it finds itself in.

words by 
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There are scenes it must be said however that are indica-
tive of the ceremonial, as Satche is seated with all his fam-
ily members gathered and friends talking about his life and 
personality, having recently returned from America Satche is 
forced to view his life outside of his own body. He listens as 
muse and marinade on memories of his childhood, some de-
scribe him as kind and caring whilst some neighbors and ac-
quaintances describe him as being aloof and even spiteful.

Perhaps what makes this film interesting however is the sheer lack 
of dialogue despite being so rich in narrative. As Satche makes his 

way through the town he gets increasingly lonely and all the chant-
ing and  ululating that surrounded him when he left home makes 
way for a quite almost wasteland like surround. The stripped 
and quite backdrop much like Satche feels emotionally bare. 

Gomis has successfully created a story that showcases both the 
euphoric moments of recollection without abandoning the in-
evitable and pending sense of doom that will come later in the 
day. There is a captivating scene in a modern and seamlessly de-
signed building where Satche visits his former lover who is an 
artists and sculptor. At first the encounter is polite and somewhat 
flirtatious, Nella played by an emotionally diverse Mariko Ar-
ame , Transitions from prey to predator with impeccable ease. 
Initially she courts Satche reminding him of a playful joy they 
hard but midway she becomes mean and spiteful reminding 
him of his life’s failures. Its sassy-confrontational filmmaking.

Tey is a film whose strongest points is not an overly detailed 
plot but rather the inherent ability of Gomis’ cast to execute with 
precision an abstract script and in doing so transform it into a 
rich cinematic idiom, it’s somewhat fitting that this film was se-
lected to be part of the African showcase at this year’s edition 
of the Berlin Film festival. Ironically however it must be said 
that this film hardly deals with the issues of identity politics 
or the landscape in which it is said. The Senegalese landscape 
makes way for a far more important emphasis to be placed on the 
idea of an internal survey of one’s own legacy. Gomis’ directo-
rial grace has allowed him to create a masterpiece that moves 
between spaces and this transition is purely an emotional one.

4
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           Gomis has successfully created a story that showcases both 
the euphoric moments of recollection without abandoning the inevitable and 

pending sense of doom that will come later in the day.



ilm that 
starts with 
Cinematic 
Orchestras 
“All things 
to all men” 
then has 
a title that 
s u g g e s t s 
a unity of 
A f r i c a n 
states and 
f u r t h e r 
more goes 
to connect 
s u c h 

a radical concept to hip-hop 
is bound to have the hip-hop 
head glued to his seat and 
at his schoolboy attention. 

I was such a head, going into the 
cinema at Musgrave during the 
33rd Durban international Film 
festival. Without as much as 
reading the film synopsis on the 
booklet I bought my ticket and 
went into the cinema wondering 
what Yanick Letourneaut had in 
store for an avid fan of hip hop 
such as myself. The United States 
of Africa; Beyond Hip Hop”sets 
out to really engage its audience 
in African history, African 
politics, reflecting on African 
life in the 21st century and 
facing our injustices as a people.

This film is a clear example of 
how music can give a voice to 
the voiceless, 
become a 
w e a p o n 
against social 
injustice and 
a microphone 
a m p l i f y i n g 
the concerns 
of ordinary 
citizens. Take 
this film as a how to guide to engage 
those put in power, to question 
and remind them of their mandate, 
just as Africa Bambatha & the 
Zulu Nation, Dead Prez, Public 
Enemy and KRS ONE had done. 
Something in the past years has 
been left to genres like Afrobeat, 
Maskandi and Mbhaqanga.

Directed by Yanick Letourneaut, United States of Africa is a 
documentary film that takes a distinct look at the calamity of 
African history but also affirms it through a burgeoning music 

genre.
words: Menga

   Nhlabathi

the Hip-Hop 
story
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“This film as a call to arms, a silencing gesture to all the middle class 
“intellectuals” who are all talk and can only but point their fingers at 

the injustice in front of their eyes”

Of course one has to sift through the 
noise, and draw the positive. Yanick 
stated in a Q&A after the film that through 
hip-hop he got to hear of Malcom X 
and Lumumba, and that its through 
hip-hop he got to meet African rappers 
such as Awadi Dieder and Smockey.

We begin our journey beyond hip hop by 
following Awadi, as he traces Senegalese 
and African history, not available to 
Africans but in the archives of its 
colonisers, the journey is a harsh schooling 
in African history, in the comfort of the 

cinema seats I got to unearth proud African 
history that hasn’t been accessible to me.

The “United States of Africa” was 
mentioned first by Marcus Garvey in his 
poem ‘Hail, United States of Africa’ in 
1924, later brought to light by the likes of 
great leaders like W. E. B. Du Bois, African 
greats Patrice Lumumba, Kwame Nkrumah 
and Haile Selassie . In 2009, Muammar 
al-Gaddafi after being elected head of the 
African union said “I shall continue to 
insist that our sovereign countries work 
to achieve the United States of Africa.

In Dieder Awadis journey as he puts 
together his album “African Presidents”, 
you are reminded about the western worlds 
continued interference into African politics 
for their own selfish gains, those being the 
continents rich minerals and raw materials, 
and through all this you meet hip hop 
artists such as Smockey from Burkina 
Faso, brave young men who aren’t afraid to 
address the challenges and injustices they 

face as a nation, it takes one man to speak 
up and say what everyone is thinking.

Awadi links up with Dead Prez’s M1 to 
feature on Awadi’s album, hip hop then 
takes a 360, as music that came from African 
Americans in America who over the years 
have used hip hop to raise awareness to their 
social injustices and solidify the identity as 
a people, using it to address many of their 
social ills, now this music is in Africa, 
home of the African Americans, serving 
the exact same purpose it did in America.

Awadi goes around the world finding 
other artists to collaborate on the album 
to really reflect a united African voice. 
The highlight of the movie for me was 

the story of Thomas Sankara, from 
Burkina Faso an Africa revolutionary 
that led his country in exemplary fashion 
for 4 years before being assassinated.

Think of this film as a call to arms, a 
silencing gesture to all the middle class 
“intellectuals” who are all talk and can 
only but point their fingers at the injustice 
in front of their eyes, this film challenges 
all to get up and take action, do something 
a reminder that should engage and 
remind our leaders all the time what it is 
they are put in those offices to do.
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“Through this film we 
are made intrinsically 
aware of what we are 

experiencing-the inside 
of a world that is ruled 
by sexuality and hard 

to define fetishes.”

S ex is so often a cruel exercise in 
power. The desire for dominance 
is both attractive and at times 
repulsive and disturbing. Sex 
is horror. It is the staple diet 
of social fear and anxiety. As 
tons of people plan prude and 
think about sexual acts when 
you look at it from the outside 
in it all becomes increasingly 

disturbing and less liberally attractive. Sleeping beauty 
is the first feature film directed by Australian writer 
director Julia Leigh, it is a study on 
the personal politics of sexuality

Unlike Steve McQueen’s Shame this 
film uses a female protagonist as the 
canvas to study the power games 
that are part of a sex obsessed upper 
middle class society. Played by Emily 
Browning, Lucy is a fully developed 
character. Within minutes from the 
beginning of the film she makes so 
much sense despite her strange and impulsive nature. In 
an early part of the film Lucy casually meets a random 
woman in bar and within seconds she accepts an offer 
to take some cocaine with her in the bathroom of a club. 
However this is only the beginning of Lucy’s devilish 
night, she later looking calm and as cool as you like 
instigates a coin toss with two men who are the woman’s 

companions. The wager? If one of the two men can make 
two correct calls they get the right to sleep with her. The 
call is successful and here we get a slight glimpse into 
a young woman who is emotionally desperate and often 
dismissive of both her feelings and any sort of argument 
about consequences as she submits to loosing the contest.

Browning gives a mind numbing performance as the 
young perky Lucy. Leigh has created a film that looks at 
the idea of the perfect woman, sleeping beauty and the 
ever so masculine act of saving or concurring her. This 
is a film that confronts the reality of sleeping beauty 

as an emotionally unstable and often 
scary character and not the pop infused 
affirmative female archetype that we have 
become familiar with in recent years.

Thematically this is a film that takes a 
close and introspective look at the often 
overt little shop of horrors that is the 
human sexual gaze.  In the film Lucy 
gets casually employed as a semi-naked 
waitress for high-end dinner parties. With 

her white lingerie and suspenders she is a stark contrast 
to the imagery of her colleagues as they wear exclusively 
black with freakish eye shadows and obsessive eyes.

Through this film we are made intrinsically aware of what 
we are experiencing-the inside of a world that is ruled by 
sexuality and hard to define fetishes. As she continues.

tENDEr sEX 
GAMeS & hORROR
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her work Lucy becomes a character of 
two realities, sometimes soft and trying 
to manage her other more decent work 
as a photocopier with this dark and gritty 
underground into which she finds herself. 
There is a telling scene in the film when 
she is interviewed for her new post. The 
conversation is less of an interview and 
more of an instillation of stillness by Carla 
(played poignantly by Rachel Blake) the 
madam of this whole affair is stern and 
poised, self-consciously articulate and 
controlled in her every move. She briefs 
Lucy on her job ad what is expected of 
her. What follows is an overt and mostly 
tactful statement of the over-sexualisation 
of contemporary society. Lucy is given a 
succinct physical exam to check whether she 
is suitable for the job, something that is both 
embarrassing and invasive. Here Leigh’s 
directorial vision is at its most potent. This 
lengthy scene is done in one steady long-
shot giving the viewer the impression that 
they too are actively taking part in the 
sexual gaze that is chronicled in this film.
Browning gives a strong yet understated 
performance as. She showcases the 
many sides of a character that in 
more ways than one is very adamant 

Sleeping Beauty is different from a sea of sexually obsessive filmmaking doing 
the rounds.

to just do what needs to be done. The film 
enters a much darker, more psychedelic 
dimension as Lucy is forced by her new 
apartment to have to do more specialized 
work. Here she literally plays the part of 
Sleeping beauty and feeds the pleasures 
of old men who have unfulfilled 
sexual desires. Frequently she drinks 
a potion that puts her to deep sleep.

What is interesting and affective here is 
that Leigh has taken her experience as an 
author and employed the metaphorical 
onscreen. It would have been so easy for 
her to go for the jugular and portray Lucy 
as a prostitute but instead she adds the 
dimension of these encounters as strictly 
interactive yet non-sexual, heightening 
the disturbing and insightful effect that 
is created throughout the film that fetish 
has no limit. Despite the heated nature 
of its subject matter, Sleeping beauty 
is a film that employs a cold and crude 
aesthetic particularly in its latter segments 
as Lucy tries to find out what happens 
whilst she is asleep. At times the film does 
come across as being a bit incidental and 
this is something that makes Sleeping 
Beauty different from a sea of sexually 
obsessive filmmaking doing the rounds.
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