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The Invention of the Art Film: Authorship and French Cultural Policy 

Abstract 

 This study examines how the notion of filmmaking as a writerly practice crystallized 

in Paris of the 1910s and early 1920s and came to dictate the contours of French film culture, 

through the national center for cinema’s myriad production subsidies. Drawing on extensive 

archival research, it shows that France reinvigorated its film industry by promoting a 

perennially young national cinema built around new writing talent. By scrutinizing the 

preponderance of filmmakers whose literary credentials have given them access to the above 

funds which then launched their respective careers in France, the study demonstrates how 

France has actively constructed and exported a transnational culture of cinema entrenched in 

Western conceptions of authorship. Chapter 1 shows that the very notion of an “art film” 

emerged in the interdisciplinary creative environment of Paris in the 1910s and 1920s. A close 

reading of Marcel L’Herbier’s 1924 film L’Inhumaine highlights how the tensions between 

different art forms led to a new aesthetics of film. Chapter 2 focuses on the influence that the 

Ministry of Culture, under the directorship of André Malraux, had on the organization of the 

Centre national de la cinématographie (CNC) and its support of young filmmakers both from 

France and abroad. Chapter 3 examines the history of the Fonds Sud, a film fund co-

administered by the CNC and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs from 1984 to 2012, which 
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sponsored hundreds of art films from all over the world. Through a series of interlocking case 

studies, this chapter demonstrates that the Fonds Sud favored projects with a literary 

orientation even if they were initially deemed unworthy of sponsorship. Finally, Chapter 4 

surveys contemporary Francophone African film and media practices that effectively 

represent a re-invention of the art film, with innovative, hybrid approaches to world-building 

that erase the boundary between fiction and documentary. If France played host to the 

invention of film art, then this study illustrates how it has also fomented the constant re-

invention that cinema has had to undergo as a medium and a cultural commodity in order to 

persist. 
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INTRODUCTION 
The Invention of the Art Film 

  

 Midway through Le Mépris (Contempt, 1963, Jean-Luc Godard), after watching 

dailies with Fritz Lang (played by himself), Jeremy Prokosch (Jack Palance) stands up and 

knocks over a stack of film canisters in the front of their private screening room, exasperated 

by the sorry state of their film. Lifting a pen toward the disgruntled producer, Lang asks, 

“Would you like to rewrite it?” As he does so, the film cuts from a shot in front of the director 

to one behind him, revealing an epigram inscribed on the masking beneath the theater screen 

and attributed to Louis Lumière: “IL CINEMA E UN INVENZIONE SENZA AVVENIRE”. 

“The cinema is an invention without a future,” reads the declaration of one of cinema’s 

ostensible inventors. That an instrument of writing carries into the field of vision this famous 

statement, and with it the provocation that the film could be re-written (Prokosch and Lang’s 

production, or cinema tout court?), encapsulates in an instant the force that had continually 

propelled the medium forward. From Auguste and Louis Lumière’s first public presentation of 

their Cinématographe (literally, a “cinema writer”) on March 22, 1895 to the efflorescence of 

the French New Wave, which grew out of a practice of writing criticism and a belief that the 

camera could be wielded, like a pen, to express individual world views, French cinema took 

shape around an ever-evolving culture of writing. 

 As with literature, cinema demonstrates it is an invention with a continually renewable 

future by generating new languages within itself. If Louis Lumière was incorrect to say that 

cinema did not have a future, he was perhaps even more amiss to describe it as an invention at 

all. The reduction of a means of expression to a historical event not only reifies the apparatus 
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as a commodity that can be rendered obsolete by new technologies but also prematurely 

obliterates its capacity for internal development. The invention of a medium, as Pascale 

Casanova illustrates with reference to literature, remains ongoing as long as its practitioners 

are creating new uses for it.  Aesthetic renovations of a medium, however, are only one, 1

relatively limited component of how a medium stays alive. The conditions for any given art 

form’s production, circulation, and reception are contingent upon changing tides in 

philosophical, geopolitical, and socioeconomic conditions.  

 This dissertation considers four stages in the ongoing invention of the cinematic form 

mostly closely associated with and promoted by France on the international stage: the art film. 

First, the establishment of the medium’s autonomy in the literary milieu of Paris of the 1910s 

and 1920s illustrates how art film culture took shape. Second, the mid-century governmental 

participation in erecting an institutional support network for cinema lays bare the critical place 

the medium came to occupy in France’s sense of identity both at home and in the world. 

Third, the creation in 1984 of a global initiative for international co-production reflects a 

reconsecration of France as the “world republic of cinema” (to borrow from Casanova) and 

thus a neocolonial center fueled by the extraction of artistic (rather than natural) resources 

from economically disadvantaged countries. Fourth, the growing body of films physically and 

intellectually made in between France and its former colonies in Africa bears the promise of a 

 Casanova writes: “La littérature va en effet s’inventer progressivement dans un lent arrachement au «devoir 1

politique»: d’abord astreints à servir, à travers la langue, les desseins «nationaux» (politiques, étatiques, etc.), les 
écrivains créent peu à peu les conditions de leur liberté littéraire à travers l’invention de langues spécifiquement 
littéraires…Ce processus, sorte de création collective continuée, n’est rien moins que l’histoire de la 
littérature” (70).
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new film language, a creole of sorts in opposition to the hegemonies of fiction and 

documentary.  2

 In France, the cinema has almost always been a rather precarious art form in need of 

ardent supporters and polemicists. In 1928, after the medium had grown in acceptance 

amongst aesthetes and the public alike, Marcel L’Herbier declared in an article for Le Journal, 

“We can’t deny that right now cinema does not exist for 75% of French people.”  Though 3

moviegoing may have been a relatively fringe activity in 1920s France, art film exhibition 

was beginning to assume the form that would continue to the present day. Indeed, it was in 

Paris during those years that many scholars have argued the first of one of film culture’s 

principal organizations, namely the ciné-club, was formed.  Malte Hagener identifies a June 4

12, 1920 screening of Emile Cohl films, which Louis Delluc helped organize, as a plausible 

birth of the movement.  While the basic function of the ciné-club was simply to provide a 5

space for the exhibition of new film art, its ambitions were far greater and, importantly, laid 

the groundwork for the elaborate French state apparatus of film culture that asserted itself 

over the course of the twentieth century. In the 1921 mission statement for the Club des amis 

du septième art, noted film theorist Ricciotto Canudo declared that the club would “attract 

 Carl Akeley (who also created the dioramas at the American Museum of Natural History in New York) 2

followed Etienne-Jules Marey by inventing a cinematography-gun, except that his was designed, like hunting 
weapons, to capture animals in Africa. Any engagement with the history of African film ought to recall this 
disturbing beginning, so as not to perpetrate further violently extractive importation of that which appears to our 
eyes as most exotic.

 “On ne peut nier qu’actuellement pour 75% des Français le cinématographe n’existe pas!” Cited in Burch 3

1973: 28. Burch adds on the next page that at least an additional 5 to 10% of the population never went to the 
movies.

 For possibly the definitive account of the ciné-club movement in France, see Christophe Gautier 1999.4

 See Malte Hagener 2007: 80.5
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creative talents” and “lobby the state for equitable laws and support.”  The Ciné-Club de 6

France, which was founded three years later, expressed an even greater ambition: “the 

coordination of ‘all intellectual, artistic, technical, and economic forces likely to enrich the 

international domain of Cinégraphie,’ and a commitment ‘to seek across all trends to reinforce 

the sincere efforts of artists of all countries and to second them in every way 

possible’ (emphasis added).”  7

The Invention of the Art Film: Authorship and French Cultural Policy begins by 

addressing an age-old problem for theorists and scholars of film—namely the relationship of 

the medium to literature—through an investigation of how the institutions that have shaped 

the two art forms’ production and reception have also played decisive roles in delimiting their 

discourses. Given that institutional histories of a single agency or other unit of 

governmentality abound, this dissertation can be seen more as an integrated engagement with 

various “institutions of film life,” to borrow from Alain Viala’s incisive study of “institutions 

of literary life.”  Much of the scholarly discussion within cinema studies, after so-called 8

historical and transnational turns, has shifted from André Bazin’s foundational question of 

“What is cinema?” and bifurcated into methodologies ranging from the media-archaeological 

 Cited in Tami Williams 2014, 81.6

 Ibid 82.7

 Viala examines the emergence in the seventeenth century of “les cadres sociaux de la pratique (les académies, 8

les droits des auteurs, le mécénat)…et les codifications de formes et de genres, ou «institutions littéraires»” (10) 
[the social contexts of the practice [of writing] (academies, copyrights/royalties, patronage)…and the 
codifications of forms and genres, or ‘literary institutions’]. It is useful to consider Viala’s taxonomy along the 
lines of a Cartesian dualism of mind and body. If the former category includes those institutions that are the 
lifeblood of literature—i.e., without which, texts would not be written, published, and circulated—then the latter 
category represents the cognitive dimension of literary history. Indeed, the distinction that Viala draws between 
“institutions of literary life” and “literary institutions” tout court is essential in determining those which affect 
the initial production of the text and those which affect the way in which the text is perceived, packaged, 
marketed, studied, and written about later. 
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(which asks, “Where is cinema?”) to the transnational (“What is ‘world cinema’?”). 

Comparative literature has progressed similarly. This dissertation seeks to address a two-part 

question: “What is the global art film, and where does it come from?” Two possible points of 

origin could be identified from the start: an author (or “author-function”) at the helm of a film 

and the more elusive hand that maps out global culture in the Western collective imaginary. 

With diachronic range but a firm anchoring in France, the birthplace of the cinematic 

apparatus and so many other determining factors in the course of what one of its adopted sons, 

Ricciotto Canudo, dubbed “the seventh art”, this dissertation will demonstrate the degree to 

which Paris not only produced the idea of a film auteur but also, through a complex matrix of 

legal and administrative initiatives, itself has authored what people often naïvely refer to as 

world cinema.   9

In scrutinizing the history of Francophone art cinema from its metropolitan origins to its 

increasingly transnational reach, The Invention of the Art Film considers many questions that, 

though rooted in the analysis of specific historical moments, echo concomitant theoretical 

debates.  How have notions of authorship shifted over time? In what ways have film 10

institutions (production companies, state offices, festivals, and even literary acquisition firms) 

influenced the financing and distribution of films? Although this study aims to interrelate the 

ways in which makers, scholars, critics, and administrators have worked through these issues, 

 For Canudo, the six preceding arts were architecture, painting, sculpture, music, poetry, and dance. See 9

“Manifeste des septs arts” in his own Gazette des septs arts (1922). This revises his position, in “La naissance 
d’un sixième art” a decade earlier, that cinema was in fact the sixth art.

 Despite its ostensibly nationalist orientation, this project aims to contribute to what Ella Shohat and Robert 10

Stam name “multicultural media studies,” a nexus of endeavors including “the critique of imperialist media; the 
work on colonial and postcolonial discourse; the theorizing of ‘Third World’ and ‘Third Cinema’; the histories 
and analyses of…’minority,’ ‘diasporic,’ and ‘indigenous’ media; the work on antiracist and multicultural media 
pedagogy” (6).
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it begins by focusing upon one group of filmmakers—novelist- or playwright-turned-directors

—and the role that they have played in one key institution, Le Centre national du cinéma et de 

l’image animée (CNC), and the discourse of French film culture that led up to the CNC’s 

founding in 1946. 

The CNC and its emphatically literary conception of cinema serves as a privileged 

point of entry into the theoretical issue of film’s relationship to literature, which has been all 

but abandoned with film scholars’ migration toward new media and digital cultures. Although 

the scholarly debates are almost archaic, necessarily hearkening back to classic essays like 

Sergei Eisenstein’s “Dickens, Griffith and the Film Today” (1944) and Bazin’s “Pour un 

cinéma impur: Défense de l’adaptation” (“In Defense of Mixed Cinema,” 1959), they remain 

strikingly untouched since the stirrings of deconstructionism. There, Bazin wrote that 

cinema’s influence on the novel had already become a truism. Although literary adaptations 

remain a constant fount of discussion, rare is the sustained consideration of how the modernist 

novel (as opposed to that of the eighteenth or nineteenth century) has influenced cinema. The 

films that, with boundary-pushing aesthetics, exhibit strong resonances with modernist 

literature often fall by the wayside. Incidentally, the director of the film that Bazin uses as a 

case study was also the founder of the CNC: André Malraux.  

“L’originalité d’un film comme Espoir de Malraux,” Bazin writes, “c’est de nous 

révéler ce que serait le cinéma s’il s’inspirait des romans ‘influencés’ par le cinéma” (1959: 

15) [The originality of a film like L’Espoir by Malraux is to show us what cinema would be 

like if it took inspiration from novels “influenced” by cinema]. Given its realist narrative that 

progresses in a linear fashion with episodes announced by synoptic intertitles, L’Espoir strikes 
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this viewer as much more derived from the nineteenth-century novel than the modernist, 

cinema-influenced novel. Nevertheless, the aesthetics of cinematic impurity for which Bazin 

advocates have animated the development of the art film that this study follows. 

While emphasis will be placed less on direct comparison between the formal 

properties of literature and film than on the broader issue of the aesthetics and economics of 

the art film, a brief note on that first, specific problematic is warranted. The overwhelming 

majority of theoretical writings that have considered literature and film side-by-side 

circumvent the actual problem of elucidating the differences between the two art forms by 

treating both as fundamentally either textual (the literary-critical approach) or linguistic (the 

semio-pragmatic school following Christian Metz). The former has the power of etymology 

on its side, as the recording of sound and image is still referred to as “cinematography,” 

literally “the writing of movement” (from the Ancient Greek words κίνηµα, kìnema and 

γράφειν, gràphein). These two overarching taxonomies—with countless hermeneutic 

affinities and permutations—insistently keep a distance from cinema’s bare audio-visual 

properties, which are attended to more thoroughly by the nascent sub-fields of sound studies 

and visual studies. These areas of inquiry seem to signal a turn away from the high theory of 

the 1970s and 1980s and a renewed interest in early film criticism, as practiced by Elie Faure, 

Vachel Lindsay, Béla Balázs and others. The continued relevance of their writings seems to be 

a function of the historical context in which film had not yet established a guise of autonomy. 
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In the silent era, before the film industry became entrenched in stringent vertical 

integration  and elaborate transnational networks, many filmmakers (including Epstein 11

himself) supported themselves through a variety of other parallel professions, especially 

writing for print and/or the stage. To this day, multi-hyphenate creative production remains 

the modus operandi of many working outside the major commercial film industries. This 

phenomenon is as much a consequence of limited opportunities as it is the way that artists 

have found to continue working in the oppressive film industry while maintaining creative 

control and the ability to innovate. Almost every school of filmmaking to have gained global 

recognition includes a foundational figure who first established him/herself at least partially in 

the literary field. While ample attention has been given to the manifestos and other essays that 

gave way to “new cinemas”, the other texts (especially plays and novels) that foundational 

filmmakers have written go largely overlooked in the analysis of film history, at least in any 

kind of ambitious, comparative perspective. It is well-known, for instance, that Jean Cocteau 

and the nouveaux romanciers Marguerite Duras and Alain Robbe-Grillet also made films, but 

their own mid-century, trans-media practice has never been studied alongside that of Satyajit 

Ray and Ritwik Ghatak in West Bengal, or even that of their Francophone peers Melvin Van 

Peebles and Sembène Ousmane. The central role that writing has always played in 

establishing new directions for the seventh art is particularly important given its persistence. 

After establishing the synergy between literary and cinematic production in the moment of the 

historical avant-gardes and the national institutionalization of French film culture, this 

 Temple and Witt note that the streamlined, industrial process of filmmaking over which Hollywood had 11

gained supremacy by the mid-to-late 1910s could actually be traced back to the earlier efforts of French studios 
Pathé and Gaumont (The French Cinema Book 11). As such, one could say that France invented vertical 
integration, along with “world cinema” and the art film.
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dissertation will pivot toward the last forty years to demonstrate that the fairly contemporary 

notion of global art cinema has been written into existence not only by filmmakers, critics, 

and scholars but also by the institutions and individuals who determine the financing of films.  

Here warrants some elaboration on the idea of institutions themselves as authors, an 

important corollary to Michel Foucault’s note that authors produce not only texts but also 

traditions and disciplines.  In his masterful explication of Foucault’s Archaeology of 12

Knowledge and its understanding of the place that institutions occupy in the symbolic order, 

Gilles Deleuze writes that:  

 des énoncés renvoient à un milieu institutionnel sans lequel ne pourraient se former ni  
 les objets qui surgissent en tels lieux de l’énoncé, ni le sujet qui parle de telle place… 
 Mais, là encore, entre les formations non discursives d’institutions et les formations  
 discursives d’énoncés, la tentation serait grande d’établir soit une sorte de parallélisme  
 vertical comme entre deux expressions qui se symboliseraient l’une l’autre…soit une  
 causalité horizontale, d’après laquelle les événements et les institutions  
 détermineraient les hommes en tant qu’auteurs supposés d’énoncés…La diagonal  
 toutefois impose une troisième voie: relations discursives avec les milieux non  
 discursifs, qui ne sont elle-mêmes ni intérieures ni extérieures au groupe des énoncés,  
 mais qui constituent…l’horizon déterminé sans lesquels tels objets d’énoncés ne  
 pourraient apparaître, ni telle place être assignée dans l’énoncé lui-même (19). 

 statements refer back to an institutional milieu which is necessary for the formation  
 both of the objects which arise in such examples of the statement and of the subject  
 who speaks from this position…But here again, between the non-discursive  
 formations of institutions and the discursive formations of statements, there is a great 
 temptation to establish either a sort of vertical parallelism such as might exist between 
 two expressions symbolizing one another…or a horizontal causality in which events  
 and institutions would determine the nature of the supposed author of the statement… 
 At all events, a diagonal movement creates a third possibility: discursive relations  
 become associated with non-discursive milieux, which are not in themselves situated 

 Foucault wrote this, in the same year that L’Archéologie du savoir was published, in the famous “Qu’est-ce 12

qu’un auteur?” Bulletin de la Société française de philosophie 63:3 (July-September 1969) 73-104. Reprinted in 
Michel Foucault, Dits et Écrits 1954-1988, volume 1 (1954-1969), ed. Daniel Defert and François Ewald (Paris: 
Gallimard, 1994) 789-821. See “What is an Author?” in Language, Counter-Memory, Practice: Selected Essays 
and Interviews, ed. Donald F. Bouchard and trans. Bouchard and Sherry Simon (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 
1971) 131.
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 either inside or outside the group of statements but form…the specific horizon without 
 which these objects could neither appear nor be assigned a place in the statement itself 
 (9-10).  

What Deleuze crucially identifies in Foucault’s theory of discourse is that subjects ought to be 

construed neither as direct representatives of the formal systems within which they produce 

meaning nor as simple functions of their situated place within history, geography, and culture. 

Their relationship to social settings (or “milieux,” as the standard translation leaves the 

French) in fact contains a discourse unto itself, however repressed or reproducible it may be. 

This third way (“troisième voie”) of establishing how a subject like an artist or filmmaker 

interacts with the burdensome institution(s) within which they work may not be the liberating 

space that tertiary options sometimes purport to be, and yet it preserves the semantic 

specificity of historical agents that can too easily be lost in a study of institutions. 

Discourse especially pervades the present study of how writing practices (literary and 

legal alike) have given shape to the French administration of cinema. On another concrete 

level, writing has delimited the cultural contours of what passes through and in metropolitan 

France as “world cinema.” The most important element of applications to film funds like the 

CNC's Aide aux cinémas du monde is the screenplay. This has enabled regions like 

Francophone Africa with a strong literary culture to develop a singular art film tradition. 

Incorporating the first English-language study of the Aide (formerly called the Fonds Sud), 

this dissertation engages with debates about the relationship between literature and film, 

showing that the two media have as much of an economic affinity as an aesthetic one. In so 

doing, it also aims to call attention to the at least partially imperialistic dimension of the 

CNC’s cinema-world-building. By pervasively sponsoring the production of films in its 
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former colonies that must adhere to the European standards of writing that were implemented 

under colonialism in order to be approved, France reinforces the cultural alienation that is a 

hallmark of postcoloniality. The implicit racialism of this project, inevitably a holdover of the 

French mission civilisatrice, brings to mind Henry Louis Gates, Jr.’s epithet: “literacy…is the 

emblem that links racial alienation with economic alienation” (1986: 6). The prerequisite for 

filmmakers from the putative Global South to participate in the Fonds Sud project was an 

ability to read and write both for the page and the screen. Little to no consideration was given 

as to the promotion of such literacies in the cultures from which the filmmakers came, thus 

significantly exacerbating the inherently alienating effects of foreign aid. 

The study of world cinema, a category kept alive largely by curators’ and scholars’ 

ambition of reflecting the increasing interconnectedness of the globe, faces two essential 

challenges. How does one demarcate the “world,” and how does one explore its plethora of 

disparate cultures sufficiently to warrant planetary claims, without leaving in one’s trace more 

boundaries than bridges? Most Americans would surely exclude Hollywood films from the 

realm of world cinema, even if some of them take place in or otherwise tell stories relating to 

very distant parts of the globe. Such a blunt center-and-periphery model of international film 

production reflects the organizing logic of two of the world’s most talked-about institutions, 

both headquartered in the United States: the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences 

and the United Nations. The former, with its awards designed to celebrate Hollywood 

productions, has traditionally relegated international cinema almost exclusively to the 

competition for Best Foreign-Language Film, thus suggesting both that the United States has 

complete cinematic jurisdiction over the English language (at times in conjunction with the 
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British Isles) and that the rest of the world’s cinematic output is of a lesser quality. Each year, 

more countries submit films to the one award category for which they can reasonably 

compete, succumbing to a U.S.-controlled worldview. World projections are constitutive of 

cinema, as Stanley Cavell writes, so it is worth recalling how the globe is represented by the 

United Nations. At the center of its flag is the North Pole, around which appears the 60th 

parallel north, passing through three of the five permanent members of the Security Council 

and hovering fewer than ten degrees above the other two. On the edges of this world map, in 

other words, lies the southern hemisphere.  

This study considers “world cinema” to be a brand among hundreds of other 

international cinemas, and one which has largely been brought into existence and sustained by 

metropolitan French culture. Despite noble efforts to define world cinema, it remains as 

precarious and contentious a term as its sibling in literature. This study will mostly follow 

scholarly consensus in treating the category as more or less interchangeable with 

“transnational art cinema.”  It sees world cinema as inherently canonical insofar as the label 13

bears its own prerequisites. Here we may use David Damrosch’s two-pronged conception of 

how a text enters the contentious realm of “world literature”: “first, by being read as 

literature; second, by circulating out into a broader world beyond its linguistic and cultural 

point of origin” (2003: 6). While people all over the planet now have the means to make 

films, few have access to the networks of cultural administration that determine which films 

will be seen as cinema (i.e., at film festivals and in art-house theaters or cinematheques). 

 For synopses of this trend, see the introductions of Rosalind Galt and Karl Schoonover, eds., Global Art 13

Cinema: New Theories and Histories (2010) or Elena Gorfinkel and Tami Williams, eds., Global Cinema 
Networks (2018).
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Similarly, while the range of languages used and cultures represented in films is vast, little of 

this diversity ever circulates on the international scale. As such, “world cinema” represents a 

very small subset of the films that are made around the world. The immensity of Indian 

cinema perfectly illustrates this point. While substantial industries cater respectively to the 

Kannada, Telugu, Tamil, Malayalam, Marathi, Bhojpuri, and Gujarati language communities, 

with startlingly few exceptions the world beyond South Asia and its diasporas only sees 

Bollywood musicals and Bengali art films. 

 The difficulty of ascertaining cinema’s relationship to conceptualizations of the world 

is aggravated by the fact that, at its very core, cinema comprises a vision of the world. In the 

words of Stanley Cavell, “The material basis of the media of movies (as paint on a flat, 

delimited support is the material basis of the media of painting) is…a succession of automatic 

world projections.”  Whereas film spectators indeed surrender to automation in the act of 14

viewing, welcoming the purported opportunity to see the world as it cannot normally be seen, 

film scholars aim to interrogate the way the world is represented onscreen. These two ways of 

engaging with the world of cinema are more intertwined than many would wish. Crucially, the 

same intangible quality of the world that drives people toward new media, each promising a 

new vantage point onto the world, intervenes in a philosophical reflection on the world. In the 

face of the relentless efforts that humans make to harness the infinity of the globe into discrete 

maps, terms, or agreements, the world itself supersedes any conceptualization of it. As if by 

necessity, as a critical category, “le monde s’éloigne résolument et absolument de tout statut 

d’objet pour tendre à être lui-même le «sujet» de sa propre «mondialité» - ou 

 The World Viewed 72.14
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«mondialisation»”  [the world resolutely and absolutely distances itself from any status as an 15

object to move toward being itself the ‘subject’ of its own ‘globality’ - or ‘globalization’]. 

Jean-Luc Nancy buttresses this insight with the warning that metaphysical inquiries into the 

status of “world” as a category often obscure the centrality of “le rapport immanent du monde 

à lui-même”  [the immanent relationship of world to itself].  16

 The relatively historical nature of this dissertation may appear as woefully out-of-date 

as the general theoretical issue it aims to address. The justification, if it may give itself one, is 

that a critical lacuna has remained hiding in plain sight for decades. The book-length 

annotated bibliographies on the relationship between literature and film published in the 

1970s and 80s catalogue a voluminous body of scholarship divided into roughly the following 

three categories: poetics, or theoretical approaches to the relationship between these two 

media; adaptation studies, focusing on books being made into films (and occasionally the 

reverse); or essays on specific artists who worked in both media. To take another tripartite 

structure which film studies often assigns itself, there is (1) theory and (2) criticism, but not so 

much history. In the preface to Theories of Authorship: A Reader (1981), John Caughie notes 

“a dangerous absence of history” as well as a specific absence of essays that address “the 

place of the author within institutions (industrial, cultural, academic), or on the way in which 

the author is constructed by and for commerce” (3). These last two important topoi steer the 

historicist dimension of this project. 

 Jean-Luc Nancy, La création du monde ou mondialisation, 33.15

 Ibid 32.16
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A foundational assumption of French film criticism and theory, based on that culture’s 

deeply literary sensibility, is that the filmmaker’s greatest objective is to become the equal of 

the novelist. Attempting to alleviate this dogged inferiority complex, Bazin concludes one of 

his most influential essays, “L’évolution du langage cinématographique”: “Le cinéaste est, 

non plus seulement le concurrent du peintre et du dramaturge, mais enfin l’égal du romancier” 

(148) [The filmmaker is no longer just the rival of the painter and the dramaturg, but finally 

the equal of the novelist]. At the start of his 1974 autobiography, Jean Renoir would make 

almost the exact same declaration, with the additional note that the film industry itself had 

been the greatest obstacle to directors’ accessing the path of true artistry: “L’histoire du 

cinéma, et surtout du cinéma français, pendant ce dernier demi-siècle est placée sous le signe 

de la lutte de l’auteur contre l’industrie…De nos jours, on reconnaît qu’un film est l’œuvre 

d’un auteur tout comme un roman on un tableau” (7) [The history of cinema, above all of 

French cinema, for the past half-century is shaped by the war of the auteur against the 

industry…These days we recognize that a film is the work of an author, just like a novel or 

painting]. Keeping in mind their equation of the filmmaker and novelist (or painter) at a 

moment when cinema was attaining new technological possibilities of mimesis and 

description, one is left to wonder in the present whether the impact of digital technology on 

filmmaking and writing alike has in any way collapsed the presumed hierarchy between the 

two practices. If creative production has become more democratic, then the voices in the 

crowd that have gained the most prominence have tended to be those that can travel across 

discourses. The trans-discursive author (such as the novelist- or playwright-turned-filmmaker) 

almost necessarily occupies a vantage point from which to reflect upon the state of the arts. In 



16

other words, even if their names have never appeared in the byline of a review, the writer-

directors deemed to be auteurs according to the logic of the politique des auteurs and the 

remnants of the imported “auteur theory” are themselves also critics. 

 Having outlined the chief theoretical and methodological concerns of this dissertation, 

all that remains in this introduction is an overview of what follows. The first chapter examines 

the pan-aesthetic, or trans-media underpinnings of what is often referred to as cinema’s “first 

wave,” which crystallized in Paris of the 1910s and 1920s. Much of early cinema had been 

first presented theatrically alongside vaudeville and other stage acts, and even within most 

films, the theater remained a dominant point of departure. In fact, the likely very first feature-

length film in France was an adaptation of a play by its own playwright. Michel Carré, fils, 

best known as a librettist of operas and ballets, made a 1907 screen adaptation of his 

pantomime L’enfant prodigue, then staged it at the Théâtres des Bouffes-Parisiens in 1910, 

and finally directed a second film version in 1916. Although such direct stage-to-screen 

adaptations diminished somewhat thereafter as films based on novels or original screenplays 

gained in popularity, the two arts maintained an intimate alliance in France.   17

 Among the polemicists that would lay the groundwork for theoretical debates that 

continue to this day about film’s relationship to the other arts were a group of filmmakers that 

scholars now commonly associate with a sort of filmic Impressionism—arguably the first 

 The myriad instantiations of hybridity between the two media include Marcel Pagnol’s and Sacha Guitry’s 17

emphatically theatrical films, many important works by Alain Resnais and Jacques Rivette, and Marguerite 
Duras’ India Song, which assigns itself the indeterminate form of “texte-théâtre-film.” For overviews of the 
productive interchange between theater and cinema in France, see in addition to Bazin’s 1951 essay “Théâtre et 
cinéma,” Charles Tesson, Théâtre et cinéma (Paris: Cahiers du cinéma, 2007) and Cinéma et théâtralité (Lyon: 
Aleas, 1994).
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avant-garde movement to take shape in the history of cinema.  This chapter interrogates the 18

relationship between film and theater in Paris of the 1920s, examining in equal parts the 

nascent discourses of film theory (and its intermittent obsession with medium specificity) and 

the career of one member of the so-called “first wave,” Marcel L’Herbier, who may have at an 

early stage in his career abandoned theater for film, and yet whose work most clearly typifies 

the productive cross-fertilization that those two media as well as, crucially, the novel 

undertook in the early twentieth century. Indeed, L’Herbier, Germaine Dulac, Jean Epstein, 

Abel Gance, and other contemporaries simultaneously released films and novels tied to them, 

predating the ciné-romans of Alain Robbe-Grillet and Marguerite Duras by about four 

decades.  19

 This chapter makes a modest contribution to the rigorous and voluminous recent 

scholarship on the same period by Christophe Wall-Romana, Sarah Keller, Jason Paul, Joël 

Daire, Jennifer Wild, and others. While their work on the so-called “first wave” tends to focus 

on the circulation and reception of its films within France, it is worth noting that these films 

also screened abroad contemporaneously. The “first wave” filmmakers dominated the corpus 

of French cinema that travelled enough and drew enough meaningful commentary from 

 The categories into which Georges Sadoul breaks up the history of French cinema have had a major effect on 18

the general reception of this history. After chapters entitled “Les pionniers (Lumière, Méliès, Zecca, 1890-1908), 
“Films d’art, comiques et sérials policiers (1908-1914),” and “Le cinéma français pendant la guerre 
(1914-1919)” appears “L’école impressioniste (1920-1927).” Sadoul’s placement of this school of filmmakers, 
let alone his acceptance and reproduction of the grouping, before a chapter on “the avant-garde” has done much 
to spread the recognition of this movement as the veritable first avant-garde in cinema. 

 Odette and Alain Virmaux’s Un genre nouveau: le ciné-roman (1983) remains the most comprehensive study 19

of this inter-medium. They discuss “cinarios” and other para-cinematic publications that helped promote new 
releases. 
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around the world as to warrant inclusion in the realm of “world cinema.”  While a good 20

number of French films showed in non-Francophone countries during the 1920s, a relatively 

low percentage of them were seen as cinema, i.e., as contributions to a nascent art form 

worthy of the same study and commentary bestowed upon literary texts.  

 While the entire dissertation concerns itself with formulations of cinema that have 

traversed borders, particularly between France and its former colonies in Africa, the section 

that engages with the first half of the twentieth century places emphasis more directly on the 

French national context. It is thus worth calling attention here to the myriad ways in which 

Africa is looms in the background of the French cultural sphere under discussion, as early as 

the 1920s. As Christopher Miller has illustrated, Francophone African literature was born well 

before 1932, the year in which many have argued it came into being. Moreover, he argues that 

the writing of Africans in Paris during the 1920s exhibits an anti-colonialist rhetoric whose 

political power significantly exceeds that which followed “for many years after” (1998: 10). 

This presents a compelling, if almost entirely coincidental parallel, with the film theorists 

discussed in the first chapter, who articulated a vision of cinema as a properly autonomous art 

form that would not be rivaled until the 1950s. The historical and geographical overlap of 

these two avant-garde movements, whose efforts are often eclipsed by their inheritors 

(respectively, the followers of Negritude and the Young Turks of the Nouvelle Vague), recalls 

 Malte Hagener writes, “According to Léon Moussinac who travelled frequently to the Soviet Union, the 20

Soviet public (at least in the big cities) had by 1928 seen the films of Louis Delluc, Jean Epstein, René Clair, 
Abel Gance, Marcel L’Herbier, Germaine Dulac, Alberto Cavalcanti, Walter Ruttman and Hans Richter. Jay 
Leyda reported that the filmmakers in the Soviet Union were familiar with the work of Abel Gance [and 
others]” (186). No other French directors are included in Leyda’s list. In her very thorough discussion of British 
film criticism in the 1920s, Laura Marcus cites Walter Hanks Shaw’s 1926 report for Criterion on the 
intersection of cinema and ballet in Paris, which mentions L’Herbier’s L’Inhumaine (261n92). She also provides 
a useful overview of Iris Barry’s writing on the 1920s Parisian film scene, constituting an early American 
discovery of the “first wave” (278). 



19

that Francophone African writers have played a role in the intellectual life of France since 

long before the cultural administrators adequately recognized the value of their contributions. 

Another striking connection between the histories of Negritude and French cinema is that 

major figures in each parlayed artistic careers into political positions. Before becoming the 

first president of Senegal, Léopold Sédar Senghor represented Senegal and Mauritania in the 

Assemblée nationale, as Aimé Césaire did for Martinique and Léon Damas for French Guiana. 

André Malraux, whose contribution to French cinema as a director was touched upon above, 

founded the Centre national du cinéma in his capacity as the Minister of Cultural Affairs (his 

second political appointment under Charles de Gaulle). Other interstices between filmmaking 

and political service will appear throughout.  

The second chapter takes a slight temporal jump forward to the mid-century moment 

in which French cinema laid the groundwork for its aesthetic renaissance. Although the 

politique des auteurs of the critics who wrote for Cahiers du cinéma during the 1950s and 60s 

play an essential role in the backdrop of this discussion, this chapter concentrates on the ways 

in which state institutions helped contribute to the French New Wave and its siblings abroad. 

This draws upon the interdisciplinary rigor of French scholars who have revisited this period, 

such as Michel Marie and Antoine de Baecque , while also re-interrogating the place of 21

writing in the state intervention into film culture. The clear protagonist of this chapter is the 

great novelist André Malraux, who remained involved in the promotion of cinema despite 

abandoning filmmaking himself after adapting L’Espoir for the screen over the course of 

1938. The establishment of the Centre national de la cinématographie (now the Centre 

 See Michel Marie, La nouvelle vague (1997) or Antoine de Baecque, La cinéphilie: Invention d’un regard 21

(2003). 
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national du cinéma et de l’image animée) in 1946 was an essential step in securing the life of 

art cinema, not just within France but around the world. Thus, the consideration of this 

historical turning point—in which the CNC created production subsidies for writers published 

in France to adapt their own work to the screen and, a few decades later, for film projects 

from countries without comparable infrastructures for production—lays a foundation for the 

chapters that follow. Of critical importance is the question of whether the impending process 

of decolonization affected French cultural administrators’ debates on whether and how to 

stimulate and support the arts abroad. This chapter also considers the special ties that Malraux 

and other French bureaucrats who had spent extensive time in France’s colonies established 

with the first generation of postcolonial Francophone African novelists and filmmakers. The 

creative kinship that was felt between Malraux and Sembène Ousmane is especially striking 

given the way in which their respective politics evolved.  

  The chapter concludes with the story of one writer who availed himself of the CNC 

grants: Melvin Van Peebles, an African American who arrived in Paris after studying 

astronomy in Utrecht and found work as a journalist. Drawn to French literature, he wrote 

several novels and then successfully applied for a CNC grant to turn one, La permission de... 

(1967), into a film. The resultant masterpiece was the first independent film directed by an 

African-American director since the silent era to achieve any recognition, and it paved the 

way for a vibrant African-American cinema in the 1960s and 70s. Although Peebles was the 

only African-American filmmaker of the period to launch his career in Paris (though James 

Baldwin certainly daydreamed of following suit), he was by no means the only one to find 

success a novelist there. The literary history of African-Americans in Paris has been well-
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told ; however, the fact that so many of the first African-American filmmakers (Peebles, 22

Gordon Parks, Bill Gunn, and Oscar Micheaux long before) all split their creative energies 

between cinema and the adjacent media of literature, theater, music, and the visual arts 

deserves further investigation. In a small way, this chapter seeks to contribute to the vibrant 

scholarly work on the persistent triangular interchange between France, Africa, and the 

Americas. 

Chapter Three analyzes the history of the Fonds Sud (re-named the Aide aux cinémas 

du monde in 2011), a collaboration between France’s Ministries of Culture and of Foreign 

Affairs, which has financed hundreds of notable films from the putative Global South and 

beyond.  Focus is placed on writers-turned-directors whose literary origins reflect the French 23

cultural establishment’s entrenched fixation on authorship. This chapter will examine how a 

very disproportionately large swath of what is called global art cinema took shape within 

Paris as a result of this governmental initiative. To illustrate the truly planetary reach of this 

grant program, case studies of writer-turned-directors from all five world regions identified by 

the grant (Eastern Europe, North Africa and the Middle East, Sub-Saharan Africa, Asia, and 

Latin America) are included: Ylljet Aliçka (Albania), Abdellah Taïa (Morocco), Bassek Ba 

 Tyler Stovall’s Paris Noir (1996) and Bennetta Jules-Rosette’s Black Paris (1998) are classics of this 22

scholarship.

 France is fairly inimitable in the level of government financing that goes into film production, but it is 23

certainly not the only European country that has supported African, Asian, and South American filmmakers. The 
Berlinale has established several programs to support world cinema, but an even more storied example is the 
Hubert Bals Fund, a branch of the International Film Festival Rotterdam. That these festivals largely allocate 
funds on the basis of a screenplay reflects the notion that the auteur is a cornerstone of art film culture. Study of 
the major non-Western cinemas reveals that nearly all boast at least one writer-turned-director among the specific 
generations that gained international recognition. Some first wrote polemics, others wrote novels, and many 
more wrote in multiple genres. Examples include, in addition to the aforementioned Sembène Ousmane 
(Senegal), Ritwik Ghatak and Satyajit Ray (India): Ebrahim Golestan and Mohsen Makhmalbaf (Iran), Nagisa 
Oshima and Shuji Terayama (Japan), Dai Sijie (China), Lee Chang-dong (South Korea), Yilmaz Güney (Turkey), 
Fernando Birri and Octavio Getino (Argentina), Glauber Rocha (Brazil), Raúl Ruiz (Chile).
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Kobhio (Cameroon), Xiaolu Guo (China), and Martin Retjman (Argentina). Despite coming 

from disparate cultures, all of the above demonstrate in some way an alignment with a French 

way of thinking about globalization, language, politics, and cinema. This schematic tapestry 

aims to illustrate that, despite purporting to give the gift of cinema to parts of the world that 

lack an infrastructure for the seventh art, the Fonds Sud was ultimately self-serving, not only 

on a literal level investing funds back into the French industry but also reaffirming France’s 

cultural hegemony in the nominally postcolonial era. 

Quite a few of the directors who benefited from the Fonds Sud embed a substantial 

documentary sensibility into both their texts and films. Documentary, it could be said, is 

inscribed within the instantiation of filmmaking on the African continent: just eighteenth 

months after the Lumière brothers filmed their workers leaving the factory (widely considered 

the first film production in history), Alexandre Promio began shooting actualités in Algeria 

for the Lumière company.  The fourth chapter focuses upon the dominance of documentary 24

film production in Francophone Africa today. Pressing issues of contemporary infrastructure, 

such as accessibility to digital cameras and the development of online distribution platforms, 

come to the fore, as does a consideration of how the Western literary marketplace’s taste for 

subaltern autobiographical narratives has promoted figures who turn both their camera and 

their pen onto themselves and the problems facing their communities. This space for self-

making and militating for social justice has been particularly fruitful for the many female 

writer-turned-filmmakers from both north and south of the Sahara, including Assia Djebar and 

Khady Sylla, and Isabelle Boni-Claverie. The chapter highlights the slippages between fiction 

 See Jean-Claude Seguin, “Aux origines du cinéma en Algérie: Alexandre Promio,” Cahiers de l’IREMAM 24

71/72 (July 1997) 11. 
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and documentary, which have been ubiquitous since the beginnings of African cinema, in a 

study of Mati Diop’s Mille soleils (2015), a film that uses the afterlife of another film (the 

1973 classic Touki Bouki, by Diop’s own uncle) to envision a future for Francophone African 

diasporic art in the age of the Anthropocene. 
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Chapter 1 
The Cinegraphic “First Wave”:  

Marcel L’Herbier and the Theatrics of French Cinema, 1917-1924 

The history of every art form has critical periods 
in which the particular form strains after effects 
which can be easily achieved only with a changed 
technical standard—that is to say, in a new art form. 
The excesses and crudities of art which thus result, 
particularly in periods of so-called decadence, actually 
emerge from the core of its richest historical energies. 
     Walter Benjamin  25

 While film scholars have since long ago disavowed the identification of “firsts” (in 

part following Benjamin’s critique of historical materialism and in part, too, recognizing the 

impossibility of settling upon resolute answers to many questions of the history of early 

cinema), the “first wave,” to which generation of inventive French filmmakers that made their 

first feature films in the 1910s and early 1920s are often referred (if not, tentatively, as 

Impressionists), remains an indisputably key stop for any theory of film authorship. On the 

level of aesthetics, this movement pushed toward an unforeseen technics of art upon which 

any bona fide new medium would need to rest. Although many of their polemical texts call for 

cinema to establish its autonomy , the members’ films and their multi-hyphenate careers as 26

artists attest to the fact that cinema would continue to draw inspiration and energy from the art 

forms that preceded it. So too would its theory.  

 “The Work of Art…: Second Version,” trans. Edmund Jephcort and Harry Zohn, in The Work of Art in the Age 25

of its Technological Reproducibility, and other Writings on Media, Michael W. Jennings, Brigid Doherty and 
Thomas Y. Levin, eds. (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2008) 38. 

 Despite the very clear objective of their writings, it must be said that they do not necessarily coalesce into a 26

workable theory. This is a point that David Bordwell acknowledges in his dissertation on the so-called 
Impressionist school.
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 This chapter will demonstrate that, taken as a composite, the writings, films, and 

institutional structures that the members of the “first wave” or première vague proffered 

amount to an original conception of the film director as an author that predates by more than 

thirty years and, in its polemical consistency, might even surpass the politique des auteurs 

(usually, if misleadingly, translated as “auteur theory”) that was put forward by the critics-

turned-filmmakers of the Nouvelle Vague (known in English as French New Wave).  27

Although emphasis will be placed on their artistic output, particularly that of Marcel 

L’Herbier, their efforts as critics and curators to promote the nascent art form also predate the 

multivalent film culture embodied by the Nouvelle Vague auteurists.  The latter movement 28

was steeped in a conception of itself and, especially, the work of the director as a writerly 

practice, but the première vague had already gone further in announcing its entire praxis as 

one at the intersection of literature and cinema. The first wave’s obsession with their own 

status as writers becomes apparent when one looks at the names of the production companies 

with which they worked, including Cinégraphic, La Société des Ciné-romans, and 

Cinégraphistes français.  

 This rooting in an authorial logic differentiates the movement from many others that 

would follow. Unlike almost all postwar cinema that earns the appellation of avant-garde, 

 At the start of an essential study of the influence of writers on French cinema between 1906 and 1914, Alain 27

Carou notes another essential parallel between the première vague and the Nouvelle Vague: they were reacting 
against a dominant mode of French filmmaking that was sterile and stiff in its reverence for outdated cultural 
traditions. The former had the “film d’art” to contend with (not to be entirely conflated with the production 
company Le Film d’Art, although the genre operated somewhat contemporaneously, from 1908 to 1914 in 
Carou’s account); the latter had the “tradition de qualité.” See Carou, Le cinéma français et les écrivains (2002) 
13. 

 While the historicist rigor of Antoine de Baecque’s La cinéphilie is nearly unimpeachable, its emphasis on the 28

1940s as the period in which French film culture expanded, crystallized, and “invented” a way of looking at 
cinema risks erasing the monumental ways in which film culture had already begun to take hold in Paris of the 
1920s.
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their films tended to include narratives, though they rarely serve as the driving force. 

Formulating in simple terms the polemic that has perennially created divisions between 

fiction, documentary, and experimental filmmakers, Germaine Dulac asked in 1927, “Croyez-

vous…que le cinéma doive être un art de narration plus qu’un art de sensation?” [Do you 

think…that cinema needs to be an art of narration more than an art of sensation?].  The 29

emphasis on sensorial elements rather than meticulous narrative storytelling in the work of 

Dulac, Epstein, and L’Herbier is the overriding quality that eventually cemented their 

reputation as great directors. This fascination with cinema’s potential for embodiment, 

coupled with their inter-medial interests, reflects the movement’s continuity with avant-garde 

schools of filmmaking that would follow. Indeed, the art forms from which the première 

vague filmmakers drew inspiration were varied: painting, obviously, provided many of their 

visual cues, but music and architecture played critical roles too in shaping their senses of 

rhythm and form. Common wisdom holds that these influences helped early filmmakers 

establish film as as a “pure” art, autonomous from the literary and theatrical texts upon which 

they were often based. But such a simple historical narrative about the development of film 

art is severely complicated by the fact that all of these innovative directors were also writers , 30

that Louis Delluc, Germaine Dulac, Abel Gance and Marcel L’Herbier all also wrote poems 

and plays (Gance, in particular, was a prolific playwright, penning a dozen before his 

 Cited in Noël Burch 1973, 14.29

 A fascinating paradox of film history is that so many of the filmmakers most celebrated for their ability to 30

communicate ideas non-verbally and non-narratively were also writers. In the American avant-garde tradition, 
Hollis Frampton and Jonas Mekas are two classic examples of artists who could be equally deemed visual and 
verbal poets.



27

filmmaking career gained traction), while Jean Epstein penned many novels in addition to a 

study of modernist poetry.  31

 The objective here is not merely to offer a corrective to the historical truism that the 

idea of the director as the true author of a film—whose signature could be traced across his 

filmography in spite of the various constraints that the industry imposed on his creativity— 

originated in the 1950s (particularly on the pages of Cahiers du cinéma). Rather, an 

examination of the author-centric discourse of the première vague shows how cinema only 

established itself as a respectable art form worthy of ambitious young artists’ and critics’ 

interest through the emergence of a group of filmmakers who pioneered the use of the 

medium as a means of personal expression. By and large, they saw their filmmaking 

forbearers in France as failing to do much other than either to record daily life and special 

events or to transcribe popular novels, operas, and plays. Indeed, the very concept of what a 

film director does fundamentally expanded in this era from mise-en-scène (i.e., staging a text, 

just as a theater director does) to réalisation (i.e., making real a vision of an entire audio-

visual world). Building up to film authorship, the members of the première vague engaged in 

many textual practices, from criticism (of literature, theater, and film) to creative writing (of 

plays, poems, and novels), that are rich and diverse enough to warrant much more extensive 

 Another figure whose literary credentials and affiliations with the aforementioned filmmakers might warrant 31

inclusion in the grouping is Jacques de Baroncelli, who wrote a few plays and contributed poems to Le Mistral 
around the turn of the century before becoming a staff writer for Comœdia and then an editor at L’Éclair from 
1910 to 1915, the year when he launched a career as both filmmaker and film critic. Louis Delluc, in turn, 
praised him in a review of Ramuntcho for Paris-Midi in February 1919. In addition to attempting to adapt 
Delluc’s novel Le train sans yeux to the screen, he wrote the script for Germaine Dulac’s La cigarette (1921) and 
directed several films for the Société des Ciné-romans.
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discussion. Indeed, the significant literary production of Delluc, Epstein, Gance, and 

L’Herbier is mentioned only in passing in the existing scholarship.   32

 A significant challenge posed by the subject of an avant-garde movement, particularly 

one that floated alongside other, more clearly defined ones like Dada and Surrealism, is that 

the group did not necessarily pursue a coherent aesthetic agenda at all times. Indeed, although 

the number of affiliations one could draw up between the various figures is voluminous, the 

movement did not grow out of or take refuge in specific institutional settings. An intriguing 

facet, indeed, of the careers of L’Herbier, Delluc, Dulac, Epstein, and Gance is that they all 

moved between the major studios (Gaumont and Pathé) and independent production houses, 

occasionally overlapping, as Epstein and L’Herbier did at Films Albatros in the mid-20s. 

Interestingly, they became colleagues once again, along with Dulac and Jean Benoit-Lévy, at 

the Société Coopérative des Artisans d’Art du Cinéma, one of whose first initiatives, in fact, 

was to help develop a new film production center in Saigon with the goal of fomenting an 

“authentic” cinema of Indochina.   33

 Moreover, each had quite a different reputation in the eyes of the intellectual elite. The 

only one held in anywhere near universal esteem was Louis Delluc, admired even by Louis 

Aragon and Robert Desnos who were notoriously critical of cinéastes , although it bears 34

remembering that he only lived to thirty-three. Antonin Artaud famously excoriated Dulac 

 The texts written by these filmmakers may be traditionally sidelined (as in the work of Richard Abel, David 32

Bordwell, and Noël Burch) in favor of their films, but the overwhelmingly literary culture in which they 
pronounced their ideas about cinema has not been lost on scholars. For an excellent overview of this milieu in 
the second half of the 1920s, see Mireille Brangé, especially 139-145. 

 See Joël Daire 2014, 145-6.33

 See “Louis Delluc” (1924) in Robert Desnos 196.34
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after being greatly disappointed by the final cut of her La Coquille et le clergyman (1928), 

which he had written. Luis Buñuel ostracized himself from Epstein by calling Gance “un 

vieux con” [an old fart].  Epstein had looked to Gance as his mentor in his 1920s, even 35

sharing an early draft of his kabbalistic treatise La Lyrosophie, to which Gance offered many 

suggestions.  36

 For the purposes of showing how a new kind of film aesthetics necessitated a 

brokerage between pre-existing media and theories of writing, this chapter will take as a case 

study the early and intensely pan-aesthetic career of Marcel L’Herbier.  Between 1917 and 37

1922, he transitioned from theater to cinema and became one of the first independent 

filmmakers in France by setting up a production company whose name, Cinégraphic, reflected 

its vision of cinema as a form of writing. The chapter will culminate with a reading of one of 

its most hotly anticipated endeavors, L’Inhumaine (1924, Marcel L’Herbier), which ultimately 

received a cool reception from critics and the public alike.  In scrutinizing the relationship 38

between disparate media in L’Herbier’s body of work, simplistic questions of trans-medial 

adaptation will be avoided in favor of a focus on the ways in which constitutive properties of 

theater and film, considered side-by-side, lay bare and subvert underlying assumptions about 

 Cited in Alan Williams 1992, 140.35

 Indeed, Jean Epstein could reasonably be seen as the center of gravity for the group, having also drawn 36

inspiration early on from both Delluc and L’Herbier. He acknowledged his admiration for L’Herbier to Delluc 
while working as Delluc’s assistant on Le tonnerre (1921), shot on a soundstage adjacent to the one on which 
L’Herbier was filming Villa Destin (1920). Delluc introduced him to L’Herbier, who took a clear liking to him, 
even attempting—unsuccessfully—to secure him a contract with Gaumont (Daire 36). 

 For his part, Georges Sadoul wrote that L’Herbier “fût peut-être le représentant le plus typique de l’École 37

impressioniste” (“was maybe the most typical representative of the Impressionist School”) 26.

 In its five years of operation, Cinégraphic also produced films by Delluc, Jacques Guérin-Catelain (an actor in 38

L’Inhumaine) and Claude Autant-Lara, who designed the garden in the same film.
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how the art forms accommodate both spectacle and spectator. Of particular interest will be the 

architectural predilections of film and modern theater, as avatars of urban modernity, and how 

the two media help articulate literature’s contemporaneous re-figuration of the subject. 

Because of his deeply cultivated understanding of so many arts and, critically, their symbiotic 

interaction on the theater stage, L’Herbier was perfectly positioned to contribute to the 

advancement of film in the silent era. After all, the silent films that have most endured in the 

public consciousness feature the same strengths of great theater: indelible performances and 

compelling mise-en-scène, including at the level of set design.  

Cinema against theater: contexts and considerations 

 Close study of the films of the late 1910s and early 1920s reveal how theater offered 

the cinema a template for how to construct a plastic, sonic image. Before cinema’s invention, 

the stage had come to supersede the canvas or the photogram in its command of space and 

time guided by an authorial hand. The silent era offers an especially privileged window onto 

the relationship between the theater and film in light of the fact that the arrival of sound 

fundamentally changed how they would interact with one another. From one point of view, 

the logocentric cinema that emerged in the 1930s spelled the death of a large theater-going 

public; from another perspective, the talkies obliterated much of the plastic creativity of the 

silent cinema, submitting the medium to a bland homogeneity that renewed the experimental 

spirit of other art forms. The “théâtre filmé” [filmed theater] so censured by Bazin emerged as 

the bourgeois theater world swiftly took to sound cinema. Whereas the silent cinema, 
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especially in its first two decades, drew from the physicality of vaudeville and other slapstick 

concoctions of the stage, sound films in the late 1920s and through the 1930s produced 

countless adaptations of stage plays, reflecting the period’s obsession with speech acts. 

 The dominant scholarly discourse on the relationship between cinema and theater 

relies upon André Bazin, whose ideas on the matter predominantly operate along the classical 

considerations of temporal and spatial unity. Bazin claims that the mobile tool of the camera 

allows the cinema to convey this more effectively than the theater. As Walter Benjamin 

famously articulated, cinema’s mobilizing of vision integrated into the arts a speed and 

fungibility of thought that industrialization and urban modernity had already introduced to the 

nineteenth-century city dweller. Thus, film posed a powerful injunction to the Aristotelian 

principle of unifying time and space in drama. Furthermore, camera movement is far from a 

homogenous technique; at times, it brings different temporal and spatial dimensions together, 

and at other times, in the subjective mode of point-of-view, it evokes mental processes that 

scan across wide swaths of time and place. Cinema attains great power to enact physical and 

mental movement through the mechanism of editing. A basic ‘insert’ shot one can convey in a 

split-second a revelation that might only come about over the course of a scene in a play. An 

object like a telephone or a gun that the actors might spend a whole scene looking or hoping 

for could be revealed to the viewer at any given moment in a film—and the point at which 

this shot intervenes in the montage would convey to the viewer which of the characters, if 

any, also noticed this object, and how they felt about it. Cinema is much more directed in that 

perspectival sense. In many ways, it actually locks the spectator in rather than emancipating 

her. It places severe constraints on the wide field of vision afforded by the prostheneum of the 
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stage, or by the deep-focus of Renoir and Wyler (who, after Bazin’s praise, have ironically 

been fetishized as supremely cinematic, as opposed to theatrical, directors). 

 Unsurprisingly, the same issues that Bazin thinks through are present in even the 

earliest theoretical writings on film, when the medium was still doggedly establishing its 

autonomy from theater. In “The Birth of a Sixth Art” (1911), a prophetic essay by a fixture on 

the Parisian arts scene of the early 20th century, Ricciotto Canudo suggests that the cinema 

   will be a superb conciliation of the Rhythms of Space…and the Rhythms of  
  Time…The theater has so far best realized such a conciliation, but in an   
  ephemeral manner because the plastic characteristics of the theater are  
  identified with those of the actors, and consequently are always different. The  
  new manifestation of Art should really be more precisely a Painting and a  
  Sculpture developing in Time, as in music and poetry, which realize themselves  
  by transforming air into rhythm for the duration of their execution.  39

The conception of cinema as a plastic art expanded by temporal dimensions would also figure 

prominently into the similarly poetic film theoretical texts of Jean Epstein as well as Vachel 

Lindsay’s The Art of the Moving Picture (1915) and art historian Élie Faure’s “De la 

cinéplastique” (1922). As we will see, with L’Inhumaine, L’Herbier puts these ideas of his 

friend and collaborator into practice, partly through an indifference toward its actors. The 

sculptural priority is put on crafting a coherent alternate world in which the spatial dimensions 

of the sets interact generatively, like a series of shots in a Soviet montage or like musical 

themes in a symphony. Indeed, with its titular “inhuman” protagonist, the film gestures 

toward a post-humanism very much of its time, if one thinks with the contemporaneous 

German expressionist cinema, from the hypnotized and hypnotizing in Das Cabinet des Dr. 

 In Richard Abel, ed. French Film Theory and Criticism, Volume 1: 1907-1929 (Princeton: Princeton 39

University Press, 1988) 59. Translated by Ben Gibson, Don Ranvaud, Sergio Sokota, and Deborah Young from 
“Naissance d’un sixième art,” Les Entretiens idéalistes (October 25, 1911).
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Caligari (1920) or Dr. Mabuse, der Spieler (1922) to the robotic automatons of Metropolis 

(1927). As in Caligari, the decorative sets of L’Inhumaine exude psychic energies in tune with 

the similarly mechanized characters, verging on an anthropomorphic architecture. 

 Film theorists have largely put the question of cinema’s relationship to the other arts 

on hold, perhaps because the topic dominated their discussions from the 1910s through the 

1950s to such a degree that it appeared all but exhausted. From a historiographical 

perspective, too, the line of inquiry seemed outdated, given that it necessitated a recourse back 

to narratives of influence and progression.  In his landmark essay “Pour un cinéma impur,” 40

Bazin chafes against the teleological passage that students of adaptation tend to imagine that a 

work makes in moving from one medium to the other, and encourages us to think more of 

genesis than of evolution: “Le passage d’une œuvre théâtrale à l’écran requérait sur le plan 

esthétique une science de la fidélité comparable à celle de l’opérateur dans le rendu 

photographique. Elle est le terme d’un progrès et le début d’une renaissance.”  In the fecund 41

era of silent film, theater and cinema mutually inspired each other and facile hierarchies 

between the two were obfuscated by the mistaken impression held by many that the one was 

fundamentally verbal, the other visual. If cinema’s parents were visual art  and music, then 42

 The interchange between theater and film has also been the subject of a considerable amount of non-academic 40

writing. One of the best-known examples is Susan Sontag’s “Theater and Film” (1966) which argues that the 
fundamental difference between the two is that film is a medium and theater is not. See Sontag 1969: 100.

 Qu’est-ce que le cinéma? Volume 2 1959, 25. “The transition from a theatrical work to the screen demands, on 41

the aesthetic level, a scientific knowledge…of fidelity comparable to that of the cameraman in his photographic 
rendering. It is the termination of a progression and the beginning of a rebirth.” “In Defense of Mixed Cinema” 
in What is Cinema? Vol. 1., trans. Hugh Gray (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2004) 69.

 I use this generic term here to circumvent the important but, for the purposes of our task at hand, far too 42

complex debate about cinema’s relationship to painting and photography. It is interesting to note, though, that 
both Meyerhold and L’Herbier made simplistic comparisons between cinema and photography that they would 
come to regret. See Braun, ed. 303, and for the debate about L’Herbier’s idea of film as a “machine à imprimer la 
vie”, Abel 147-158.
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theater was its older sibling.  Indeed, across its various theoretical birth certificates, one sees 43

alternating pronouncements of it as the “fifth,” “sixth,” or “seventh” art in part because these 

siblings’ genealogies did not always seem distinct. Amongst cinema’s many original skeptics 

was Vsevolod Meyerhold, who wrote in 1915 that it was “still too early to say whether the 

cinematograph will become an art form in its own right or simply an adjunct to the theatre.”   44

 Cinema was first presented theatrically alongside vaudeville and other stage acts, and 

even within most films, the theater remained a dominant point of departure. Literature and 

theater’s midwifing of the seventh art lent it a cultural prestige that would become both a 

blessing and a curse in the contentious milieu of the Parisian avant-garde “in the age of 

cinema,” to borrow Jennifer Wild’s name for this transitional era. The contiguousness of the 

three media, however, is detectible in virtually every corner of early French cinema.  In fact, 45

the likely very first feature-length film in France was an adaptation of a play by the 

playwright: after staging his pantomime L’enfant prodigue at the Théâtres des Bouffes-

Parisiens in 1910, Michel Carré brought it to the screen under the same title, first in 1907 and 

again in 1916. The arguably most significant feature film to follow, L’Assassinat du duc de 

Guise (1908, Charles Le Bargy and André Calmettes) starred several members of the 

Comédie Française and proved to be a hit that would establish prestige outlet Le Film d’Art as 

 According to Diu and Parinet, in the silent era many playwrights actually saw screenwriting as “un revenu 43

annexe d’une activité théâtrale bien plus rémunératrice” (383). The exact reverse might hold true in present-day 
America.

 Teatralnaya gazeta (May 31, 1915) 7, cited in Braun, ed. and trans. Meyerhold on Theatre 303.44

 It is important to remember, for instance, that many figures of the avant-garde—surrealists, especially—who 45

took interest in a “pure cinema” of light and shadow were also poets, such as Luis Buñuel, Marcel Duchamp, 
Man Ray, and Francis Picabia.
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a reputable subsidiary of the Pathé machine.  The production company continued its 46

relationship with Pathé for more than a decade, churning out adaptations of both recent plays 

such as Victorien Sardou and Émile Moreau’s Madame Sans-Gêne (1893) and Edmond 

Rostand’s Cyrano de Bergerac (1897) and a mixture of classic and contemporary novels.  

Meanwhile, the rights of the authors whose work was being brought to screen gained 

legal protection well before those of the various artists and artisans who labored on set. In 

1912, responding to grievances that producer Edmond Benoît-Levy had expressed in the 

process of making L’enfant prodigue, playwright and filmmaker André Heuzé attempted to 

secure the rights of all manner of film authors (screenwriters, novelists whose work was being 

adapted, composers, and directors) by starting a Syndicat professionnel des auteurs et 

compositeurs dramatiques , which would then disavow its theatrical origins in renaming 47

itself the Société Cinématographique des Auteurs et Gens de Lettres (SCAGL). By 1917, the 

organization called itself the Société des Auteurs de films and elected Gance as its founding 

president, Dulac as its treasurer.  The power that this group attained was essential to the 48

widespread acceptance of the writer-director as the author of the film. Many believed that a 

composer or a producer deserved just as much credit for the finished product; others even felt 

that a writer being adapted for the film, whether or not he or she had any involvement in its 

making, still retained ownership of it. Guy de Téramond wrote,  

 See Jennifer Wild 2015, 73-4. It is also worth recalling that at the premiere of L’Assassinat du duc de Guise, 46

the feature was preceded by an trans-media performance with a literary pedigree. A short film was accompanied 
by, or perhaps even more so accompaniment to, an ode by Edmond Rostand entitled “Le Bois sacré” that stages 
an encounter between Greek mythology and the speed of modern technology that anticipates the symbolist 
cinema discussed later in this chapter. See Christophe Wall-Romana, Cinepoetry 13.

 Jeancolas, Meusy and Pinel, L’auteur du film: description d’un combat (Lyon: Actes Sud, 1996) 30.47

 See Paul Leglise 1970, 38-9.48



36

La seule nouvelle forme à apporter au cinéma, c'est d'y donner à l'auteur la place qu’il  
doit y occuper...[Q]ui fait la tragédie française? Est-ce Corneille, est-ce Racine…ou  
sont-ce les régisseurs, les peintres de décors, les artistes…? Ce sont donc les auteurs… 
et rien qu'eux, qui sortiront le cinéma de l'ornière où…il semble s'attarder un peu.   49

  
The only new form to bring to the cinema is to give to the author the place that he  
ought to hold in it…Who makes French tragedy? Is it Corneille, is it Racine…or is it 
the directors, the set designers, the artists…? So it’s authors…and no one else, who  
will bring cinema out from the rut…in which it seems to be lingering a bit. 

The above perspective was not unusual in remaining tethered to the primacy of the 

written text in a literary culture as deeply entrenched as France’s. The industry continued to 

believe that the screenwriter should be accorded the same place in the hierarchy that the 

playwright controlled in the theater. It did not yet recognize that the Corneille and Racine of 

the seventh art were those behind the camera.  

 The direction that the syndicates moved in—i.e., toward a focus on the author and, in 

light of dropping the conjunction “et compositeurs dramatiques,” a cannibalization of the 

theater—was the same taken by the industry at large. In an article outlining the company’s 

mission, a representative of Le Film d’Art reasoned that the signature of famous writers was 

“the artistic guarantee” and noted that its screenplays draw on “the inexhaustible collection of 

great literary works, without distinction of race, calling upon ancients and moderns, history as 

well as the novel—but always by the intermediary of renowned adapters.”  Though source 50

material of this ilk may have still felt contemporary to the average moviegoer in the 1910s, 

they were clearly perceived as unpardonably bourgeois and passé enough to make many 

 Le film 169 (March 1920). Quoted in Jeancolas, Meusy and Pinel 73.49

 “Le Film d’Art,” Le Ciné Journal (February 20-28, 1910) 2. Quoted in Wild 156.50
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adherents of the avant-garde write off the feature film entirely at that point.  Because the 51

theater epitomized the French cultural establishment, “generation 1900” (as Jennifer Wild 

dubs the poets and artists coming of age in these years, especially Philippe Soupault, Louis 

Aragon, and André Breton) viewed the film culture that was growing out of it as a both a 

political and aesthetic regression upon the promise of early cinema. In his much-cited essay 

“Du décor” (1918), Aragon underlined the new medium’s affinities with theater as the largest 

hurdle it would have to overcome to reach its full potential: “Quel nouvel attrait trouvons-

nous, blasés du théâtre, à cette symphonie en blanc et noir, plus pauvre de moyens, privée du 

vertige verbal et de la perspective de la scène?” (1988: 108) [What new appeal do we, used to 

theater, find in this black-and-white symphony, poorer in means, deprived of theater’s verbal 

vertigo and perspective?]. The fact that an avant-garde movement, dubbed the “première 

vague” (first wave) no less, would percolate out of the conjunction of film and theater should 

thus appear considerably ironic. 

 However, by the 1920s, borrowing from the spontaneity and spectacle of theater 

emerged as a promising direction for filmmakers seeking an alternative to the increasingly 

novelistic narrative film, which saw a spike in serials also known as ciné-romans, the 

namesake of their most prominent purveyor, the Société des Ciné-romans.  The Société, with 52

 Noël Burch (1991) has productively theorized the filmic modality that grew out of this bourgeois theater and 51

literature as the Institutional Mode of Representation, or IMR.

 Louis Feuillade’s serial productions in the 1910s established the form internationally. It should be recalled that 52

one of the best-remembered of them, Fantômas, introduces its eponymous protagonist by preferring a perfect 
foil: Valgrand, a theater actor impersonating him in a play based on the murderous criminal’s impending 
execution. The genre was robust enough to warrant a parody of it, Les Aventures de Robert Macaire (1925, Jean 
Epstein). See Temple and Witt, ed. The French Cinema Book (London: British Film Institute, 2004) 16. It 
appears that the Epstein film, produced by Films d’Albatros, may have been a direct attack on the Société des 
Ciné-romans given that he had severed ties with them on account of a creative dispute one year previously. See 
Sarah Keller, “Jean Epstein and the Revolt of Cinema” in Jean Epstein: Critical Essays and New Translations, 
Keller and Jason Paul, eds. (Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2012) 37.
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Pathé producer Louis Nalpas as its artistic director for much of the 1920s, produced 72 films 

in that decade, including four films by Germaine Dulac  and three films by Marcel L’Herbier, 53

namely Le vertige (1926), Le diable au coeur (1926), and L’Argent (1928). The linkage 

between these films and the serialized novels by which they were inspired was made concrete 

by a business partnership between the company and a Parisian newspaper consortium that 

distributed novelizations of these films.   54

 Countless filmmakers active in the 1920s and 30s kept close ties to the theater world. 

René Clair, proximate to the première vague, and who in his later years would write and direct 

for the theater, made his film debut with Entr’acte, which Francis Picabia commissioned to 

play at the Théâtre des Champs-Elysées during the intermission of Relâche, a 1924 ballet with 

a libretto by Picabia and music by Erik Satie. Picabia, for his part, had taken to writing short 

polemics in favor of the cinema for Delluc’s journal Cinéa, including a 1922 piece that 

declared, “Le cinéma est devenu le théâtre essentiel de la vie moderne”  [Cinema has become 55

the essential theater of modern life]. Claude Autant-Lara, René Clair’s early assistant, 

similarly laid claim to theatrical origins: his mother, Louise Lara, was named a sociétaire de 

la Comédie Française in 1899 and continued to perform there until 1919. Jacques Feyder, 

 The films were Gossette (1923, in six episodes), Le Diable dans la ville (1924), Antoinette Sabrier (1927), 53

subsequently novelized by René Jeanne, and Princess Mandane (1928). Another significant production of the 
Société was Belphégor (1927, Henri Desfontaines), remade as an immensely popular miniseries in the 1960s.

 Ian Christie, “Forms 1890-1930: The Shifting Boundaries of Art and Industry” in Temple and Watt, eds. The 54

French Cinema Book (London: BFI, 2004) 63. Many French filmmakers participated in this cottage industry of 
the 1920s, publishing brochures and image-laden screenplays alongside their feature films. Abel Gance went so 
far as to publish two different versions with extensive commentary, quotations, and external references to 
accompany his masterpiece Napoleon (1927)—which had already been subtitled a “épopée 
cinégraphique” [cinegraphic epic]. See Alain and Odette Virmaux 31.

 “Cinema,” Cinéa (May 1922). Reprinted in Francis Picabia, Écrits 1921-1953 et posthumes, Olivier Revault 55

d’Allonnes and Dominique Bouissou, eds. (Paris: Pierre Belfond, 1978) 69.
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another director of the sort of film de qualité that the Young Turks of the Nouvelle Vague 

would attack, was the son of a theater critic. And in 1928, Jean Renoir inaugurated a lifelong 

interest in the productive overlap between the two media with his adaptation of the 1904 play 

Tire-au-flanc. 

 

Symbolism: a semi-secret bridge between the verbal and the visual 

 Many of the filmmakers that would comprise the première vague, including Louis 

Delluc and Germaine Dulac, also dabbled in theater criticism. They were enraptured by a new 

strain of symbolism gracing both the theaters of Paris, especially through the work of Aurélien 

Lugné-Poë, Maurice Maeterlinck, and Paul Claudel, and contemporary poetry.  Indeed, 56

before becoming filmmakers, Delluc and Marcel L’Herbier first became known for their own 

Symbolist plays, poems, and novels. The aforementioned playwrights’ influence would come 

to be felt not only in the aesthetic strategies deployed in the films of Delluc, Dulac, and 

Marcel L’Herbier but also in the use of many of the same starlets. As Tami Williams points 

out, three of the main actresses with whom the above three directors worked were muses of 

the Symbolist playwrights Lugné-Poë, Maeterlinck, and Claudel: respectively, Suzanne 

 Of course, the exchange of ideas between cinema and the older art forms of theater and poetry went in both 56

directions. Moreover, the Symbolist playwrights had already been in dialogue with filmmakers before the advent 
of the première vague. In fact, Lugné-Poë worked directly under one of the very first major French filmmakers: 
André Antoine. In addition to being a member of its acting troupe, Lugné-Poë worked as a stage manager at 
Antoine’s Théâtre Libre (see Gloria Groom 10). Lugné-Poë then broke away to form the competing Théâtre de 
l’Œuvre, whose important role in the internationalization of Ibsen and the Scandinavian theater is discussed by 
Pascale Casanova, 224-6. For his part, Pierre Bourdieu uses this story of symoblism’s emergence as the 
paradigm for entrance into the “literary field”: “la révolution tend à s’imposer comme le modèle de l’accès à 
l’existence dans le champ” (180) [“revolution tends to impose itself as the model of access to existence in the 
field” (125)]. 
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Desprès, Georgette Leblanc, and Ève Francis.  The latter not only worked with all three 57

filmmakers but even was married to Delluc from 1918 until his premature death in 1924.  A 58

companion and muse of Maeterlinck from 1895 to 1918, Leblanc starred in so many of his 

plays that she became a symbol of Symbolism itself.       59

 The symbolist literary movement reacted to and embodied the psychic confusion 

Western society experienced under the duress of rapid modernization. Annette Michelson 

emphasizes the libidinal charge of the primal first meeting between literature and proto-

cinema that the work of Auguste de Villiers de L’Isle-Adam and Stéphane Mallarmé 

epitomizes: “The poetics and metaphysics of symbolism…mark…the point of cinema’s 

invention, and of the inscription, within its invention, of desire. To speak of that inscription is, 

of course, to speak of the perversion at its source.”  She and other film scholars have 60

discussed at length how, in its fictionalization of Thomas Edison’s early experimentation with 

moving-image technology, Villiers de L’Isle-Adam’s 1886 novel L’Eve future encapsulates the 

frenzy around cinema prior to its actual invention.  What remains ripe for further discussion 61

 Curiously, while the fraternization amongst the Symbolist playwrights is often pointed out by scholars, a 57

similar point of connection between three of première vague filmmakers (Dulac, Epstein, and L’Herbier) rarely 
is: they were all homosexual. Wall-Romana acknowledges this (see 2013: 89) but does not offer much in the way 
of analysis. 

 See Tami Williams 2014, 41-2. Symbolism gained a foothold in the Parisian theater scene in the mid-1890s, at 58

the same moment that cinema was first taking form. In his edition of Maeterlinck’s early plays, Paul Gorceix 
identifies the premiere of Pelléas et Mélisande on May 22, 1893 (nine years before being adapted into the 
famous opera by Debussy) as the jumping-off point of Symbolist theater (387).

 Another significant connection between Maeterlinck and cinema of the 1910s is that his main German 59

interpreter in the 1900s and early 1910s, Max Reinhardt, went on to experiment with the new medium, making 
films in 1910 and 1913 before his much-better known effort in Hollywood, A Midsummer Night’s Dream (1935). 
Styan 128-38. 

 “On the Eve of the Future,” in October: The First Decade, 1976-1986, 418.60

 See Raymond Bellour, “Ideal Hadaly: On Villiers’ The Future Eve,” Camera Obscura 15 (Fall 1986) 111-135 61

and John Anzalone, ed. Jeering Dreamers: Villiers de l’Isle-Adam’s L’Eve future… (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 1996).
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is how the medium was already suggested, too, by the symbolist theater of Lugné-Poë, 

Claudel, and Maeterlinck, entrenched as it is in burgeoning ocular possibilities.  

 The density of L’Herbier’s images, which Henri Langlois would compare to 

hieroglyphics, can be traced back to his enmeshment in the Symbolist movement in 

playwriting and poetry which eccentrically laid out a graphic imagination through literary 

means. In particular, Maeterlinck’s work placed an obsessive emphasis on vision and 

blindness, often equating it with knowledge or a lack thereof. In his criticism, as Rancière 

notes, Maeterlinck grasped how the sound that bodies make can enable us to perceive ones to 

which we are blind: the ever-elusive “‘troisième personne,’ - l’Inconnu, l’Inhumain” (2001: 

23)  [‘third person,’ - the Unknown, the Inhuman]. Rancière does not specify the clear 

filiation between this element of cinematography (which he attributes to Bresson) and 

L’Herbier’s film of the very same name, L’Inhumaine. Nevertheless, in the same spirit, 

L’Herbier obsesses over vision’s chaotic quest for meaning. Even though almost all of his 

films derive from literary works, he catapulted the texts into the frenetically energetic, pan-

aesthetic matrix of the Paris of his time.  L’Inhumaine, one of his few films working with an 62

original screenplay, exhibits his creativity erupting out of intertextuality. “Essentially a 

reworking of two literary texts, Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein and Villiers de l’Isle-Adam’s 

L’Ève future,” Ian Christie writes of the film.  L’Herbier’s work is like that of a great opera 63

 Le Feu Mathias Pascal, for instance, was the first adaptation of Pirandello: see Paolo Puppa, Fantasmi contro 62

giganti: scena e immaginario in Pirandello (Bologna: Pàtron, 1978).

 “Forms 1890-1930: The Shifting Boundaries of Art and Industry” in Temple and Watt, eds. The French 63

Cinema Book (London: BFI, 2004) 61.
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librettist, gleaning compelling narratives from literary history but completely reworking them 

to fit into a turbo-charged, total work of art. 

 The bricolage of allusions that would give force to his films already appears in full 

form in L’Herbier’s first major work, Au jardin des jeux secrets (1914). Though often labelled 

in bibliographies of his output as a collection of poems, the book resembles much more 

closely a modernist novel, juxtaposing chapters of narrative prose that use the technique of 

free indirect discourse with both scenes written in the format of a play and interludes that 

quiver between the forms of verse and poetry, sometimes even beginning with bars of sheet 

music. The title’s ludic component evokes the centrality of a child’s perspective to the novel. 

Arguably its protagonists, an unnamed child first appears in an epigram, suspended between 

the opening offerte and first prosaic interlude: “…Et sur les vieilles idoles du/monde,—

Amour, Amitié, ou Gloire,/— enfant artificieux, il drapait/l’aube d’un jeune Culte” (15)   

[…And on the former idols of the world,—Love, Friendship, or Glory,—artificial child, he 

draped the dawn of a young Cult]. The interludes tend to utilize the first person, a child-like 

narrator who revels in enjambed alliteration and assonance: “—les étoiles mornes, —et la 

Mort…”, for instance, or “autant qu’il monta, pleurs, — retombe, perles……” (14). The 

dizzying amalgamation of literary genres appear in the book like different stage performances 

in sequence, taking the form almost of a dandyish vaudeville. 

 Indeed, theater continued to be L’Herbier’s major preoccupation as a writer after 

spending the years of the First World War in the French army’s Service Cinématographique, 

alongside Gance, Delluc, Jean Durand, and René Jeanne.  It is not merely incidental that 64

 See Jean Mitry, Histoire du cinéma muet, Volume 3 377.64
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L’Herbier published many of his theoretical writings on film in Comœdia illustré, a leading 

theater journal. As he wrote in one such article, the theater fueled much of his enthusiasm for 

the new medium: “la représentation cinégraphique…de gestes dramatiques et d’images 

figurant les rêves ou les réflexions que ces gestes auront provoqués chez les héros du drame…

sera l’un des modes de réalisation les plus heureux du film poétique français”  [the 65

cinegraphic representation…of dramatic gestures and images representing the dreams or 

reflections that these gestures will have provoked in the heroes of drama…will be one of the 

happiest modes of directing the poetic French film]. L’Herbier figured amongst a much larger 

group of theater-based intellectuals whose interest in cinema was growing. As Richard Abel 

notes, the traditional arts daily Comœdia increased its coverage of film from one page a week 

to one page every day in 1928 (1988: 7). Well before this time, the editor of its bi-monthly 

theater supplement, Comœdia illustré, had been the future film theorist and director Louis 

Delluc, who in the early 1910s claimed to hate the cinema and mostly wrote about the theater 

(Lherminier 27). By the end of the decade, he was publishing countless elegies to film, such 

as the one by L’Herbier cited above. 

 In addition to many articles about the performing arts (or cinema through what could 

be called a proto-performance-studies lens), L’Herbier wrote the critical study Phèdre à 

Cosmopolis (1917) and the plays L’Enfantement du mort (1917), Racine inverti (1918, 

unreleased), and Prométhée déchaînée (1921). The latter one-act was performed at the Colisée 

by the futurist group Idéal et Réalités , and subsequently filmed at L’Herbier’s own expense, 66

 “Rose-France”, Comœdia illustré, December 5, 1919; reprinted in Burch (1973) 61.65

 See Giovanni Lista, “La componente futurista ne L’Inhumaine” in Canosa 151.66
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making it one of the first theatrical productions to be re-presented onscreen. L’Enfantement du 

mort was staged by the avant-garde theater company Art et Action whose artistic directors, 

Edouard Autant and Louise Lara, were the parents of Claude Autant-Lara, future film director  

who began his career as a set designer on L’Herbier’s Le Carnival des vérités (1920).   67

Figure 1.1. Georges Lepape, Costumes de Théâtre, Ballet & Divertissements. Paris: Lucien Vogel, 
1920. Special Collections, Firestone Library, Princeton University. 

 Autant-Lara’s and L’Herbier’s collaborations were quite profuse, beginning with the almost proto-surrealist 67

arts gazette Aujourd’hui: Revue des valeurs nouvelles. The publication, co-founded by Autant-Lara, reflects their 
mutually voracious passion for the arts, including not just drawings, poetry, and creative non-fiction but also 
even the sheet music for new compositions.
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It premiered in Paris on April 11, 1919 at the Théâtre Édouard VII and subsequently played at 

La Comédie des Champs-Elysées and then Geneva, where it was staged by the Companie 

Pitoeff.  Delluc detected “l’ombre de Paul Claudel derrière les souples hymnes de 68

L’enfantement du mort”.  While for Delluc this influence was a positive, L’Herbier himself 69

found his writing too derivative of his predecessors.  Questions of literary inheritance aside, 70

L’Herbier developed in his play L’Enfantement du Mort: Miracle en pourpre, noir et or an 

approach to themes through color, which would carry over into his silent film work, which 

made exceptionally creative use of frame tinting. Henry Bidou wrote of the play: “Chacun des 

trois actes est animé d’un esprit et comme teint d’une lumière différente, de sorte que le 

premier est pourpre comme l’amour et comme la guerre, le second noir comme le deuil, et le 

dernier illuminé de l’or des apothéoses”  [Each of its three acts is animated by a spirit from a 71

differently tinted light, such that the first is purple like love and war, the second black like 

grief, and the last illuminated by the gold of apotheoses]. 

  

 See the booklet included with DVD of L’Inhumaine (London: Flicker Alley/Lobster Films, 2015) 2.68

 Originally published in Comœdia illustré, January 20 1921; reprinted in Delluc, Ecrits cinématographiques II: 69

Cinéma et Cie, ed. Pierre Lherminier (Paris: Cinémathèque Française, 1986) 309.

 In an interview with Jean-André Fieschi, he lamented, “j’ai été, je crois, aussi barrésien que j’ai été wildien. Et 70

lorsque j’ai écrit une pièce de théâtre, j’ai été tout étonné de voir que j’avais pour maître Villiers de l’Isle-
Adam…Ainsi que les premiers Claudel. Alors je me suis dit que je ne serais sans doute jamais original en 
littérature.” [I was, I think, as influenced by (Maurice) Barrès as I was by (Oscar) Wilde. And once I wrote a 
play, I was completely shocked to see that my master was Villiers de l’Isle-Adam…as well as early (Paul) 
Claudel. So I realized that I would undoubtedly never be original in literature.] Reprinted in Burch (1973) 36.

 Preface to Georges Lepape, Costumes de Théâtre, Ballet & Divertissements (Paris: Lucien Vogel, 1920).71
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Marcel L’Herbier, film director 

If, both at the level of its writing and in light of the collaborations it ignited between 

L’Herbier and various designers, L’Enfantement du mort demonstrated L’Herbier’s readiness 

for the visual responsibilities of a filmmaker, then paradoxically it was his first work as a 

screenwriter that reflected a predilection for drama. Writing for the cinema came more easily 

to L’Herbier, he would say, because of his enthusiasm for actors: “ma première pensée a été 

d’écrire un scénario qui s’appelait Le Torrent. En quoi…était-ce un scénario de cinéma? C’est 

que la vedette du film était, précisement, un torrent. J’imaginais que le cinéma devait faire 

jouer la nature comme protagoniste.”  His debut as a screenwriter garnered a considerable 72

amount of hype, quite unusual for this period in which the mainstream media paid little 

attention to the authors of film.  73

 Despite his forbidding reputation as a high aesthete, he arrived at a populism that 

galvanized the high cultural underpinnings of France in the 1920s. About L’Herbier’s Le 

Carnaval des vérités (1920), Louis Delluc wrote: “[le film] eut été la première œuvre d’écran 

française capable d’entrer au cœur des foules sans culture avec toute la radieuse culture 

française.”  Without his work, it is difficult to imagine that at such an early point in the 74

 Interview with Jean-André Fieschi, reprinted in Burch (1973) 42.72

 The press materials subtitled the film, released in 1917 and co-directed by René Hervil and Louis Mercanton, 73

an “aventure imaginée par Marcel L’Herbier en 6 parties.” See Canosa, Marcel L’Herbier, 27. Delluc writes 
about the film and L’Herbier’s contribution to it: “Je n’oublie pas que les annonces, invitations, programmes du 
Torrent accordaient une importance nouvelle à l’auteur qui, pour une fois, n’est pas metteur en scène. Mais ce 
début espéré d’un auteur véritable et digne de ce nom, ne m’a pas semblé ensuite particulièrement mis en valeur 
par les circonstances. J’ai donc préféré voir l’œuvre des metteurs en scène plutôt que l’œuvre du 
poète” (Lherminier, 315; originally published in Le Film, November 19 and December 31, 1917). Delluc was 
won over by L’Herbier’s approach to film and would routinely praise his poetic output as a director.

 Comœdia illustré, April 15, 1920. Reprinted in Delluc 271.74



47

history of the medium the feature-length film would have been able to assume the central role 

that it continues to play in the French popular-cultural field. His synthesis of the diverse mass 

spectacles like ballet and opera along with their constitutive crafts captured the frayed 

attention of the modern urban subject. This aesthetic project also represented a considerable  

Figure 1.2. Rose-France, cantilène héroïque en noir et blanc (no publication data indicated),  
BNF 8-YF-2025. 
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democratization of performing arts that, in the more highbrow forms, had taken on aristocratic 

airs as more popular stage genres like vaudeville and proto-cinematic light shows had become 

more ubiquitous.  

 It seems that L’Herbier turned to such mass cultural forms out of a patriotic ambition 

to raise the profile of the French cinema. In a preface to the published screenplay of his debut 

feature Rose-France (1919), underlining the film’s already nationalistic title with the 

ostentatious heading “Suggestions pour illustrer et défendre une conception française du 

cinématographe,” L’Herbier expresses an anxiety around the status of the seventh art in 

France that might be allayed by tapping into the French national spirit. In the document 

reprinted above, L’Herbier asks, 

 If the Americans have proven in their films that they alone possess the art of printing  
 life, but an Artless life, and if…the Italians print…artlessly, an implicitly artistic life,  
 isn’t this triumphant role left to the industrious and poetic French mind: to film with  
 art certain evocations of Art? 

The omission of the German cinema is a curious one, given that the cycle of expressionist 

films placed as much emphasis on their sets as L’Herbier’s own films in the silent era did. 

 L’Herbier’s early films demonstrated a mastery of the plastic image that is especially 

on display in his 1920 film L’homme du large, whose densely composed shots would lead 

Henri Langlois to call it “le premier exemple d’écriture cinématographique.”  This comment 75

in and of itself may rightly seem self-evident, given that L’Herbier’s production company 

from 1922 to 1927 was called Cinégraphic. For the legendary founder of the Cinémathèque 

française, L’Herbier’s work transcended its narrative impulse and introduced a philosophical 

 “L’avant-garde française,” in Trois cents ans du cinéma: écrits, ed. Jean Narboni (Paris: Cahiers du cinéma, 75

1986) 237. Originally published in L’Age du cinéma 6 (1952).
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depth to cinematographic imagery. In the same article, adopting a perspective that anticipates 

Bazin’s and Deleuze’s ontological theories of cinema, Langlois discussed that film’s shots as 

ideograms: “images dont le message a la valeur d’une idée” (237) [images whose message has 

the weight of an idea]. Indeed, L’Herbier makes innovative use of color tinting, geometrically 

irregular iris fades, and inter-title design in order both to express inner mental states of the 

characters and to establish connections between otherwise disjointed scenes in a way that 

parallels the work of a poet, using the tool of meter and rhyme to weave meaning into verse. 

Figure 1.3. L’Homme du large (1920) 
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For instance, the above shot immediately follows a scene that establishes a potential crisis of 

faith and is humorously followed by a shot in a new location of an elderly woman crossing 

herself. It is also worth noting here how music serves unquestionably a form of 

complementary writing in L’Herbier’s cinema.  The score of L’homme du large is billed in 76

the opening credits as an “essai symphonique,” rightfully indicating the degree to which the 

selections of music are integrated into the cinematic writing of the film. L’Herbier went even 

further in his follow-up, El Dorado (1921), by hiring a live orchestra to work with him and his 

composer while he edited the picture, effectively making it the first French film with an 

original score. The film, unlike so many that lay claim to the melodramatic mode, thus strikes 

a perfect balance between melos and drama. The film sets a clear precedent not only for aural 

but also for spatial innovation in L’Herbier’s cinema. Like L’Inhumaine and L’Argent, El 

Dorado revolves around a theatrical space, specifically the eponymous dance hall and, as one 

intertitle declares, “maison de plaisir.” It draws the viewer into its orbit by aligning its own 

setting with the one in which it is being externally experienced. This impulse to create a 

parallel world onscreen to the one of leisure and imagination the spectator submits to once the 

theater’s lights go down would undergo greater artistic and philosophical refinement by the 

time L’Herbier made L’Inhumaine just a few years later.  

Although L’Herbier devoted himself almost exclusively to film directing from the 

1920s through the 1940s, he would also return to traditional writing on occasion, 

experimentally infusing it with cinematic energy. In addition to participating in the 

 Film theorist Jean Mitry went so far to say, in an episode of “Cinéastes de notre temps” dedicated to the 76

première vague, that the essence of this avant-garde was a turn away from theater and poetry and toward music 
as the chief inspiration for cinema. He emphasizes this current of thought in the writings of Dulac and Émile 
Vuillermoz.
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novelizations of his films (which, as mentioned earlier, was a standard practice for major 

releases like those of the Société des Ciné-romans, long before the conglomerate tie-ins of 

Star Wars and Indiana Jones exhibiting the promise of what Henry Jenkins would term 

convergence culture), he collaborated with Ricciotto Canudo on a “cinégramme” or “écriture 

en mouvement” for a 1923 issue of Canudo’s Gazette des Sept Arts.  77

 
Figure 1.4. Collage made by L’Herbier to promote L’Inhumaine. 

Bibliothèque nationale de France, Fonds Marcel L’Herbier, Cote 4-COL-198-10. 

This technique would prove not to be an exclusively literary one, however, as in El 

Dorado and L’Inhumaine both, L’Herbier would put graphical representations of writing into 

 See Giovanni Dotoli 1999, 38.77
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the motion and the space of the film screen. More so than any of his previous films, 

L’Inhumaine (1924) is the one most saturated with elements from the various arts that 

predated cinema. Painting, music, architecture, and dance all coalesce into this Gallic 

Gesamtkunstwerk, his first independent production, made under the moniker Cinégraphic. 

Although the contributions that the various accomplished graphic designers made to the sets 

have consequently foregrounded the importance of architecture to this film, we should pay 

equal attention to its use and emulation of dance, which Canudo retroactively declared the 

“sixth art” after having originally given that distinction to film. It is possible that the 

pronounced relationship between cinema and dance in the 1920s played a part in his 

acceptance of dance as a bona fide medium. An important manifestation of said sixth art’s 

effect on L’Inhumaine specifically is the score by key modernist composer Darius Milhaud, 

whose contribution to the film has long gone ignored, as the music was thought to be lost. 

Milhaud, a disciple of Cocteau and Satie, had never worked in the cinema before, but he had 

composed scores, strongly influenced by traditional Brazilian music, for ballets such as Le 

Bœuf sur le toit (1920), L’Homme et son désir (1921, written by Paul Claudel), and La 

Création du monde (1923, written by Blaise Cendrars and performed at the Théâtre des 

Champs-Elysées amidst sets by Fernand Léger).  78

 L’Inhumaine begins by foregrounding its own rather theatrical setting. After a few 

establishing shots that situate us in the urban milieu of Paris, an inter-title signals that our 

story will begin in a building “dominant la ville,” not unlike the theaters of the epoch. In the 

 Milhaud would go on to compose music for only a handful of other motion pictures, including André 78

Malraux’s L’Espoir (completed 1939, released in 1945). This is especially significant if one recalls that, in the 
eyes of European law, the composer was considered of the film’s three authors, alongside the screenwriter and 
director.
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palatial house of stage starlet Claire Lescot (played by famous opera singer Georgette 

Leblanc, who largely paid for the film out of her own pocket) bumble about an international 

group of distinguished suitors, awaiting her appearance like spectators in a theater chatting 

before the curtain will be raised, or like us, waiting for the storyline to unfurl. This mise-en-

abyme is the first of ever so many in this eminently theatrical film. The self-reflexivity 

deepens with an insert on a newspaper clipping that announces to us and the eager gentlemen 

alike that Lescot is engaged to Frank Mahler, the owner of the twelve greatest opera houses in 

the United States. Up until this point in film history, with the exception of a few works by 

Louis Feuillade and Abel Gance, several German films, and Giovanni Pastone’s Cabiria 

(1914), the decadent super-production was in essence an exclusively American enterprise. 

Like its protagonist, then, L’Inhumaine positioned itself to reconcile French and American 

sensibilities. On a deeper level, this sequence exemplifies the film’s aggressive intermediality, 

tethering the decadent stage to the stampede of print culture. L’Herbier mobilizes the 

newspaper as a referent to the wider world, subtly using it like a telephone to call up distant 

places and faces and to foreground the mediation by which the rich and famous were being 

enshrouded, all in a way dizzyingly reminiscent of Apollinaire’s obsession with the modern 

media’s ability to elide time and space.  79

At last, Lescot enters, as if quite literally walking on stage. Flanked by a group of 

masked men in period costumes (commissioned to famed couturier Paul Poiret), she marches 

 Jennifer Wild notes, among other relevant excerpts from the poet’s Le Festin d’Esope: Revue des belles 79

lettres, a passage in which Apollinaire celebrates an American news story declaring that French “was the most 
clearly transmitted language in long-distance telephonic communication (73). Wild’s excursus that follows on 
the circulation of stars’ images concludes with Apollinaire again; only now, his short story “Le guide” (1907) 
serves as a cautionary tale of the perils of American-style stardom (82).
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out from behind a velvet curtain onto a platform accentuated by a satin scrim, stairs and a 

pond with ducks. At the banquet that ensues, Lescot announces her plan to embark on a 

world-wide voyage once her upcoming concerts have passed. “À moins que quelque chose ne 

me retienne ici,” an inter-title then notes. L’Herbier then ingeniously cuts to jittery shots of 

Parisian streets over which the phrase “Quelque chose…” is variously superimposed, in big, 

bold font like a title on a marquee. The projection of inner thoughts written out onto images 

was a trademark of early silent films (as, for instance, in Cabiria or L’Herbier’s own El 

Dorado), but the transmogrification of them, as here, into synecdoches of the slippery 

conflation of public and private spheres—a hallmark of early-20th-century urban psychology

—is radically ahead of its time.       

The film once again self-reflexively comments upon its economic conditions when, 

after threatening to cancel her first performance at the Théâtre des Champs-Elysées, Lescot 

promises to foot the bill, just as Leblanc had for L’Inhumaine so that she could return to the 

limelight. (Her only other film appearance, before or after, was opposite Séverin-Mars in a 

1915 adaptation of Macbeth.) However, the show goes on, with the Swedish Ballet 

complementing Lescot’s performance. The staging of this dance, the hyper-stylized entrance 

of Lescot, and the elaborate shooting style used to represent the Théâtre des Champs-Elysées 

all contribute to L’Herbier’s refutation of aesthetically high-minded cinema’s equation with 

“filmed theater.” In actively seeking to clarify the distinctions between theater and film, 

L’Herbier elevates the stature of both. The action in the audience during Lescot’s climactic 

first performance in fact exceeds that of the on-stage spectacle. The crowd first jeers as she 

takes the stage, and then flails in wild enthusiasm as she begins to sing. Arms wave, bouquets 
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fly, and L’Herbier’s camera swoops over the crowd from multiple angles, underlining its 

grandeur.  

Much as L’Herbier is careful to integrate techniques specific to the cinema into his 

representation of theater, he also infuses cinema with properties of the theater that all too 

often go overlooked in both the production and the analysis of onscreen space. Those, 

principally, are set design and lighting. The famous Art Deco architectural designs by Alberto 

Cavalcanti, Fernand Léger, and Robert Mallet-Stevens for the various interior spaces of 

L’Inhumaine may strike the viewer as almost too theatrical. However, this willful artificiality 

encapsulates the type of expressionism (with elements of cubism and futurism, too) integral to 

a cinema propelled by a subjective eye. The film effectively subverts the stereotype propelled 

by “filmed theater” that a cinematic entanglement with the stage will gravitate toward to a 

stiff pictorial vision and a privileging of haughty performances. It reminds us of how versatile 

and interactive spectatorship is even in the audience of a traditional theater, where the 

viewer’s body may be immobilized but where her eye and her mind are encouraged to run 

freely. Deleuze picked up on the dynamism that the sets of L’Inhumaine and L’Herbier’s 

L’Argent (1928) unleashed upon and with the viewer by hailing them “le meilleur exemple 

d’un espace soumis à des rapports métriques d’après lesquels les forces ou les facteurs qui 

s’exercent en lui déterminent la plus grande quanité de mouvement.”  Whereas common 80

understanding of cinema might hold that a fixation on the building blocks of the set would 

 Hugh Tomlinson and Barbara Habberjam translate the lines as: “the best examples of a space subject to 80

metrical relationships, according to which the forces or factors which are at work in it determine the greatest 
quantity of movement.” Cinema 1: the movement-image (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1986) 44.
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yield at best a distraction from rigorous mise-en-scène, L’Herbier manages to invent a 

vocabulary of the cinematographic image through purely spatial configuration. 

 As Meyerhold wrote just a few months before production on L’Inhumaine began, “the 

art of the actor is the art of plastic forms in space.”  Meyerhold posits that an understanding 81

of biomechanics could radically reinvigorate performance in his time, since the new industrial 

conditions of urban modernity are inevitably affecting the way theater is both produced and 

consumed. One of the key solutions he would offer for re-captivating audiences was 

effectively the same as L’Herbier’s (and not far, either, from Brecht’s contemporaneous idea 

of “epic theatre”): a synthesis of elements from the myriad arts. In fact, Meyerhold would 

even advocate for a “cinefication” of the theater, which underscores yet again the winnowing 

gap between the two media in the 1920s. Of particular interest to us is that his major 

suggestion for how the theater could borrow from the cinema was through a reworking of its 

architecture. He advocated for the eradication of tiered seating and move toward the more 

egalitarian plan of the movie house or the classical amphitheater that long preceded it.  82

Naturally, architecture was one of the key media, along with the other branches of the plastic 

arts now commonly grouped under the rubric of “design,” through which L’Herbier arrived at 

 “Biomechanics,” in Meyerhold on Theatre, ed. and trans. Edward Braun (New York: Hill and Wang, 1969) 81

199. Originally published as “The Actor of the Future and Biomechanics,” in Ermitazh 6 (Moscow: 1922) 10-11. 

 “The Reconstruction of the Theater,” in Meyerhold on Theatre 257. Originally published in Russian in 1930.82
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his theatrical brand of cinema. In fact, he saw architecture as so rudimentary to all visual art 

that he considered painting and sculpture as sub-categories of it.  83

 Many have pointed retrospectively to L’Inhumaine as a forerunner to the Exposition 

International des Arts Décoratifs that was held in Paris from April to October in 1925, insofar 

is it too showcased much of the innovations in visual design then being made in France. It 

was also particularly fitting given its interest in global aesthetics: its working title, in fact, was 

Le tour du monde. Unsurprisingly, L’Herbier himself participated in the fair, both as an 

exhibitor and juror, which could be seen as an expansion of the 1924 exhibition “L’Art dans le 

cinéma français,” a showcase at the Musée Galliera of both technical materials deployed in 

the various stages of a film’s production and the latest works by Art Deco designers that had 

lent their talents to the cinema. This exhibition’s further significance to film culture is that it 

partially inspired the Musée du Cinéma that Henri Langlois created for the Cinémathèque 

française.   84

 Having examined the degree to which L’Herbier’s film was indeed stuffed with extra-

cinematic artistry, we must also recognize its innovative incorporation of a “pure,” or camera-

less, cinema. Patrick de Haas conjectures that the reanimation scene in L’Inhumaine might 

represent the the only instance in the 1920s of an artistic figuration of the internal nodes of the 

 In “Esprit du cinématographe,” a polemic about cinema’s place among the other arts, L’Herbier declared, 83

“Voulez-vous, regardons ensemble ces magnifiques visages du passé: les Arts. Sont-ils neufs selon les Muses, six 
selon Canudo, cinq selon Vuillermoz?…nous n’en verrons jamais que trois, et qui résument tous: Architecture 
(peinture, sculpture), Poésie (livre, théâtre), Musique (danse)” (“Let’s take a look together, if you like, at these 
magnificent faces of the past: the arts. Are they nine, according to the Muses, six according to Canudo, five 
according to Vuillermoz?…we’ll only ever see three, which contain all: Architecture (painting, sculpture), Poetry 
(book, theater), Music (dance).”) This taxonomy may betray a certain deeply-rooted theatrical sensibility in 
L’Herbier’s aesthetics, if one were to consider theater as essentially an amalgamation of these three categories. 
Originally published in Les Cahiers du Mois, 16-17 janvier 1926. Reprinted in L’Herbier 1979: 307.

 See Tami Williams 2014, 66.84
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cinematographic apparatus, the filmstrip and the projector (1985: 86). Especially innovative is 

that Lescot’s return to life is expressively conveyed through flashing colors that were not 

photographed but simply dyed onto the film stock. The use of such a stroboscopic effect 

remains extremely daring in narrative cinema and, even in the avant-garde, only became a 

field of structural investigation decades later, in the “flicker films” of Peter Kubelka, Tony 

Conrad, and Paul Sharits as well as the hand-painted work of Stan Brakhage. 

 As important as the contributions L’Inhumaine made to the nascent crafts of art 

direction and visual effects are, they are sometimes lauded alongside a general evaluation of 

the film as a failure. Alan Williams’ account of the film’s reception reflects how denigrations 

of the film could also contain within them a recognition of its considerable sophistication: 

 The film was very poorly received, both by critics and by the public, and one can see  
 why. It is arguably the first great example in the narrative cinema of the so-called  
 postmodernist aesthetic…The film uses many devices from the stylistic repertoire of  
 cinematic impressionism, but rather than amplifying and explicating the narrative,  
 they serve instead to call it into question (1992: 105). 

If one wishes for works of art to adhere dogmatically to the aesthetic program from which 

they emerge, then L’Inhumaine is an unequivocal failure. Conversely, if one believes that the 

arts serve a societal need to imagine new possibilities of meaning and form, then its merit 

seems self-evident.  

 One last prophetic element of L’Herbier’s film is worth mentioning. In its cross-

breeding cinema with theater as a way of, paradoxically, elucidating the specificities of the 

former, it subtly envisions a third, interstitial medium: television. Returning to Lescot after a 

near-fatal departure from the opening party, Einar Norsen (Jaque Catelain) lures her to his 

laboratory where he is experimenting with a machine that can receive and transmit 
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audiovisual signals across long distances. Like cinema, television transports viewers to 

another place, but from the comfort of their own homes. It is no surprise that television has 

become a more acceptable venue for videographic representations of theatrical performances 

than cinema (which was lambasted in L’Herbier’s time for its slapdash practice of “filmed 

theater”). Going beyond the simple transcription of a play, television remediates a public 

spectacle into a domestic entertainment.  

Future Lives of Marcel L’Herbier 

 In the ensuing decades, L’Herbier’s final silent film L’Argent (1928) would eclipse 

L’Inhumaine in reputation. It would be hard to imagine a more fitting subject for what is often 

considered the crowning achievement of the première vague: after positing the first working 

“auteur theory” and playing an active role in the establishment of so many important sites of 

film culture (the ciné-clubs, film magazines, a proto-museology of the medium, and unions, 

the movement then yielded a film that reflects directly upon its economic means of 

production.  This adaptation of Zola took on an ironic secondary meaning in L’Herbier’s 85

filmography as, partly a manifestation of his frustration with the financial burden of 

filmmaking, the escalating amount of money needed to produce a feature film in the sound era 

would severely limit his ability to experiment and innovate. Having famously described the 

history of cinema as a “long martyrologe” (1983: 8), Deleuze notes in Cinéma 2 that this 

 In 1926, two years before the film was released, L’Herbier made a very eloquent speech at the Vieux-85

Colombier about cinema’s vexed relationship to money. It has appeared under the misleading title “Le 
cinématographe et l’espace” in several publications, including L’art cinématographique 4 (1927) and Burch 
(1973) 97-104. He had also already explored the pernicious effects of capitalism in his visionary short film 
Prométhée…banquier (1921).
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film’s “thème implicite” was that “l’art avait dû se faire art industriel international, c’est-à-

dire cinéma, pour acheter de l’espace et du temps” (105).  Part of the following chapter will 86

consider how the French state caught on to this unique power of the cinema and went about 

employing it in the fortification of both national culture after World War II and in its 

relationship with its former colonial subjects after they gained sovereignty.  

Some have seen L’Herbier’s vision of a mixed-media approach to cinema as a casualty 

of the technical and stylistic homogenization that the medium underwent with the advent of 

sound.  He still managed to make many films in the sound era, but his importance shifted in 87

an administrative direction, as he became best-known as the founder of the Institut des Hautes 

Etudes Cinématographiques (IDHEC) in 1944, considered the leading film school in the 

Francophone world to this day. As his silent films are rediscovered and restored, his 

reputation as a filmmaker may be resurrected. The shadow that the theater cast upon his 

cinema no longer seems to be as damning: Jean Cocteau, Sacha Guitry, and Marcel Pagnol—

all of whom dedicated much more of their lives to writing and directing plays—now enjoy 

reputations as bona fide film auteurs. L’Herbier and his associates clearly gained pleasure, 

too, in seeing theater artists who initially despised the cinema to realize how important the 

medium was even for advancing their own. The below unidentified newspaper clipping from 

September 8, 1937 was left in his archive: 

 “Art had to make itself international industrial art, that is, cinema, in order to buy space and time.” Cinema 2: 86

the time-image, trans. Hugh Tomlinson and Robert Galeta (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1989) 
78.

 For a specific allusion to L’Herbier, see Alan Williams 182. The broader issue of classical sound cinema’s 87

move toward what Jean-Louis Comolli describes as “l’espace-temps cohérent du drame classique” (2009: 210) 
[“the coherent space time of classical drama” (2015: 216)] and an attempted approximation of average human 
perception is taken up in his multifaceted critique of Bazin’s conception of realism.
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Figure 1.5. Max Reinhardt’s changing views on cinema. Newspaper clipping. 
BNF Richelieu, Fonds Marcel L’Herbier. 

 Beyond the vagaries of aesthetic taste, L’Herbier and his contemporaries deeply merit 

the appreciation of historiographers of French cinema for the work they had done in their 

writing (especially in the journal Cinea, which Delluc edited with frequent assistance from 

L’Herbier) of promoting la politique des auteurs long before Cahiers du cinéma would coin 

that expression and spread its idea of film authorship internationally. If L’Herbier declined in 

critical esteem as a filmmaker during the 1930s and 1940s, in which he churned out a series of 

prestige pictures that have been relegated to the dustbin of “cinéma de qualité,” then there is 

bitter irony in his choice to underline that last querulous word in an important editorial, 

published in a March 1945 issue of Le Film français, on the state of the industry: “illustrer le 

Cinématographe c’est également le maintenir, à travers les œuvres d’écran, dans la 

qualité” (emphasis in the original). But his objective was not to advance a specific, peripheral 
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aesthetic program, in the way that he and his compatriots in the première vague had two 

decades earlier. Rather, speaking now from the epicenter of the film industry, he went about 

advocating for greater professionalization in the industry and organization of the 

infrastructure necessary to support an ecosystem of art cinema. To ensure a high standard for 

production, he called for the creation of a national film school (of which he became the 

director) and a financial incentive for those making artistically ambitious films “de mérite.”  88

The suggestions he put forward, such as offering tax incentives to producers and financial 

assistance to art-house cinemas bear a striking resemblance to the complex economic system 

that has kept the French cinema so fiscally viable to this day. 

 “Défense et illustration du cinéma français,” Le Film français 18 (April 6, 1945) 3. Cited in Guillaume Vernet, 88

“L’hypothèse d’une ‘prime à la qualité’ au sortir de la Seconde Guerre mondiale,” in Le cinéma: une affaire 
d’état, 1945-1970, ed. Dimitri Vezyroglou (Paris: Comité d’histoire du ministère de la culture, 2014) 75.
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Chapter 2 
A Decade Under Malraux:  

The Institutionalization of Francophone Auteur Cinema, 1959-1969 

Whereas the jeunes turcs who formulated the “politique des auteurs” on the pages 

of Cahiers du cinéma in the 1950s sought to excavate singular authors from the miasma of 

industrial production, scholars of that and other art film traditions have begun to uncover the 

sociopolitical and bureaucratic conditions that have on their own produced the notion and 

image of the auteur, that figure that occupies center stage of European film-cultural discourse. 

While some auteurs (including, in the 1940s, Marcel L’Herbier) participated in authoring the 

principles and priorities that continue to undergird the economy of French film, today we 

observe above all a panoply of businessmen and cultural administrators that effectively author 

auteurs into being, proliferating and peddling them as product. This chapter contends that the 

various bureaucratic offices that gave rise to a state-sponsored art (or auteur) cinema in mid-

century France were the authors of the renaissance of postwar French cinema just as much as, 

if not even more so than, the so widely recognized auteurs of the French New Wave. 

Moreover, they typify the characteristics of what Foucault named trans-discursiveness, which 

recent scholarship has analogously attributed to individual “master” filmmakers.  One could 89

readily make the case that, just as Hollywood’s financial viability worldwide has almost 

always relied upon its star system, French cinema has marketed itself as a package of auteurs. 

The privileged status of the director appears in just about every venue in which the national 

cinema can be found, from film festivals (whose competitions are assembled around directors 

 See, especially, Codruta Morari’s The Bressonians: French Cinema and the Culture of Authorship (2017).89
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whose every new release constitutes a sort of event) to funding agencies (whose deeply 

auteurist biases are a primary subject of this chapter) to scholarship itself, which continues to 

churn out monographs on individual directors even as, under various guises, theorists have 

rung the death knell of the author for decades.     90

 The funeral with the best attendance, as is well-known, was entitled “The Death of the 

Author,” Roland Barthes’ polemic that appeared first in the English-language journal Aspen in 

1967 and then, in its original French, in a 1968 issue of Manteia. What exactly is an author? 

Barthes explains that “L’auteur est un personnage moderne, produit sans doute par notre 

société dans la mesure où… elle a découvert le prestige de l’individu, ou, comme on dit plus 

noblement, de la «personne humaine»” (12) [emphasis in the original].  For Barthes, the 91

author is the perfect synthesis of the various epistemic shifts in European society that set the 

stage for a culture of individualism that essentially would go unquestioned for centuries. The 

Marxist critique just beneath the surface of his literary-critical remarks bursts forth in the very 

next sentence: “Il est donc logique que, en matière de littérature, ce soit le positivisme, 

résumé et aboutissement de l’idéologie capitaliste, qui ait accordé la plus grande importance à 

la «personne» de l’auteur.” (12).  These foundational lines do not simply historicize the 92

modern conception of the author and the market conditions which sustain such a tireless 

 Sarah Kozloff’s The Life of the Author (2014) provides the most up-to-date survey of the various schools of 90

thought within both film and literary scholarship that have advocated for a move away from discussions of 
authors.

 Stephen Heath translates, “The author is a modern figure, a product of our society insofar as…it discovered 91

the prestige of the individual, of…the ‘human person.’” Theories of Authorship, ed. John Caughie (London: BFI, 
1981, reprinted 1986) 209.

 “It is thus logical that in literature it should be this positivism, the epitome and culmination of capitalist 92

ideology, which has attached the greatest importance to the ‘person’ of the author”. Ibid 209.
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process of subjectivating and reifying the writing voice (which Barthes will famously equate 

with no more than an assemblage of traces). They also point to a decisive shortcoming in 

many studies of literature and author-bound practices, which is to use biographical work as a 

center of gravity rather than, as post-structuralists see it, as a hindrance to looking through the 

kaleidoscope of discourse embedded within the text. An important task at hand is to mobilize 

Barthes’ ridiculing of an author-centric way of reading not as an anti-humanist gesture but 

instead as a tool for better understanding texts that either do not emanate from or that 

otherwise reject the modern European tradition of individualism. This chapter will engage the 

era and milieu of the “politique des auteurs”—less a theory than a policy, as Andrew Sarris 

came to admit, that treats the film director as the singular author (auteur) of the filmic text 

and thus as the most important vector of analysis—with an aim to demonstrate that the 

monolithic idea and commodification of the author would decisively shape French cinema 

and, in particular, its often neocolonial patronage of filmmakers from France’s former 

colonies. 

 The intention here is neither to expand upon nor to debunk further the “politique des 

auteurs,” but rather to venture into the myriad circumstances undergirding a cultural 

production as polysemic and industrially integrated as a feature film in order to understand 

better how the organizing system of authorship affects both the finished audiovisual text and 

its reception, conditioned heavily by media coverage and circulating notions about its 

author(s). In his essay “De la politique des auteurs” (1957), André Bazin recognized that a 

supposedly second- or third-rate Hollywood director can still occasionally make a masterpiece 
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while a pantheon auteur can wind up with his signature on a shoddily completed work.  93

Indeed, one of the shortcomings of the Cahiers du cinéma critics was to overlook how 

strongly the vagaries of the studios’ decision-making processes could shape directorial 

careers. Directors would often be assigned to bring screenplays to the screen, which 

undermines the lofty notion that even within such an industrially vertiginous space a director 

could express his feelings of a personal set of themes. Mustn’t these programmatic 

continuities have been prescribed as often as they were settled independently?   

 One of the grandest illusions subscribed to by the Cahiers critics, and which in effect 

bears a clear marking on their martyrological image of Hollywood directors, is the American 

exceptionalism that they granted to the studio system. My own analysis will follow Olivier 

Alexandre’s astute rejection of a dualistic approach to the culture industry, which he identifies 

in much of the work of sociologist Pierre Bourdieu (e.g., in creating false oppositions between 

overtly commercial and ostensibly “independent” production).  While this observation, like 94

the present work, limits itself the ecosystem of French cinema, it is useful to remember that 

the boundaries between different zones of film production have always been porous in the 

U.S. as well, though admittedly much more so today than in the 1950s. 

 A wide-ranging approach to the economic and aesthetic currents that fortified French 

cinema in the especially tumultuous years of 1959 to 1969, marked by the concomitant 

processes of decolonization and mass industrialization, will demonstrate the degree to which 

 See Cahiers du cinéma 70 (April 1957) and Peter Graham’s translation in Cahiers du Cinéma, The 1950s: 93

Neo-Realism, Hollywood, New Wave, Vol. 1, ed. Jim Hillier (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1985) 
248-258.

 Alexandre notes that “la centralité d’institutions nodales telles que le CNC, Canal+ ou l’académie des Césars, 94

ainsi que la transversalité sociale des différents intervenants limitent les qualités heuristiques de ce registre 
explicatif” (19).
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the myriad paradigm shifts that French culture underwent—from the economic and 

administrative, and from the stylistic (most often highlighted in allusion to the nouveau roman 

and the Nouvelle Vague) to the purely intellectual (in the shedding of structuralism and pursuit 

of new lines of thought)—imbricate one another, despite so often being treated in isolation. 

This chapter ultimately seeks to lay bare how the gift economy of cinema and the arts 

implemented by André Malraux’s Ministry of Cultural Affairs accelerated the streamlining of 

a French artistic subjectivity (simply stated, that of the author) at the same time as it 

participated in the reflexive neocolonialism upon which the state embarked after granting 

independence to its past conquests.  Given the very literary agenda with which the CNC was 95

inscribed, upon its being brought under the aegis of the Ministry of Cultural Affairs by André 

Malraux, film projects that were presented by writers looking to adapt their own writing to the 

screen were uniquely well-positioned to gain funding. We will see how this loophole in the 

CNC’s funding practices set into motion the careers of two filmmakers who otherwise would 

have had difficulty entering the film industry: Sembène Ousmane, the first African director to 

work in sub-Saharan Africa, and Melvin Van Peebles, the first African-American filmmaker to 

direct a movie in Hollywood. But let us first move backward in historical time to consider the 

circumstances under which the Centre national du cinéma was first established. 

 The proximity between conceptions of authorship and issues of film funding is especially salient with regard 95

to cultural production in and out of Africa and the African diaspora for two major reasons. First, because the 
monolithic fields of literature, art, music and other forms of expression are so easily coopted by Western market 
forces, scholars have noted how crucial it is to deal with African culture more with the broader rubric of media in 
mind. However, even work that seeks to lay bare how texts are packaged by the former colonizers tends to stay 
within the realm of the textual (for example, looking at how indigenous voices are prefaced or otherwise 
mediated by writing from the metropole). See, for example, Richard Watts’ Packaging Post/Coloniality or Ruth 
Bush’s Publishing Africa in French.
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The nationalization of French cinema in the 1940s 

While the creation of the CNC may have been the single most important event in the 

fortification of the French film landscape, it was not the first administrative transformation of 

French cinema. At the height of the Vichy period, in 1942, Pétain nationalized the industry, 

and the Comité d’Organisation interprofessionel du Cinéma established then would remain in 

place after the war, though its name was changed to the Office professionel du cinéma. The 

Americans had liberated France, but now their films threatened to occupy its screens. Marcel 

L’Herbier was joined by many other filmmakers in calling for a rehabilitation of the film 

industry. They and myriad like-minded commentators within the French film community were 

agitating upon a fear that the Blum-Byrnes agreements (signed May 28, 1946) were putting 

the national cinema in great danger by unilaterally lifting the embargo that had been in place 

on American films since 1939 in exchange for the U.S.’ absolving France of their multi-

billion-dollar debt. Within months, as Hollywood movies started to inundate the French 

market, the French industry rallied to establish a locus for organizing, financing, and 

promoting the national cinema.  A decree on October 25, 1946 re-established a national 96

administrative unit with a now recognizable name: Le Centre national du cinéma. It floated 

between various bureaucratic units in Paris until 1959, when Malraux asked to bring in under 

the roof of his Ministère des Affaires culturelles. That office was set up by de Gaulle specially 

for the writer, who had worked as his Minister of Information during the short-lived Fourth 

 The linchpin in the development of resources to promote French cinema internationally, which remain very 96

much alive in the present day, was the creation of Unifrance Film in 1949. For an early description of its 
functionality, see Lyon-Caën and Lavigne 1957, 325.
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Republic in 1945-6. In effect, Malraux’s subsuming of the CNC amounted to a reformulation 

of its mission of promoting French culture globally. Tensions between the state and the 

national film industry were often discussed in the preceding years but continued to fester.  If 97

what was most necessary was a clarification of the organization’s responsibilities, then 

Malraux envisioned only one solution: an expanded menu of administrative, legal, and 

financial services that would transform the CNC into “une direction générale du cinéma.”  98

While Malraux was not the director himself, he remained intimately involved in the office’s 

activities. 

The audiovisual sector was far from being the only branch of French culture to 

determine in the immediate postwar years that major restructuring was in order. Indeed, the 

publishing world quickly laid the seeds for a new economy of the author. Exactly two weeks 

prior to October 25, 1946, when the French government passed a bill establishing the CNC, 

the law of October 11 established the Caisse nationale des lettres, whose stated mission was to 

“soutenir et encourager l’activité littéraire des écrivains français par des bourses de travail ou 

des bourses d’études, des prêts d’honneur, des subventions, des acquisitions de livres et tous 

autres moyens permettant…de faciliter l’élaboration d’une œuvre écrite.”  This moment is 99

historically significant to the present study not only because of how closely on the heels it 

came to the creation of the CNC but also because it represented the government’s first 

 The root of these unresolved problems is left somewhat ambiguous in the authorized history of the CNC to 97

which Dimitri Vezyroglou and Gaël Péton contributed “La politique française du cinéma au moment de 
rattachement du CNC au ministère des Affaires culturelles, 1957-1962”; see Le cinéma: une affaire d’état – 
1945-1970, 38. On the following page, however, they quote from an official 1959 report that describes the 
organizational challenges posed by tasks such as delivering funds and even printing and distributing tickets.

 See Lettre d’André Malraux à Monsieur le secrétaire d’État, November 2, 1959, Archives Nationales, 98

19950514/15; op. cit., 39.

 See Isabelle Diu and Élisabeth Parinet, Histoire des auteurs, 293-4.99
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significant and lasting attempt to organize and protect the writerly profession. As some have 

noted, during the interwar period many recognized the necessity of creating a state 

organization that would help regulate contracts for journalists and authors, but the political 

and economic turmoil of the 1930s had undermined the endeavor.  100

 It is tempting to identify the end of World War II, in the way that it so often is, as a 

clear historical rupture that necessitated extensive economic and social re-ordering. Though 

the decade is marked by so monumental a caesura, especially trenchant in the French case 

given the nefarious collaborationist film projects in which Vichy France engaged, it exhibits 

as many continuities as ruptures. A focus on the financial side of the industry especially 

corroborates this argument. As Laurent Creton has demonstrated, the 1940s are integral to the 

economic organization of French cinema because they saw the government initiate a co-

sponsorship of the national film industry with the leading financial institutions. From 1941 

until 1965, decrees issued by the state appointed Crédit National a primary bankroller of 

feature films. It is important to note that the Crédit had been set up in 1919 to disperse 

reparations after World War I. The fact that an institution vested with such a strong 

responsibility toward the welfare of its citizenry would take on a sustained commitment to the 

audiovisual sector illustrates how imperative the government considered the maintenance of a 

robust French cinema. As mentioned above, its financial viability was called into serious 

question during the World War II years in which American films flooded the domestic 

marketplace.  But when are French cinema and culture not in state of self-perceived crisis? 101

 Ibid 293.100

 See Laurent Creton’s remarks on periodization in Histoire économique du cinéma français, 6-7.101
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The debates that erupted about the “cultural exception” during the negotiation of the General 

Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (G.A.T.T.) in 1993 serve as just one example of the perennial 

wave of panic followed by triumph that has kept France’s culture industries afloat. 

The (eternal) return of the auteur  

  

Just as the story of the CNC begins during the second world war, so too does the 

second major wave of debate around the film director’s status as an author (following the first 

wave we examined the preceding chapter). Working closely with Robert Bresson’s 1943 

polemic, “Il faut un auteur!”, Codruta Morari examines the degree to which Bresson presaged 

the formulators of the politique des auteurs by insisting upon the need for filmmakers to 

express themselves with the same intimacy and signature as writers.  In one of the other 102

early specimens of auteurist French film criticism, Alexandre Astruc recalls Roger 

Leenhardt’s argument in a 1945 article for Les Lettres Françaises that the material resources 

of Hollywood alone were able to elevate the cinéma d’auteur. Further ruminating on the push-

pull symbiosis between filmmaking and writing, essentially suggesting that the most 

accomplished films emulate the thematic and stylistic depth of great novels while avoiding 

their narrative clichés, Astruc praises the directorial efforts of two seasoned screenwriters, 

Preston Sturges and René Clair, and declares, “Le meilleur film français a été réalisé par un 

 Bresson, “‘Il faut un auteur!’: Enquête sur le cinéma français,” Je suis partout (September 10, 1943), 102

discussed in Morari, especially pages 36-7.
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écrivain, André Malraux.”  That film, L’Espoir (1939), would be Malraux’s sole effort as a 103

film director, but its eponymous source material is one of several novels by Malraux that 

would exert an influence the filmmakers of the Nouvelle Vague.  104

 Two years later, Astruc would write “Naissance d’une nouvelle avant-garde: La 

caméra-stylo” (1948), the definitive essay envisioning a more personal style of filmmaking, in 

contradistinction to the stuffy adaptations that others would ridicule and label the “tradition de 

qualité.” Astruc, who had established himself earlier in the ‘40s as a literary critic, argued 

therein that cinema was finally becoming a language unto itself, enabling an artist to 

“exprimer sa pensée, aussi abstraite soit-elle, ou traduire ses obsessions exactement comme il 

en est aujourd’hui de l’essai ou du roman”  [express his thought, as abstract as it may be, or 105

to translate his obsessions exactly one can today in an essay or novel]. We should recall here 

that the very term for arthouse cinema in France, “art et essai,” bears out a connection 

between writing creative nonfiction and making films that might seem unusual in a culture 

other than that of Montaigne. The article’s overarching premises are simple: “La mise en 

scène n’est plus un moyen d’illustrer ou de présenter une scène, mais une véritable écriture. 

L’auteur écrit avec sa caméra comme un écrivain écrit avec un stylo”  [Mise-en-scène is no 106

longer a way to illustrate or present a scene, but a writing unto itself. The auteur writes with 

 “Crise du scénario français,” Combat (August 5, 1946), in Alexandre Astruc, Du stylo à la caméra… Écrits 103

1942-1984 (Paris: L’Archipel, 1992) 297.

 For the most thorough discussion of Malraux’s myriad film activities, including unrealized screenplays that 104

have received scant attention, see Jean-Louis Jeannelle’s Cinémalraux: Essai sur l’œuvre d’André Malraux au 
cinéma. This builds upon Denis Marion’s pocket-sized Le cinéma salon André Malraux (Paris: Cahiers du 
cinéma, 1997). Chapter two of Jeanne-Marie Clerc’s Ecrivains et cinéma also offers a close reading of the film 
version of L’Espoir. 

 Originally published in L’Écran Français 144 (March 30, 1948). In Astruc, Du stylo à la camera… 325.105

 Ibid 328.106
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his camera just as a writer writes with a pen]. After writing texts like these as well as several 

novels, Astruc himself made the transition into filmmaking. He may only have wielded the 

caméra-stylo in France, but the principles of it reverberated globally. 

While short pieces such as these of Astruc, or those that André Bazin wrote for Esprit, 

would remain vital salvos for new aesthetic visions, other sites of film culture proved to be 

decisive battlegrounds for the medium’s development. Colin Burnett notes, for instance, that 

Objectif 49, a ciné-club in postwar Paris that included no less than André Bazin, Robert 

Bresson, Jean Cocteau, Jacques Doniol-Valcroze and Roger Leenhardt amongst its members, 

played an important role in the widespread project of “associating pared-down narrative 

forms, often derived from literature, with the new cinematic vanguard.”  The role that all 107

five of these figures would play in what would come to be known as the Nouvelle Vague (or, 

internationally, as the French New Wave, despite its leaders’ fairly quick rejection to the term) 

is well-known. What is rarely remarked, though, is that they were almost hired to help run the 

funding agency that would make so many of the Cahiers critics’ turn to filmmaking 

possible.  108

 A documentarian working primarily for television, Nicole Vedrès was among the first 

to be recruited; others included Françoise Giroud (who had first coined the term “Nouvelle 

Vague,” not to describe a cinematic school but rather the increasingly prominent youth 

 The Invention of Robert Bresson 17.107

 In his contribution to a monograph on the history of the CNC, Frédéric Gimello-Mesplomb notes that Bazin, 108

Doniol-Valcroze, and even Truffaut were also named in the first list of potential jurors for the CNC’s Fonds de 
développement. See “La qualité comme clef de voûte de la politique du cinéma,” in Le cinéma: une affaire d’état 
96. Perhaps unsurprisingly, these staunchly opinionated men did not stay in the running for long. Gimello-
Mesplomb suggests that Truffaut’s famous attack on the “cinéma de qualité” could have been the main reason for 
his being ruled out. We should let the record state that these writings actually followed those of Michel Dorsday. 
See Antoine de Baecque’s Cahiers du cinéma: histoire d’une revue (1991) for a fuller history of the polemics 
against the “tradition of quality” in the pages of Cahiers.
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culture, which exhibited a broader fracturing of social identity), Marcel Achard, Jacques 

Audiberti, Georges Auric, Abel Gance, Jean Guehenno, Henri Langlois, Marcel L’Herbier, 

André Maurois, Léon Moussignac, Marcel Pagnol, Raoul Ploquin, Henri Queffelec, and 

Georges Sadoul. All of these figures, it should be noted, were already well-established film 

professionals whose feelings about the jeunes turcs ranged from indifferent to extremely 

warm (the latter especially in the case of Langlois).  

 Despite the complicated relationships that the various jurors of the initial CNC 

funding committees may have had with specific young cinéastes, it is undeniable that the 

support structure was integral to the generation’s development. In his oft-cited study of the 

New Wave, Michel Marie insists that the CNC’s prime à la qualité played as important of a 

role in turning the Cahiers critics into filmmakers as their producers or their own ambition or 

savoir-faire.  Often cited as the earliest New Wave film, Le beau serge (1959, Claude 109

Chabrol) received 35 million francs of support from the CNC.  The near synchronicity of 110

the governmental coffers being set up for shop and the preparation of the Cahiers critics 

including Chabrol, Jacques Rivette, Eric Rohmer, François Truffaut, and Jean-Luc Godard to 

make their first films is close to uncanny. Particularly surprising, too, is the fact that so many 

pre-production grants were issued despite Malraux’s apprehensiveness of them in general. In a 

decree issued on June 16, 1959, Malraux expressed his firm belief, also expressed later that 

year in a November 24 speech at the Assemblée nationale, in the absurdity of judging a work 

 See Michel Marie, La Nouvelle Vague, une école artisitque, 49-50.109

 Creton, Histoire économique du cinéma français, 252.110
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of art before it has actually been realized. Nevertheless, about half the films supported would 

still be receive funding before their scheduled shoot. 

 Some scholars have cautioned against seeing the developments of the New Wave and 

the CNC’s subventions as parallel. As one scholar puts it, there was no causality between the 

establishment of cinema laws in 1957 and the emergence of the Nouvelle Vague just a few 

dozen months later, but rather they were both effects of the growing recognition in France that 

the film director was also the author of films.  Moreover, many would argue that any “New 111

Wave” is over just as soon as it can be named. In 1959, when asked by Le Monde whether 

they believed such a movement really existed, a range of directors (from avant-gardists of 

older generations, René Clair and Georges Franju included, to Cahiers cineastes Astruc and 

Chabrol) all said no.  One of the strongest, if infrequently proffered, arguments against the 112

appellation of a New Wave is that the number of French directors that made first feature films 

in the late ‘50s and early ‘60s is simply too large to fit into any neat grouping. Michael 

Temple and Michael Witt mention ninety-seven debut filmmakers between 1958 and 1962 ; 113

given scholarly disagreement about years of production and release, it is impossible to know 

whom exactly they have in mind here.  Some would argue that a more apt nomenclature 114

than “French New Wave” would be “The Young French Cinema.” Such was the title of André 

 Jean-Pierre Jeancolas 1996, 145.111

 See Jean-Michel Frodon, L’âge moderne du cinéma français 23, cited in The French Cinema Book, ed. 112

Michael Temple and Michael Witt, 183.

 “Introduction 1960-2004,” in The French Cinema Book, ed. Michael Temple and Michael Witt, 183.113

 For cross-listing purposes, see Sadoul, “Notes on a New Generation,” which lumps with the usual suspects 114

Marcel Camus, Georges Franju, Claude Bernard-Aubert, and Jacques Baratier. Interestingly, Bernard-Aubert 
shot his first film, Patrouille de Choc (1957) in south Vietnam, as did Jacques Baratier, with Goha (1958), in 
Tunisia with support from the local government. 
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S. Labarthe’s 1960 book-length essay on the various new filmmakers that emerged at the end 

of the 1950s. This emphasis on youth (which, we recall, was embedded in the term “Nouvelle 

Vague” as Françoise Giroud coined it) would foreground the generational difference that gets 

lost in the traditional quintet of directors associated with the New Wave.  Though he worked 115

so closely with Chabrol, Godard, Rivette, and Truffaut at Cahiers, Rohmer was a decade older 

than they were.  

Nevertheless, the number of other young directors who made audacious first features that 

would merit classification as films d’auteur in this decade remains startlingly large. The youth 

of the new directorial talent is amply reflected in the list of filmmakers whose work benefited 

from CNC funding: from 1956 to 1957 alone, the average age dropped from 48 to 42 years 

old, and it continued in that direction until 1962.  According to a table printed in Le Film 116

Français, a trade journal, sixty-seven filmmakers made their first features in 1959 and 1960 

alone. Jacques Siclier, commenting on this list in a 1961 Sight and Sound article, notes that 

fewer directors than ever before seem to be rising through the traditional ranks of 

apprenticeship.  Whereas seventeen of the sixty-seven entered into the industry by making a 117

short film of their own, only fourteen were working as production assistants. Such a 

taxonomy, though, is clearly misleading, since many of these up-and-coming directors worked 

a variety of odd jobs while pursuing their training.  

 The overemphasis on these five directors has led many other filmmakers with important links to the New 115

Wave to be systematically overlooked. Three of them are Astruc (born in 1923, first feature in 1958), Marcel 
Hanoun (born in 1929, first feature in 1959), and Jacques Rozier (born in 1926, first feature in 1963).

 Dimitri Vezyroglou and Gaël Petron, “La politique française du cinéma au moment du rattachement du CNC 116

au ministère des Affaires culturelles, 1957-1962,” in Vezyroglou, ed. Le cinéma: une affaire d’État, 47.

 “New Wave and French Cinema,” Sight and Sound 30:3 (Summer 1961) 117.117
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The literary dimension of the Nouvelle Vague 

Of special interest to our study is Siclier’s failure to account accurately for the number of 

directors that were already authors in the traditional sense, putting their ideas down to paper, 

whether in newspapers, magazines, or books. He mentions that the list includes three 

journalists (Rohmer, Godard, Doniol-Valcroze) and five writers (singling out Jean Giono). 

Firstly, one must take caution around this dichotomy. Rohmer may have been most recognized 

for his byline in Cahiers, but long before that journal had been founded, he had published a 

novel with Gallimard, Élisabeth (1946), under the name Gilbert Cordier. (By the 1950s, he 

would exchange this for another Gallic pseudonym to cover up his Germanic family name, 

Scherer.) Claude Chabrol, who worked alongside Rohmer at Cahiers and even co-authored a 

monograph on Hitchcock with him, also took an abortive stab at creative writing, publishing a 

few short stories in Mystère Magazine before embarking on his first feature, Le beau serge 

(1958). Other examples of bona fide writers in the ranks of first-time filmmakers between 

1959 and 1961 abound.  118

 What does the preponderance of writers amongst the cohort of new filmmakers reveal 

about the ways in which the profession had opened up, if it had not yet exactly democratized 

 Pierre Armand wrote the book Le serum de bonté (1957) and then made Les Piqués (1959). Frédéric Dard 118

(better known by his pseudonym, San-Antonio) is famous for his dozens of novels written between 1940 until 
2000, but he also made one film, Une gueule comme la mienne (1960). Armand Gatti published five non-fiction 
books and two plays in the 1950s, and continued to write heterogeneously through the 1960s and 70s. He also 
made the film L’enclos (1960). After writing several plays, including Oscar (1958) and Blaise (1959), which 
were staged widely in Europe, Claude Magnier directed the film Réveille-toi, chérie (1960). Marcel Moussy 
published four novels—Le Sang chaud (1952), Arcole, ou La terre promise (1954), 1955: Le Scieur de long 
(1960), and Babylonia (1960)—and, after working on several screenplays including Les quatre cents coups, 
made Saint-Tropez Blues in 1960. Jacques Panijel wrote one novel, La rage (Éditions de minuit, 1948), and 
many plays for the stage, television, and radio, before co-directing La peau et les os (1961). Season playwright 
Roger Saltel turned to cinema with En votre âme et conscience (1961) and Le Dernier Quart d’heure (1962). 
Finally, the poet and playwright Henry Zaphiratos made the film Les Nymphettes (1960).
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entirely? Yann Darré notes that the preponderance of debut features inherently turned the 

profession into something closer to the aspirational pursuit of the writer than the more 

industrially rooted, highly careerist framework that previously enveloped filmmakers.  119

Indeed, even though the government was actively offering encouragement to those who 

wanted to direct a film, the rights by which one might be protected were as tenuous as those 

that had long plagued traditional writers. 

 In France, assigning ownership of a text to its writer goes as far back as 1791, when a 

movement of heated defense of playwrights’ propriety—led by no less than Beaumarchais—

gave way to the passing of a law that forms the backbone of author’s copyright protection to 

this day.  The way that the CNC defines an author is quite convoluted and inconsistent, 120

making any legal disputes around the copyright of a film especially difficult to resolve.  121

Possibly the single most important law to be passed since the late-eighteenth-century 

establishment of copyright was the Législation sur le droit d’auteur (Law #57-298), ratified on 

March 11, 1957.  As Alison Smith writes, the law “opened the legal way to a concept of 122

auteur cinema. But it still seems to give priority to the written sign.”  In other words, even 123

as the legislation of artistic production began to expand its concept of the author beyond 

someone working strictly by means of ink and paper, it still kept a firm recourse back to the 

 Darré writes, “Cinéaste est de moins en moins un métier ou une profession et tend à se rapprocher de la 119

situation d’écrivain, laquelle repose toutefois sur l’exercice parallèle d’un autre métier” (98) [Filmmaker is less 
and less an occupation or profession and tends to get closer to the situation of the writer, which nevertheless rests 
on the parallel activity of another occupation].

 See Morari, The Bressonians 3-4.120

 A copy of the CNC’s Droits d’auteur is available at http://www.cnc.fr/web/fr/legislation-et-droits-d-auteur121

 This law is posted at http://www.wipo.int/edocs/lexdocs/laws/fr/km/km003fr.pdf (accessed April 8, 2018).122

 “People 1960-2004: The Other Auteurs” in The French Cinema Book 204.123
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textual grounds on which any film project rested. The law’s pivotal Article 14 does add the 

director to the list of creators that should be granted the rights reserved for authors, but only 

after mentioning three different types of writers (those that work on the story, adaptation from 

a literary text, or the dialogue) and even the composer. 

 It is curious that all of these figures would be granted equal responsibility in the eyes 

of the law in this capacity even as the director is shouldered with the greater burden of having 

his or her future career prospects determined by the success of the film. While the CNC 

sanctified the status of the film director as artist, it did so only conditionally, allowing the 

market to dictate whose work could be supported in a fiscally responsible manner. It would 

not be much of a stretch to say that the CNC’s policies bear a great deal more resemblance to 

the machinations of Hollywood than to the Renaissance systems of patronage that allowed 

artists to work regularly without concern for the source of their next paycheck. Indeed, the 

CNC operates more like a bank than a non-profit arts organization: it gives out loans (avances 

sur recettes), albeit ones that need not be paid back, but it does keep track of its beneficiaries’ 

credit, and will only support filmmakers further along in their careers if they present quite 

commercially viable projects, since a cut of all domestic box office grosses is funneled back 

into the CNC’s funding structure. For an unadulterated type of patronage, directors would 

have to turn to independent producers, indeed without whom the Nouvelle Vague may never 

have taken shape. Consciously or otherwise following the example of visionary filmmakers 

like L’Herbier and Pagnol, several from this generation would also take the financial reins and 

establish their own independent production companies. Of the Cahiers cinéastes, the key 

examples are Truffaut, with his Les Films du Carrosse (named after Renoir’s 1952 film Le 
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Carrosse d’Or) and Rohmer’s Les Films du Losange, which remains an essential incubator 

for art cinema to this day.  124

 Although the avances sur recette were never a panacea to the challenges of financing 

aesthetically innovative cinema, they have always been especially useful for filmmakers who 

have yet to prove themselves in the commercial realm. Chabrol, Godard, Truffaut, Alain 

Resnais, Louis Malle, and Marcel Camus all made their first solo films in the decisive years 

of 1958 and 1959 thanks to the new avances sur recettes. In general, the number of debut 

features spiked right afterward, from 11 in 1957 to 24 in 1959 to 86 in 1961.  A key reason 125

many of these films were funded so quickly is that, according to the law bringing the new 

avance sur recettes system into effect, funds that had been awarded previously needed to be 

spent by the close of 1960.  One could readily re-configure the New Wave family tree 126

according to financial supports. Many have noted, for instance, that key producers 

collaborated with a group of filmmakers that does not fit neatly into any of the “New Wave” 

or “Left Bank” categories. For instance, Georges de Beauregard produced many films by 

Godard and Chabrol at the same time that he lent a hand to Jacques Demy’s Lola, Agnès 

Varda’s Cléo de 5 à 7, and a couple of films by erstwhile novelist Pierre Schoendoerffer. The 

producers Pierre Braunberger and Anatole Dauman similarly straddled the Seine.   

 For our purposes, the most important aspect of the avances sur recette is the fact that 

they were awarded on the basis of writing. The producers and directors seeking funds would 

 For an exhaustive study of this company’s history and orientation, see Clara Mary, Les Films du Losange: 124

Principes économiques et ligne esthétique. MA thesis, Université de Paris 1, 2015.

 Depétris 2008, 66.125

 Darré 2000, 84.126
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submit an estimate of their budget as well as a synopsis and excerpt from the screenplay. 

Moreover, as the CNC application dossier of Melvin Van Peebles’ La permission (1967) 

indicates, the funding competition included a specific strand labelled “initiative de l’auteur-

réalisateur,” for published writers who wanted to adapt their own work to the screen. This 

program may have emerged in part as a side-effect of a panic around the relative dearth of 

strong screenplays floating around the French industry. As is well-known, many of the New 

Wave directors worked from very minimal scripts, believing that a pre-established text would 

severely constrain their visual invention. This conviction would often prevent them (Godard 

in particular) from securing much CNC funding. It is instructive to note that France’s leading 

film school, the IDHEC, has not historically included screenwriting amongst the cinematic 

professions in which one can train.  127

 A deep suspicion of films that put too much stock into their pre-established dialogue 

courses through this period. In his legendary polemic, “Une certaine tendance du cinéma 

français,” Truffaut targeted Jean Aurenche and Pierre Bost in particular, because their status as 

writers imbued the films on which they worked with a sort of literary prestige that was 

completely antithetical to the development of Film language in which he and the Young Turks 

were so invested.  Although the New Wave so trenchantly differentiated itself from the 128

“cinéma de qualité,” their films did not unmoor themselves from literature entirely. On the 

contrary, one notes that Truffaut’s filmography is littered with references to canonical authors 

(especially his cherished Balzac) and is largely adapted from novels. The early films of 

 See Allison Smith, “People 1960-2004: The Other Auteurs” in The French Cinema Book, 204-5.127

 First published in Cahiers du cinéma 31 (January 1954) 15-29. Translation appeared in Cahiers du cinéma in 128

English 1 (1966) 31-41.
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Truffaut and Godard especially plumb the depths of American pulp fiction.  The love for 129

American culture that courses through the veins of the New Wave reflects both the directors’ 

intense cinephilic engagement with Hollywood genre pictures in the years following WWII 

and the U.S.’ broader military and cultural presence in postwar France.  

 The attachment to the written word was even more pronounced amongst the 

composition of the committees that administered the avances sur recette than amongst the 

young cinéastes who hoped to win their favor. Malraux, the celebrated novelist who laid the 

foundation for the avances sur recette, had at his side throughout the project another esteemed 

novelist, Pierre Moinot. Furthermore, they constantly recruited other literary minds to 

evaluate projects. For example, the important publishers Christian Bourgeois, Claude Durand, 

and Paul Otchakovsky-Laurens have all served as jurors.  Looking back on the early years 130

of the program, which he presided over from some point in the 1960s until 1972, Moinot 

wrote that its value should be attributed to two key principles:  

 le premier partait de l’idée qu’on peut faire un mauvais film avec un bon scenario,  
 mais qu’il est très rare qu’un mauvais scénario aboutisse à un bon film. Le second… 
 voulait qu’une addition de subjectivités très diverses avait chance d’être proche de  
 l’objectivité.”   131

 the first took off from the idea that one can make a bad film with a good script, but it  
 it is very rare that a bad script results in a good film. The second…presumed that the 
 combination of very diverse subjectivities had a chance of approaching objectivity. 

 Truffaut based Tirez sur le pianiste on David Goodis’ Down There (1956) and both La Mariée était en noir 129

(1968) and La sirène du Mississippi (1969) on William Irish novels; Godard billed Bande à part (1964) an 
adaptation of Dolores Hitchens’ Fools’ Gold (1958) and Made in USA (1966) as an interpretation of Donald 
Westlake (a.k.a. Richard Stark)’s The Jugger (1965).

 Alexandre 2015, 212.130

 “L’origine de l’avance sur recettes,” in 45 ans d’avance sur recettes (Paris: CNC, 2006) 2-3.131
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It is obvious that very little about the committees assembled was “objective” in the sense of 

being purely neutral in one’s aesthetic proclivities. The huge biases around the direction in 

which the administrators might have liked to see the cinema go is reflected by the priority 

given to screenplays with a strong structure and, ideally, a good authorial pedigree. In June 6, 

1963, the regulations around the avance sur recettes were amended to note that projects 

brought to the CNC by their screenwriters could seek council with the subcommittee.  132

Moreover, it seems that the rules did not necessarily apply to projects directed by prestigious 

authors. 

Even cursory scrutiny of the funding decisions made during Malraux’s reign over the 

CNC makes his personal imprint quite clear. Dimitri Vezyroglou and Gaël Péton point to the 

following nine films as examples that were awarded funding despite being voted down by the 

selection committee: Crésus (1960, Jean Giono), La Pendule à Salomon (1961, Vicky 

Ivernel), Liberté I (1962, Yves Ciampi), Les Enfants du soleil (1962, Jacques Séverac), 

Snobs ! (1962, Jean-Pierre Mocky), Le Caporal épinglé (1962, Jean Renoir), L’Immortelle 

(1963, Alain Robbe-Grillet), Le Rat d’Amérique (1963, Jean-Gabriel Albicocco), and finally 

Cyrano et d’Artagnan (1964, Abel Gance, who sat on the CNC’s board).  It would not be an 133

exaggeration to say that all of these nine exceptions made could have been on the basis of 

either a literary merit or a transnational appeal that Malraux and his allies personally 

 Arrêté du 6 juin 1963, mentioned in Annexe II of Le cinéma: une affaire d’état – 1945-1970, 225.132

 Vezyroglou and P Petron, “La politique française du cinéma au moment du rattachement du CNC au 133

ministère des Affaires culturelles, 1957-1962,” 46.
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identified in the projects.  Liberté I, meanwhile, deserves special mention because it was 134

shot in Senegal and looks at the country in the moment of its newfound independence. 

Similarly, Les Enfants du soleil was filmed in Morocco, which had been a French protectorate 

until 1956. These were exactly the type of collaborations between the hexagon and the newly 

independent Francophone African nations that Malraux took a special interest in fostering.  

 Before further looking into the politics of Malraux’s investment into postcolonial 

African cinema, we should note that his supervision of the CNC did not end well even in the 

eyes of metropolitan France. He continued to lead the Ministère des Affaires culturelles until 

June 1969, although his authority came under heavy fire during the tumultuous months 

leading up to and through May 1968. The New Wave directors and their comrades in 

cinephilia railed against his removal of Henri Langlois from the stewardship of the 

Cinémathèque Française, giving way to a series of protests and cultural battles that have been 

mythologized as L’affaire Langlois. Various film professionals banded together, in the 

aftermath of May, to establish the États Généraux du Cinéma (EGC), a sort of labor union 

which sought to dismantle hierarchies in the film industry and even the CNC in its entirety.  135

This turn to collectivism was of course also reflected in the zeitgeist’s diminishment of the 

importance of the grand, single author. Godard, for instance, famously begins the Groupe 

Dziga Vertov with Jean-Pierre Gorin and others to make militantly Marxist films devoid of 

 Two of these projects were first films by very well-established writers, Jean Giono and Alain Robbe-Grillet. 134

Three of the other titles (La Pendule à Salomon, Le Caporal épinglé, and Le Rat d’Amérique) are based on 
novels. The latter source text, of the same name, was penned by Claude Lanzmann’s younger brother, Jacques. 
And then there was Abel Gance’s penultimate film, in which the auteur put his own spin on iconic characters 
from French literary history, concretizing the spirit of high-minded experimentation that his friends in the 
première vague flaunted in the 1920s.

 See Robert Stam, “The ‘Long 1968’ and Radical Film Aesthetics,” 31.135
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any one person’s signature. Even far a commercial point of view, the institution of French 

cinema found itself in yet another crisis at the close of the 1960s. The percentage of French 

homes with television skyrocketed from 9.3% in 1959 to 61.9% in 1968. One could ascribe a 

certain irony to the limited resources that de Gaulle allocated to Malraux’s Ministry of 

Cultural Affairs for the purpose of developing mass communication. Either overestimating 

how much the promotion of France’s patrimony of art, literature, and cinema could 

rehabilitate the image of the nation, or deeply underestimating the extent to which such a 

project would depend upon modern technologies, the regime clearly missed an opportunity to 

disseminate its goods more widely, i.e., via radio and television. 

The imposition of auteur cinema on Francophone Africa 

 The seeds for a Francophone foundation to postcolonial African culture were laid by the 

founders of négritude, who maintained ties with the Parisian intellectual establishment in 

which they had been educated by publishing and presenting work therein. Léon Damas, for 

instance, collaborated with Le Seuil on a series of books representing the Union française, and 

Senghor worked closely with the Association nationale des écrivains de la mer et de l’outre-

mer (ANEMOM). Moreover, the latter (who would become Senegal’s first president as well 

as the first African member of the Académie française) proffered conceptions of “Eurafrique” 

and an “empire de la langue française” that reflected his ambition to keep France and 

Francophone Africa intimately tied together. Just as France saw both the discourses and the 

administrations of literature and cinema accrete in synergy during the 1950s and ‘60s, so too 
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did the epicenter of Francophone African cultural production—journal, publisher, and Rue des 

Écoles bookstore Présence Africaine—aim to unify media. To announce a newly forced 

Société d’Éditions Africaines in a 1947 issue of the Paris-Dakar newspaper, Présence 

Africaine founder Alioune Diop declared that he would be starting not only a journal but also 

a distribution center for all types of African cultural products.  In addition to maintaining 136

close links with Esprit, the journal in which André Bazin had published his most seminal 

texts, Présence Africaine also dovetailed with the young French cinema of the 1950s by 

commissioning Chris Marker and Alain Resnais to produce a remarkable short film, Les 

statues meurent aussi (1953).  

 The French governmental support of African national cinemas was simultaneous with 

the countries’ gaining independence, at the start of the 1960s. As Manthia Diawara explains, 

the Ministère français de la coopération set aside a budget to lend filmmaking resources, both 

material and pecuniary. France has thus controlled Sub-Saharan African cinema throughout its 

history, from the long colonialist prehistory of an African cinema made by and for Africans to 

the restrictions that were placed on the film directed by a Sub-Saharan African, Afrique sur 

Seine (1955, Paulin Soumanou Vieyra and Mamadou Sarr), whose title belies the fact that it 

was forced to evoke the continent within the confines of Paris. It goes without saying that, 

despite the fact that African filmmakers had already received substantial support and interest 

from the French state apparatus, they were far from being completely embraced by the 

vertiginous cultural scene of metropolitan Paris in the throes of decolonizing overseas. The 

 Diop’s stated objectives were “la creation d’une revue et l’exploitation, sous toutes formes: ouvrages, 136

périodiques, disques, films, d’une maison d’édition” as well as “la gestion de toute entreprise de publications 
relatives à l’Afrique” [the creation of a journal and a distribution wing of all sort of works: books, magazines, 
records, films” and “the management of any publisher touching upon Africa]. See Ruth Bush 2016, 63.
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late 1950s were also the time, Kristen Ross reminds us, in which de Gaulle and Malraux set 

out to sandblast the Parisian façades, effectively “whitening” the city to restore a sense of past 

cleanliness and homogeneity. 

Also in this historical moment, Malraux was instrumental in expanding the way that 

the CNC would both pursue international co-productions and try to attract foreign filmmakers 

to come work in France.  Malraux was the perfect engineer for this; a jack of all trades both 137

professionally and intellectually, he always had a tendency toward expressing a general 

interest in foreign cultures that could be easily reduced to the politics of cultural imperialism

—or, as one of his biographers has more charitably put it, “connecting himself and French 

culture to what, when he was minister, was called the Third World.”  138

 It seems fair to characterize the CNC’s efforts to build a network of international film 

professionals and establish Paris as the metropolitan center of production as an act of “soft” or 

cultural neocolonialism. However, it is as difficult to say how calculating Malraux and his 

ministry really were as it is to reconcile Malraux the novelist of revolutionary, anti-

imperialist, at times plainly Communist struggles with Malraux the politician. His interest in 

foreign cultures, too, never waned, and he seemed particularly excited to cultivate 

transnational friendships through the vestiges of francophonie. In 1959, he visited many of the 

colonies (including Chad, Guinea, French Guiana, Guadeloupe, and Martinique) to mediate in 

their process of deciding whether to vote for independence or remaining with France, and 

even as all the African countries would elect to sever ties with the hexagon, he tried to foster 

 See Déclaration d’André Malraux à l’Assemblée nationale, JORF, Oct. 22 1960, 2702-2709137

 Herman Lebovics, Mona Lisa’s Escort, 7.138
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positive relationships in such gestures as attending the inaugural Festival Mondial des Arts 

Nègres, held in Senegal in 1966. Careful attention to “La monnaie de l’absolu,” one of 

Malraux’s most significant texts on the global history of art, leads the reader to wonder 

whether Malraux sought in the non-West a restoration of “the absolute,” a category that he 

saw as disappearing in the West. This “absolute” certainly has currency, but to what degree 

was it welcome in a cultural field like cinema which, as we have considered, was tethered to 

individualistic concepts of the author that are hermetically European. Malraux makes the 

normative claim in “La monnaie” that a more individualistic tradition of art will be a more 

heterogeneous one, implying that more collectivist cultures are more homogenous and thus 

less interesting (one need only count the number of times Goya appears in the text compared 

to non-Western artists to know his bias). His push for an auteur-driven cinema significantly 

amplifies this inclination. 

At the same time, the historical context in which Malraux and his Ministère des 

Affaires culturelles found itself complicates a straightforward cultural politics that one might 

glean from his writing and his funding priorities. In 1958, many French cultural attachés were 

being sent home from Africa and being offered posts in Malraux’s new Ministry of Cultural 

Affairs. In fact, twenty of the first fifty recruits to the Ministry previous held positions in the 

colonies, and over fifty senior staff members under Malraux had first worked for France 

d’Outre-Mer (FOM). To give one example, Malraux specifically tasked Emile Biasini with 

building up maisons de culture across the hexagon of France because he had already so 

successfully promoted French culture in Africa. One imagines that these bureaucrats not only 

wanted to maintain ties to their former makeshift homes but, in a sense, also had little other 



89

choice, lacking in familiarity with the landscape of Paris. It is also possible that the experience 

of decolonization imbued the dignitaries with a malaise toward France’s baser economic 

interests, giving them “une égale méfiance à l’égard du marché” [an equal distrust of the 

market] that was essential to the aesthetic rejuvenation of French cinema in the 1960s.   139

As for the former colonies, while collaborations with African artists may have 

constituted a fairly small part of the Ministry’s activities, the returned diplomats played 

important roles in organizations like the ANEMOM, later known as the Association des 

écrivains de langue française (ADELF).  Paul Aron has shown how publications by select 140

Francophone African writers were subsidized by the French state, Francophone organizations 

such as AUPELF-UREF, or even both at once.  Similarly, the work of Manthia Diawara has 141

shed light on the French intervention into African cinema pretty much immediately upon its 

creation. There is a case to be made that France pillaged its former colonies for cinematic 

talent in the 1960s and 70s, taking the crème de la crème for themselves just as they and the 

other colonial powers had in extracting the continent’s natural resources. They did not make a 

concerted effort to support the type of films that, for either aesthetic or political reasons, could 

ever be able to build an African audience. Indeed, the great films were only ever shown 

behind the doors of French cultural centers or in art houses back in Europe. As Diawara notes, 

the pioneering first films of Sembène, Oumarou Ganda, and Moustapha Alassane did not 

 See Olivier Alexandre, 21.139

 See Ruth Bush 2016, 98-101.140

 AUPELF stands for the Association des Universités Partiellement ou Entièrement de Langue Française. “Le 141

fait littéraire francophone,” in Les champs littéraires africains (Paris: Karthala, 2001) 46. The myriad 
contributions to this edited volume attempt to apply Bourdieu’s work on the cultural field to the African context 
but they largely remain at the level of conjecture, offering little sociological data on the means of literary 
production.
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show in their countries’ respective cinemas—even though, in those days, Dakar and Niamey 

still had quite a few cinemas.  Férid Boughedir has illustrated, as well, that France 142

maintained a neocolonial hold on Tunisia’s screens, limiting the variety of films they were 

able to show and also collecting taxes that were funneled into the CNC’s funds for the 

exclusive development of French cinema (1976: 277). Let us now look more closely at how 

the French institutional apparatus reckoned with Sembène, the so-called godfather of African 

cinema. 

The Peregrinations of Sembène Ousmane 

Sembène’s relationship with France could be characterized a series of momentous 

arrivals and departures. He first travelled to the hexagon in 1946, after having fought in the 

colonial army during the second world war, and remained there until 1960. His home base 

was Marseille, where he worked as a docker (the experience of which is immortalized in his 

first novel, Le docker noir).  Is it possible that he crossed paths with fellow novelist, 143

filmmaker, and one-man cultural institution Marcel Pagnol? One imagines that he must have 

at least considered Pagnol’s work while in the same city over those years. Just as Sembène’s 

departure from France was more or less definitive, so too was the way in which he would 

 African Cinema, 1992, 36.142

 Tyler Stovall claims that Le docker noir was strongly influenced by the novels Native Son and Banjo, the 143

authors of which (Richard Wright and Claude McKay, respectively) were among the many African-American 
writers who spent time living in Paris in the years after World War II. In fact, Wright and Sembène arrived in 
France at around the same time, in 1946 (1996: 197).
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sever ties with the various funding agencies that helped launch his career as a filmmaker in 

the 1960s. However, the relationship had never been easy. 

Why did France only begin supporting the work of African filmmakers after the 

countries gained independence? Across his career, Sembène never hesitated to bring up such 

issues of neocolonialism. France initiated its co-production program with African filmmakers 

in 1961—after they had gained training abroad, notably in Russia, where Sembène himself 

studied at the Gorky Institute—by inviting them to work on newsreels and educational films 

at the newly established Consortium Audiovisuel International in Paris. The efforts to 

maintain ties between the metropole and colonies solidified with the creation in 1963 of a 

Bureau du Cinéma under the rubric of the Ministry of Cooperation, which included 35mm 

film editing facilities. The Bureau’s chief, Jean-René Debrix (a former dean of the IDHEC), 

took an enormous interest in fostering a genuinely African cinema and was able to offer funds 

to filmmakers either in the pre- or post-production stage.  This allowed some degree of 144

flexibility to the directors, who might have been disincentivized to seek French funding at all 

if it were conditional on first gaining approval of the screenplay. For instance, Sembène’s La 

noire de… failed to secure production funds because of its incendiary postcolonial message, 

and yet, impressed with its quality, the Ministry of Cooperation wound up buying the 

distribution rights. In the very same time frame, Sembène’s countryman Malick Fall 

submitted his novel La Plaie to Le Seuil and, despite its coming with a recommendation from 

no one less than Léopold Sédar Senghor, it received a scathing rejection that called the text 

 For an overview of the Bureau de Cinema’s activities, see Claire Andrade-Watkins, “France’s Bureau of 144

Cinema — Financial and Technical Assistance 1961-1977: Operations and Implications for African Cinema,” in 
African Experiences of Cinema, Imruh Bakari and Mbye Cham, eds. (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 
1996) 112-127 ([reprinted from Visual Anthropology Review 6.2 (Fall 1990) 80-93].
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incoherent. Researchers have shown that this charge stemmed from the editors’ belief that 

literary art required an apolitical veneer. By Fall’s own account, once he rinsed the text of its 

tenacious anti-colonialism, it was published by Albin Michel.   145

 It helps to have allies. Sembène found one in Malraux, who not only could relate to 

him as a fellow novelist trying his hand at filmmaking but who also reveled in the striking 

similarities between their two best-known novels, Les bouts de bois de dieu and La condition 

humaine, respectively. As it turns out, at some point while editing his novel, Sembène had 

sent Malraux the manuscript, which even features a character praising La condition 

humaine.  The only non-French production (that is to say, the only film neither shot in 146

France nor made by a Frenchman) to received an avance sur recette was by Sembène’s 

Mandabi (1968), based on his Francophone novel Le mandat (1966). As he had for Giono and 

Robbe-Grillet previously, in 1968, Malraux bent the funding rules for a worthy writer.  In 147

the following chapter, however, we will see how Sembène broke ties with French financiers, 

paving the way for an authentically pan-African network of film production that was further 

in line with the political and cultural beliefs he espoused. 

 Whereas Sembène said that he would have preferred a strictly literary career if he were 

born in a culture that could sustain one, many filmmakers of the African diaspora have seen 

their practices inversely. For Sembène, he made films so that he could keep writing. They 

brought him an audience on the continent with a low literacy rate. Several key African-

 See Ruth Bush 2016, 167.145

 Samba Gadjigo, Ousmane Sembène: une conscience africaine, 216.146

 Manthia Diawara, African Cinema 32. See, too, Sembène’s discussion of this pivotal moment in his career in 147

Protée noir: Essais sur la littérature francophone de l’Afrique noire et des Antilles, Hawkins and Lavers, eds. 
216-7.
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American filmmakers have written (on top of pursuing other career opportunities, artistic or 

otherwise) in order to be able to direct. Taking the exigencies of securing a budget and 

reaching a public through the limited avenues of distribution into stride, they have embraced 

other forms, especially the novel. The operative example from the silent era is impresario 

Oscar Micheaux, who churned out books and movies alike from the 1910s to 1940s. 

Similarly, Melvin Van Peebles, Gordon Parks, and Bill Gunn (all of whom were key figures in 

the independent African-American cinema that flourished in New York in the 1970s and 

onward) each wrote extensively and engaged with additional art forms, notably photography 

and theater. These last three were all certainly Francophiles, but only one launched his career 

in France. 

The Invention of Melvin Van Peebles 

 Melvin Peebles was born in Chicago in 1932. He served in the air force, spent some 

time painting in Mexico, worked on the San Francisco cable cars, and then wound up helping 

out at the national theater while also studying astronomy in the Netherlands (which is where 

had added “Van” to his family name). Having caught wind up of the short films Peebles had 

made in San Francisco, Henri Langlois told him to come to Paris, which is where his film 

career would begin in earnest, with the production of his debut feature La permission (The 

Story of a Three-Day Pass, 1967). In a video introduction to La permission, Peebles says that, 

after discovering a French law allowing for French writers to benefit from a temporary 

director’s card, “I turned myself into a French writer. I published five novels, and I worked as 
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a journalist. And then I went and applied for a director’s card. I said, ‘J’écris en français, donc 

je suis un écrivain français.’ I knew that they meant French nationals and all of that, but it 

hadn’t said so. And they gave it to me.”  While he indeed completed five works before 148

making his film debut, only two were originally written in French: Le Chinois du XIVe (The 

Chinese Man of the 14th Arrondissement, 1966) and the film’s source text, La Permission 

(1967). Back in San Francisco, he had published a short book recounting his experiences as a 

trolley conductor: The Big Heart (1957). In Paris, he also published French translations of two 

English-language novels, Un Ours pour le F.B.I. (A Bear for the F.B.I., 1964) and Un 

Américain en enfer (The True American, 1965). One wonders if the credited translator, Paul-

Eugénie Truffert, was actually a pseudonymous cover for Peebles himself, given the fact that 

he had translated works previously, including selections from MAD Magazine. The former 

novel was published in the U.S. in 1968; the latter appeared in 1976. 

 La permission was produced by the Office de Productions, Editions et Réalisations 

Artistiques (also known, with the neat acronym, as O.P.E.R.A.), which released five other 

films.  Van Peebles’ novella La permission is christened with the dedication “à tous mes 149

frères et soeurs qui en ont marre,” which is almost directly translated at the start of the film 

 See The Story of a Three Day Pass (Santa Monica, CA: Xenon Entertainment Group, 2006) DVD.148

 All daring artistic endeavors, the O.P.E.R.A. film corpus consists of Mr. Freedom (1968, William Klein), 149

L’invitée (1969, Vittorio De Seta), Delphine (1969, Eric Le Hung), Paris n’existe pas (1969, Robert Benayoun), 
and La possédée (1971, Eric Le Hung), which was made for television. While the “E” for Editions in the 
production company’s name suggests a joint promotion of authors and auteurs, Van Peebles was the only director 
backed by the office that properly worked in both media. However, all four of the other directors were also born 
outside of France. The most similar to Van Peebles was probably Robert Benayoun, a film and art critic who 
frequently contributed to Postif and edited important volumes on surrealism. He also wrote a surrealist work of 
his own, La Science met en bas (1959). Though not to the same degree as Peebles, he was something of an 
outsider to French culture, having been born in Morocco, then a French protectorate. William Klein, to this day 
an American citizen, was already a well-established photographer in France by the mid-1950s, and published 
several collections of his work there, including Life is good and good for you in New-York (1956), Roma (1959) 
and Tokyo (1964).
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for which he is best known, Sweet Sweetback’s Badasssss Song (1971): “This film is 

dedicated to all the Brothers and Sisters who had enough of the Man.” While the former is 

open-ended in its motive, simply raising solidarity with his fellow Africans who are fed up 

with the racism to which they are constantly subjected, the latter could be said to insinuate a 

pointed critique of hegemony, should we associate ‘the Man’ with the oppressive 

machinations of capitalism and indifferent governments. The text opens with a description of 

the Orly airport as a complete tourist trap: cynical voice from the get-go, not a dash of the 

sentimentality or idealization we normally get of Paris from an outsider. Peebles then makes 

the even more daring move while mocking the various signposts marking the distance to cities 

in every corner of the world by saying that the closest American city isn't New York, as 

suggested, but the nearby military base, a perfect synecdoche of the USA in toto. For some, 

the narrator tells us, the bases are havens; for others, they are nightmares. But from whom? 

The ambiguity of this remark at the outset of the novella establishes a Third World 

consciousness. The military base, a bastion of imperialism since time immemorial, reflects as 

much an American colonial project abroad as an enterprise in which America colonizes or 

even re-enslaves its underclass. 

 The nail in the coffin with regard to this suggestion that the oppression of the black man 

continues to straddle the Atlantic even in the midst of the 1960s, long after the demise of the 

slave trade, is that the prologue concludes by introducing the novella’s protagonist not as an 

African-American abroad, but simply as “un soldat noir” [a black soldier] slouching in a train 

nearby Paris. This image of Turner as a plain black soldier, far from a tabula rasa, transforms 

into a sort of palimpsest for all of the complexes that racist society may condition in him. 
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Looking in the mirror, his reflection looks back at him with the denigration of Franco- 

African- and American cultures; it lambasts him as “le chouchou noir du capitaine” [the 

capitain’s black pet], “son bamboula préféré” [his favorite bamboula] and even as an “Oncle 

Tom” [Uncle Tom] (12). Although bamboula is a traditional African word for drums and the 

celebrations that encircle such performances, it has been re-appropriated as an ambiguous 

racial slur in France. 

 Within just a few moments of being granted “la permission” by his captain to spend the 

weekend freely—largely because, lacking confidence with women, he doesn't pose the sexual 

threat that so often is thought of as a major cause for white racism--he witnesses another 

absurd situation in which black men are acquitted by a white figure of authority on extremely 

arbitrary grounds. At the wrong place at the wrong time, a man is detained under suspicion of 

a murder; when his brother shows up the station, the police offer in charge happens to be 

reading a news story about the colony which the two brothers call home: “Touché par un tel 

amour fraternel le flic laissa entendre au deuxième noir que s'il arrivait à leur fournir le tuyau 

qu'il fallait son frère pourrait profiter d'une charité judiciaire spéciale” (21-2) [Touched by 

such a fraternal love, the cop let the second black man know that if he coughed up the 

information needed, his brother could benefit from a special judicial leniency]. 

 Of course, once on his weekend leave, Turner does not tarry to do the one thing he was 

implicitly expected not to do: pick up a white woman.  Explaining his circumstances to the 150

girl, Miriam, he says that the captain takes him for “un BON NOIR” (45) [a GOOD BLACK]. 

 The story of a romance, against a military backdrop, between a French person and an African-American bears 150

a passing similarity to the film Zouzou (1934, Marc Allégret) starring Jean Gabin and Josephine Baker. Thanks to 
Kathryn Lachman for bringing my attention to this compelling intertext.
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He elaborates, “un noir qui... eh... eh... Joyeux... Docile... Peureux... Et qui jamais, jamais, ne 

parle avec une femme blanche, qui n'aura jamais une amie blanche...” (46) [a black who…

eh…eh…Happy…Docile…Fearful…And who never, never talks to a white woman, who’ll 

never have a white girlfriend]. She laughs with him but does not truly understand what is 

funny, notes the narrator. Her apparent oblivion of the pernicious negative stereotypes about 

black male sexuality marks her as a sort of bimbo, and we should note that the deep 

psychological investigation of masculinity in Peebles' work often comes at the expense of any 

real female character development, let alone complexity of thought. This is by no means to 

accuse Peebles of latent misogyny—after all, he dedicates the book to both his black brothers 

and sisters—but simply to highlight the trope of the unknowable plight of the black man (or 

woman). The narrative hinges on its claim to authenticity, its revelation of a point of view 

heretofore inaccessible to its readers, presumably white for the most part, after all. 

 Curiously, the film version of La permission even thematizes this didactic aspect of the 

novella, letting Miriam teach Turner lessons about French (e.g. on the etiquette of tutoyer and 

vouvoyer) just as in some ways the narrator gives the French reader a lesson about Black 

America. When a mariachi player calls Turner “Señor Negrito” an acerbic diatribe in free 

indirect discourse on the history of the n-word ensues. (This is relayed as a conversation with 

Miriam in one of the film’s most dexterous scenes.) Eventually, he is caught on the beach with 

her by a group of fellow soldiers. The text leaves it unclear whether they go back and tell the 

Captain that they saw him with a white woman or simply at a beach further than he should be 

on such a short break, but it is obvious that there is a severe double standard in place, as they 

too are on that beach. Turner gets released from detention, with the help of one Madame 
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Abernathy, but the permanent vacation no longer seems so desirable when Miriam is blocked 

from answering his call. Similarly to the film, the novella ends with Turner in bed, trapped 

melodramatically, if unsurprisingly, “étant donné qu'il était noir et tout” (74) [given that he 

was black and all]. 

 This flippant last line underscores the casual, almost conversational, nature of Peebles’ 

French. Brazenly circumventing the polished literary language the Parisian establishment 

would expect, Peebles plays with vowel sounds, infusing clichés with a musical, and thus 

ironical, verve; for example, he writes “Ah Paris!... Pariiis Reeeine du monde” (17) [Ah 

Paris!… Pariiis Queeeen of the world] He also compulsively eschews commas, regularly 

inserting relative clauses into the middle of sentences that can't quite incorporate them in the 

way English might have: on the same page about Paris, for instance, he writes: “Parmi tous 

les rêves d'une grande ville le plus grand le plus beau celui qui brille le plus c'est la promesse 

que chacun peut trouver sa moitié” (17) [Of all the big city dreams the biggest the most 

beautiful the one that shines the brightest is the promise that everyone can find his better half]. 

The précis that Peebles offered to the CNC for the film adaptation also noted the significance 

of a conversational style:  

 Pour comprendre le style de ce film, essayez de l’imaginer comme une histoire racontée  
 par un personnage réel. Un personnage réel plus intéressé par le mouvement que par la  
 parole. Un personnage qui, lorsqu’il réfléchit sur l’humanité, ressent beaucoup de  
 choses, chaleur, cynisme, colère et amusement. 

 Il se bascule en arrière sur sa chaise, rit pour lui-même et commence par le  
 commencement, “Il était une fois…il n’y a pas très longtemps…”  151

 To understand the style of this film, try to imagine it as a story told by a real person. A  

 “Histoire d’une Perm’,” synopsis and shooting screenplay, held at the Bibliothèque du film, Cinémathèque 151

française.
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 real person more interested in movement than speech. A person who, when he thinks  
 about humanity, feels a lot of things, warmth, cynicism, rage and amusement.  
  
 He rocks back and forth in his chair, laughs to himself and begins with the beginning,  
 “Once upon a time…not so long ago…” 

 The novella's structure bears a strongly proto-cinematic sensibility. With spaces that 

separate sections that would easily translate into movie scenes, it lays out a general editing 

scheme and at times even feels like a direct blueprint for a film, as in the scene of Turner and 

Miriam’s first date (37). The musicality of Peebles’ writing carries over to the film’s rhythm. 

Although nowhere near as jaggedly edited as Sweet Sweetback’s—which, like Bill Gunn’s 

Ganja and Hess (1973), has drawn comparisons to free jazz—the film is buoyed by the tempo 

of its soundtrack, an original score that Peebles composed in collaboration with Mickey 

Baker, a mixed-race blues guitarist who stayed in Paris for the rest of his life. 

 Peebles may have been the only American to use the CNC’s initiative auteur-réalisateur 

as the starting point for a filmmaking career, but the list of writers who passed through Paris 

in the 1960s in order either to launch their directorial practice there or else to gain inspiration 

is long and remarkably heterogeneous. This was the period in which both Pier Paolo Pasolini 

transitioned from writer-poet to filmmaker and Yilmaz Güney wrote his first novels with an 

eye to starting his production company. A significant example of another non-French director 

who began publishing in French as a way to segue into the film industry was the prolific 

Spanish writer Fernando Arrabal, whose first feature, Viva la muerte (1970) received an 

avance sur recette. It was also in Paris that he fomented, alongside fellow multi-hyphenates 

Roland Topor and Alejandro Jodorowsky, what they called the Mouvement panique (or Panic 

Movement). Though known for his films made in Mexico, Jodorowsky had actually begun to 
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make films in France too, where his first short, Les cravates (1957) gained him the admiration 

of Cocteau. 

 Although the years of 1967 to 1969 witnessed the “death of the author” in literary 

criticism and the scaling of the individual writer down to size as a mere function, they also 

saw the explosion of auteur cinema, particularly as experimented with by professional 

authors.  The industry of authorship would become an integral facet of film criticism and 152

study in the 1970s, the decade in which both became further institutionalized. The following 

chapter will further trace how the auteur-based culture of cinema in France subsumed many 

emerging filmmakers from countries far and wide. 

 Following in the path of the countless writer-turned-directors we have considered, Marguerite Duras directed 152

her first two films in 1967 (La Musica, in collaboration with Paul Séban) and 1969 (Détruire, dit-elle), while the 
future French powerhouse Raúl Ruiz abandoned playwriting for filmmaking, completing his first two features, 
El tango del viudo (1967) and Tres tristes tigres (1968) in his native Chile. Meanwhile, Norman Mailer released 
his first two films in 1968: Wild 90 and Beyond the Law. 
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Chapter 3 
France, Author of World Cinema: 

International Co-Production and the Fonds Sud, 1984-2012 

Mais, car il y a toujours un «mais» du don, il faut aussi le contraire;  
il faut limiter l’excès du don et de la générosité, les limiter par  
l’économie, la rentabilité, le travail, l’échange. Et d’abord par  
la raison ou par le principe de raison: il faut aussi rendre compte, 
il faut aussi savoir ce qu’on donne et ce qu’est l’intention-de-donner, 
il faut aussi donner en conscience et consciencieusement. Il faut 
répondre du don, du donné et de l’appel à donner. Il faut y répondre 
et en répondre. Il faut être responsable de ce qu’on donne et de ce 
qu’on reçoit.  
       Jacques Derrida  153

 The idea of world cinema begins in France. More specifically, cinema begins in 

France, as an apparatus that aims to specialize in the representation of the world’s 

geographical and cultural diversity. This is a point that historians of early cinema, particularly 

Paula Amad and Tom Gunning, have emphasized. In Gunning’s words, “a primary way that 

film understood itself was as a medium that could express a new sense of global identity.”  154

The principal commodity of the world’s two major film companies in the 1900s, Pathé-Frères 

and Lumière (both French), was neither comedy, nor melodrama, nor fantasy, but freshly 

captured images of the world. Was cinema a gift to the world? In its turbulent early days, 

when its full potentiality was unclear and, thus, the consciousness and conscience that gift-

giving necessitates was not on its creators’ minds, few saw it in such lofty terms. “The cinema 

 Donner le temps I: La fausse monnaie (1991): 86. In translation by Kamuf: “But—because with the gift there 153

is always a “but”—the contrary is also necessary: It is necessary to limit the excess of the gift and of generosity, 
to limit them by economy, profitability, work, exchange. And first of all by reason or by the principle of reason: 
It is also necessary to render an account, it is also necessary to give consciously and give conscientiously. It is 
necessary to answer for the gift, the given, and the call too giving. It is necessary to answer to and answer for it. 
One must be responsible for what one gives and what one receives” (1992: 62-3).

 Tom Gunning 2008: 11.154
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is an invention without a future,” the reader will recall Louis Lumière declaring. But by the 

1980s, France’s cultural administrators identified a possible way of giving art cinema to parts 

of the world that could not easily promote it. Like all gifts, this would also benefit the giver in 

one way or another, as will be demonstrated later. For now, it is worth recalling the global 

dimension that had always been latent in French film culture. 

 An often underemphasized but critical feature of filmmaking in the medium’s first 

decade of existence is its profuse transnationalism. By 1897, employees of the Lumière 

brothers had wielded the cinematograph not only across Europe and the Mediterranean but 

also in Asia, Latin America, the U.S. and Australia. Many who attended these earliest film 

screenings spread the gospel of cinema even further throughout the world. Antonio Ramos, 

after fighting for his native Spain against the U.S. in the Philippines, established the first film 

company in Shanghai. In India, similarly inspired by a Lumière screening in 1897, 

Harischandra Sakharam Bhatvadekar bought one of their cinématographes and made the first 

film in South Asia.  Although by the 1910s, as scholars of this period generally agree, film 155

producers quickly and stringently began to differentiate themselves according to their 

nationalities and genre specializations, the initial ambition of French cinema to engage with 

the widest possible range of cultures never fully disappeared and, importantly, became very 

pronounced again in the 1980s. This resurgence in French film culture of a global, 

encyclopedic ambition continues through the present moment. 

 See Erik Barnouw (1993) 11-21. The instances of transnational co-operation that the author mentions are 155

legion, but one other deserves special highlighting. By some accounts the very first book about filmmaking to 
appear was written in French and published in Paris by a Lumière cinématographe operator from Poland (1993: 
26-7). Bolesław Matuszewski’s Une nouvelle source de l’histoire: création d’un dépot de cinématographique 
historique (1898) predates Vachel Lindsay’s The Art of the Moving Picture (1915) by almost two decades in 
making the claim that films have the potential to surpass books as repositories for knowledge. 
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 But what in the world is “world cinema”? While it is easy to identify films that adhere 

to a European documentary mode that prevailed in the early twentieth century by attempting 

to capture global cultures, it is difficult and perhaps altogether undesirable to establish 

categories of films that properly befit the “world” descriptor, since all films are produced 

somewhere or other on this planet. This chapter will employ and, at times, interrogate the 

appellation as it is currently used by the French state apparatus. Le Centre national du cinéma 

et de l’imagé animée (CNC), France’s national film organization, administers a grant—L’Aide 

aux cinémas du monde, or “The fund for cinemas of the world”—to feature films produced 

anywhere in the world outside of France. According to this definition, then, “world 

cinema(s)” refers to the totality of filmmaking beyond the borders of whatever country in 

which the term is uttered. “World” signifies “the rest of the world,” as opposed to a more 

specific subset of countries unified by a common cultural and/or geographical distance from 

the place where they are being identified, as is often the case with the label “world music.” 

While the French usage thus appears much more inclusive than outdated referents to global 

domains of cultural production, it also calls further attention to how thoroughly France has 

positioned itself as an epicenter of international cinema.  

 More recently, scholars and critics of French cinema have attempted to move beyond 

the binary that the term “cinémas du monde” presupposes between France and all of the other 

countries in the world by considering the existence of a “cinéma-monde.” Following the 

concept of “littérature-monde,” which was first presented by Michel Le Bris in 1992, this 

neologism points to a filmic corpus that is inflected by globalization. Florence Martin notes 

that the contrast between the initial two uses of “cinéma-monde,” first as a shorthand for the 
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global monopoly on audiovisual culture wielded by Canal+, then as a metonym for 

transnational Francophone film , might be useful to a scholarly understanding of a “post-156

postcolonial” and “de-centered…cinema formerly known as ‘francophone.’”  In their edited 157

volume revealingly titled Cinéma-monde: Decentered Perspective on Global Filmmaking in 

French—the first book to take this buzzword as its principal subject—Michael Gott and 

Thibaut Schilt acknowledge that they “are not forwarding cinéma-monde as a static category 

or classification,” but rather “as an optic or framework through which to approach a flexible 

corpus.”  While the term, despite being quite nebulously defined, certainly proves 158

generative in the myriad essays contained within Gott and Schilt’s book, for two chief reasons 

it is worth considering a more concrete usage of “cinéma-monde” as a name for the “world 

cinema” that appears today in France. Firstly, it offers the promise of an effective 

transposition of David Damrosch’s conception of “world literature” to the cinematic context, 

positing at once that “world cinema” comprises the body of films that circulate beyond 

national borders  and that every place in the world with access to world cinema has its own 159

version of it. Secondly, it readily acknowledges the power dynamic inherent to the global 

circulation of cultural products as costly and exclusionary as motion pictures. As useful as a 

 The former usage appeared in Josépha Laroche and Alexandre Bohas, Canal + et les majors américaines: 156

une vision désenchantée du cinéma-monde (Paris: Editions Pepper, 2005); the latter, in Bill Marshall, “Cinéma-
monde? Towards a concept of Francophone cinema,” Francosphères 1.1 (2012) 35-51. 

 “Cinéma-monde: de-orbiting Maghrebi cinema” (2016): 43.157

 Gott and Schilt, eds. (2018) 8.158

 This is a significant detail that Gott and Schilt do not explicitly address in their delineation of cinéma-monde. 159

They highlight films such as Chouf (2016, Karim Dridi) that are “accented” (7), insofar as both the director and 
the characters onscreen speak a dialect of French that borrows liberally from other languages, but that may have 
very limited circulation (if any) beyond the borders of France.
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re-conceptualization of world cinema as a “circulation” or flow might be , it risks ignoring 160

the fact, in so many countries, even the national art film remains invisible. The film industry 

necessarily operates according to the logic of center and periphery, as much as Martin, Gott, 

and Schilt may wish to dismantle this paradigm.  The term “cinéma-monde” is productive in 161

its emphasis on the relation between the world and the specific place from which it is viewed

—a necessary gesture in order to avoid positing objectivity of the sort that is incompossible 

with any given Weltanschauung. 

 As a self-purported haven for cultural diversity that has leveraged its privileged 

economic situation to support artistically ambitious filmmaking throughout the rest of the 

world, France assumes a leading role in the mapping of international film culture. A 

significant portion of the world’s cinemas passes through France to be conceptualized, 

manufactured, and stamped for approval to export. To be sure, the CNC’s fund and other key 

gatekeepers of film culture in France such as the Festival de Cannes and its various sister 

organizations (especially the Cinéfondation) are not the only of their kind in the West, 

although they are arguably the most significant in terms of the level of prestige and 

international attention that the individual films that pass under their aegis enjoy.  This 162

chapter will examine how, in bringing projects from far-flung lands together under the rubric 

 Lucia Naguib’s “ethical category” of a “cinema of the world…as circulation” is discussed in Gorfinkel 160

(2018) 9. 

 Florence Martin recognizes that world cinema is ruled by a double hegemony, that of US-headquartered 161

multinational corporations and of French organs for the promotion of culture (the CNC chief among them). After 
acknowledging that “any global cinema concept points not to a cosmopolitan medium, but to an orbit around 
either Hollywood or the former colonizer,” she posits the question: “how do we de-orbit?” (465). This chapter 
assumes that such a maneuver is neither appropriate nor possible.

 Other important European incubators for international film production include the World Cinema Fund 162

(Berlin), the Hubert Bals Fund (Rotterdam), the Jan Vrijman Fund (Benelux), Visions Sud Est (Switzerland) and 
the Göteborg Film Festival Fund. 



106

of "world cinema" (as opposed to the more clearly integrated national cinemas in Europe and 

North America), France has become a veritable factory for global film culture. Quite literally, 

many of the most important cinéastes from Africa, Asia, and Latin America have come to use 

Parisian color labs and editing rooms as the site of their films’ completion. Rather than a futile 

speculation about the deleterious effects that the requirement of spending production funds 

within the borders of France has had on the development of film infrastructures in the non-

West, this chapter aims to serve as a preliminary investigation into the role that the Fonds Sud 

has played in extending France’s unique, perennially auteur-driven film culture in 

transnational directions. Because English-language scholarship has not yet examined the grant 

in any sustained fashion, emphasis will be placed equally on delineating the program’s history 

and scrutinizing its characteristically Gallic fixation on the author. 

Around the World with the Fonds Sud 

 The years preceding the establishment of the Fonds Sud saw a rejuvenation of the 

ranks of young French filmmakers that rivals the crest of the New Wave in terms of sheer 

output. The number of first features produced in France spiked in 1977 and 1978, with the 

former yielding forty-three and the latter forty-seven, numbers that would not be met again 

until 1997.  Perhaps responding to this particularly vibrant moment for the French cinema, 163

the CNC thoroughly reorganized its funding policies in the early 1980s, a period also marked 

 Temple and Witt 2004, 212.163
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by a general expansion of the French government’s investment in culture.  Established in 164

1984, the Fonds interministeriel d’aide sélective pour la production cinématographique des 

pays en développement (known synoptically as the Fonds Sud) was a collaboration between 

the Centre national de la cinématographie (CNC) and the Ministries of Foreign Affairs, 

Cooperation, and Culture. This institutional alliance strongly recalls the vision that André 

Malraux expressed twenty-five years earlier—and which his very positioning at the head of 

the Ministry of Culture reinforced—of French culture as a central branch of diplomacy. The 

list of countries that were eligible for participation in the program included the entirety of 

Africa, Latin America, the Maghreb, the Near East, Middle East, and the rest of Asia, with the 

exceptions of Hong Kong, Japan, Korea, Singapore, and Taiwan.  The sole and rather 165

tenuous criterion for inclusion named by the documents outlining the grant parameters is that 

the countries’ current filmmaking conditions are “fragile.” Considering that cinema was and 

remains illegal in Saudi Arabia, it is difficult to understand why it too would not be 

considered a cinematographically precarious country. 

 French sociologists have argued that 1980 represents the second major transitional moment in the modern 164

history of French cultural policy. For example, Vincent Dubois writes, “La seconde institutionnalisation de la 
politique culturelle a lieu dans les années 1980, quand les crédits publics pour la culture atteignent un niveau 
inconnu jusque là et que l’administration culturelle occupe une place inédite tant dans le champ bureaucratique 
que dans le fonctionnement du champ culturel.” La politique culturelle (Paris: Belin, 1999) 18. He also notes 
that, under the direction of Jack Lang, the Ministry of Culture increased its budget by 74% between 1981 and 
1982 and at a more steady rate in the following years (234).

 For an articulation of this and the other founding guidelines of the Fonds Sud, see “Fonds interministeriel 165

d’aide sélective pour la production cinématographique des pays en développement (Fonds Cinéma Sud)” (March 
16, 1994). Centre national du cinéma et de l’image animée (CNC), Archives de la Direction des affaires 
européennes et internationales. Archives nationales (Saint-Denis), folder 20140752/218. Over the years that 
ensued, more countries were excluded from the funds, including Brunei, Bahrain, Saudi Arabia, United Arab 
Emirates, and Qatar. The definition of world regions was also better defined as the organization progressed. The 
Caribbean and Oceania, with the exception of Australia and New Zealand were added to eligible regions. The 
following Eastern European countries also joined the list: Albania, Armenia, Azerbaijan, Bosnia and 
Herzegovina, Croatia, Georgia, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Macedonia, Serbia and Montenegro, Tajikistan, 
Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan



108

 The Fonds Sud subvention, which could range from 100,000 to 1,000,000 francs, 

could be dispersed only to French production companies that were delegated by a filmmaker 

from one of the eligible countries. Furthermore, the money could only be spent within France, 

and only for either raw film stock, equipment rentals, post-production operations, the creation 

of French subtitles, or the salaries of French crew members. Dialogue in the films could either 

be in French or a language indigenous to the country of production. That a film could be in 

French regardless of where it was filmed would seem to undermine directly another stated 

preference of the fund, namely for works “à forte identité culturelle” [with a strong cultural 

identity]. Films that had very little meaningful engagement with their indigenous cultures—

both in theory and, to some critics’ minds, in practice, when constrained by the colonial 

language of French and its concomitant narratives— would be accepted. The fund’s openness 

to neocolonial possibilities was further made evident by the requirement that films be shot in 

the relevant foreign countries.  Even if the director were currently living in Europe, Fonds 166

Sud would only support their work if they provided images of the parts of the world (in many 

cases, of course, parts of the world that had been colonized by France) where they had been 

born. As such, one can see how directors living in their respective diasporic communities in 

France were forced to perform alterity in order to gain access to the funds which, after all, 

would be spent in France, rather than the countries to which their connections were being 

monetized. 

 Moreover, no plans were made for the films to be distributed in the Global South, with the result being that 166

they would most likely only be seen rarely, if at all, in the countries in which they were made. Thus, these films 
were destined for the circuits of distribution that had already been established for intra-European co-productions, 
chief among them arthouse cinemas and film festivals.
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 Pierre Chevalier, who had worked as a live-in babysitter for Gilles and Fanny Deleuze 

throughout the seventies  and had become the commissioner of the CNC’s funds by 1983, 167

called attention to how the Fonds Sud appeared first and foremost as a questionable operation 

of the Ministry of Foreign Relations: “Le projet s’apparente, selon moi, à une manière de 

‘caisse noire’ du Ministère des Relations Extérieures” [The project seems, in my opinion, to 

be a sort of slush fund for the Ministry of Foreign Relations]. The second point in his memo 

was that it should consequently be kept separate from the system of avances sur recettes. 

Extremely suspicious of the new program, he added that directors from “developing” 

countries (“pays en voie de développement”) were already benefiting substantially from the 

current funding structures: they constituted one-third of the nineteen directors that received 

avances sur recettes in 1982 and 1983.  168

 Although it did not impose on its projects the requirement of an official co-production 

agreement between France and the filmmaker’s home country, the Fonds Sud clearly 

represented another chapter in the long history of international co-production within the 

French film industry. Documents in support of the program acknowledge that French culture 

has always benefited from the contributions of multi-national artists and that the state must 

accordingly continue to support those “qui ne trouvent pas dans leurs pays d’origine la liberté 

économique et culturelle nécessaire pour monter leurs projets” [who do not find in their 

 François Ekchajzer, “Le retour du (Pierre) Chevalier,” Télérama (January 9, 2009) https://www.telerama.fr/167

television/la-force-des-fragiles,37782.php

 “Note à l’attention de Monsieur Michel Creton” (February 3, 1984). Centre national du cinéma et de l’image 168

animée (CNC), Archives de la Direction des affaires européennes et internationales. Archives nationales (Saint-
Denis), folder 20140752/269.
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countries of origin the necessary economic and cultural freedom to carry out their projects].  169

Indeed, filmmakers from outside of France were always eligible for avances sur recettes as 

long as they were working with a French producer. Perhaps the majority of foreign directors 

to receive such support also had become residents of France ; however, seventy-five of the 170

587 films that received avances sur recettes between 1977 and 1988 were directed by non-

French citizens. Similarly, many of the films that received general avances sur recettes (which 

had been created expressly to support the French cinema) were international co-productions 

shot entirely outside of France.  Given all of this, as well as the preponderance of Fonds Sud 171

recipients who spent large amounts of time working and living in France, it is well-warranted 

to identify a continuity between the avances sur recettes and the Fonds Sud, despite how 

much Chevalier and other administrators of the CNC may have wanted to avoid such a 

scenario when the Fonds was first proposed. 

  

 See, for instance, the “Plan Cinema” dossier, October 13, 1988. Centre national de la cinématographie (CNC) 169

(1949-1995). Archives nationales (Saint-Denis), folder 20050582/172. The document goes on to mention twelve 
major international filmmakers that received “l’aide directe” (i.e., funding given without any application process, 
obviating them of the duty to shoot their films in French, as the normal avance sur recettes requires) between 
1982 and 1986: Theo Angelopoulos, Peter Brook, Youssef Chahine, Souleymane Cisse, Manoel de Oliveira, Ruy 
Guerra, Yilmaz Guney, Otar Iosseliani, Ken Loach, Volker Schlöndorff, Andrei Tarkovsky, and Andrzej Wajda.

 The list of such beneficiaries includes Eduardo de Gregorio, Edgardo Cozarinsky, Raúl Ruiz, Emilio Pacull, 170

Hugo Santiago, Alfredo Arias, Nico Papatakis, John Berry, Lazlo Szabo, Jocelyne Saab, Jacques Bral, Helvio 
Soto, Stanislav Stanojevic, Lâm Lê, Radovan Tadic, and Mehdi Charef. 

 Early examples include Donnez-moi dix hommes désespérés (1961, Pierre Zimmer) shot in Israel, in 171

partnership with Israel Film Production; Les amants de la mer (1966, Antoine d’Ormesson) shot in Brazil with 
local actors, co-written by a major Brazilian author, Vinícius de Moraes. Sometimes this domestic support was at 
odds with the CNC’s more explicitly transnational funds. When Mehdi Charef’s La fille de Keltoum received an 
avance sur recettes, it had to renounce the Fonds Sud support it had been awarded.
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Toward a Critique of the Fonds Sud’s Auto-Historiography, with a Focus on Africa 

  

 The historical importance of the Fonds Sud stems from its selectivity not just in terms 

of the quality of the scripts but also the professionalism of the entire project. Many more films 

from Francophone African countries were funded by the Fonds d'aide aux pays en 

développement. The Fonds Sud sets a high bar and, like the top film festivals, does not 

necessarily invite filmmakers back with every one of their new projects.  Perhaps on 172

account of its quite major contributions to the proliferation of international art-house cinema 

over its twenty-eight years, the Fonds Sud has evaded much rebuke from critics and scholars 

in the West. The commentary that the CNC itself has commissioned on the history of the fund 

astutely recognizes some of its inherent shortcomings. However, many important aspects of 

the funding policies that might be subject to critique are insufficiently questioned. The below 

section addresses some of the issues that warrant further scrutiny. 

 The elaborate bureaucratic formations around the funding agencies have sometimes 

obfuscated the fact that nepotism often shades the selection process. Even an official 

publication acknowledges that the commission tends to support projects with which they have 

a preexisting relationship.  Executives from production companies that have specialized in 173

high-profile film projects originating in less commonly film-producing countries frequently 

 For instance, the Tunisian filmmaker Nouri Bouzid was a Fonds Sud regular who would also get turned down 172

sometimes (e.g., with Tunnels in October 1994).

 https://www.diplomatie.gouv.fr/IMG/pdf/Soutenir_le_cinema_des_pays_du_Sud.pdf173
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appeared on the Fonds Sud’s selection committee.  ARTCAM International was another 174

exceedingly common French co-producer in the Fonds Sud era, behind such works as Nata pa 

hënë (The Moonless Night, 2004, Artan Minarolli) and Los Guantes mágicos (The Magic 

Gloves, 2003, Martin Rejtman). A self-professedly integral part of the force that the Fonds 

Sud has exerted in global film culture is its facilitation of cross-cultural dialogues across 

South-South lines, as Rithy Panh, Cambodian filmmaker and one-time president of the 

foundation, declared in a preface to Au Sud du cinéma, a book commemorating the Fonds 

Sud’s twentieth anniversary (Frodon 2004: 7). But to what degree are these conversations 

only able to happen on French soil, in editing rooms and at film festival parties? 

 Despite the fact that eighty-eight (or roughly 27%) of the 322 films that had been 

supported by the Fonds Sud upon the publication of Au Sud du cinéma were from sub-Saharan 

Africa, not one of the eighteen texts included in the book was written by a sub-Saharan 

African. Elisabeth Lequeret, a French journalist, authored the extensive section on films from 

the region. The oversight is especially striking given that quite a few of the African 

filmmakers who had formerly participated in the program were on hand at a roundtable at the 

Cannes Film Festival the same year. Their comments merit consideration. Bassek Ba Kobhio, 

Congolese novelist turned filmmaker and film activist, asked: 

 sur tous les mécanismes existants, qu’est-ce qui structure le cinéma au Sud? On  
 développe un cinéma d’auteurs par rapport à qui? Un parisianisme se développe,  
 avec des gens qui ont de l’Afrique une vision étrangère. Personne n’a la solution de la  

 Jacques Bidou's company JBA Productions, for instance, was behind the following six Fonds Sud titles: Ni 174

con dios, ni con el diablo (1989, Nilo Pereira del Mar, Peru), Tinpis Run (1990, Pengau Nengo, Papua New 
Guinea); Rice People (1994, Rithy Panh, Cambodia), Xime (1994, San Na N’Hada, Guinea-Bissau), Bab-el Oued 
City (1994, Merzak Allouache, Algeria), and Flame (1996, Ingrid Sinclair, Zimbabwe). The near synchronicity 
of these films’ years of production provides strong indication that, as Pierre Chevalier had feared at its inception, 
the Fonds Sud could be seen as a “caisse noire” [slush fund], helping to keep friends of CNC administrators 
financially solvent.
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 structuration du cinéma. Le Fonds Sud structure les productions mais ne faudrait-il pas  
que les structures élisent domicile en Afrique : les structures sont forcément  
influencées par leur environnement. C’est tout le problème de savoir si on donne du  
poisson ou si on apprend à pêcher. (Barlet 2004) 

of all the existing mechanisms, which structures cinema in the South? We are  
developing an auteur cinema in relation to whom? A Parisian-ness emerges, with  
people who have a foreigner’s vision of Africa. Nobody has the solution to structuring  
cinema. The Fonds Sud structures productions, but the structures should be based in  
Africa, since they are strongly influenced by their environment. The problem is  
figuring out if we are giving out fish or teaching how to fish. 

Bassek’s frustration with the neocolonial underpinnings of the Fonds Sud program two 

decades after its inception recall that the initiative never aimed to develop cinema culture in 

the countries that it was ostensibly supporting. 

 In his introduction to Au sud du cinéma, critic Jean-Michel Frodon rightfully notes 

that the greatest imperative of an internationalist agenda like Fonds Sud’s is not just to 

increase the number of film-producing countries but to ensure that the films are seen and 

discussed around the world (2004: 15). The question of how successful France has been in 

promoting the circulation of its more transnational products remains ripe for debate. The 

various Instituts Français and Alliance Françaises around the world present CNC-sponsored 

films by international directors alongside the more patently French national cinema, but they 

tend to privilege the latter. The government rigorously promotes the latter, too, through the 

organizing body of Unifrance. With limited visibility beyond sidebars of international film 

festivals that offer a panorama of contemporary world cinema, these films often appear 

ghettoized and interchangeable with one another. Indeed, the risk that the Fonds Sud ran of 

homogenizing global art cinema is one that Frodon pinpointed, describing it as “ce que la 

logique du melting-pot comporte de plus désespérant, ce qu’on pourrait appeler l’académisme 
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d’un world cinema” (2004: 15) [the most troublesome part of the melting pot logic, what one 

could call the academicism of a world cinema]. In keeping with the widespread fear in the 

1990s of American cultural imperialism as the true force behind the mask of “globalization”, 

he adds that “ce n’est pas un hasard si ce sont des mots en anglais qui viennent ici 

naturellement” (15) [it’s no accident that these English words come so naturally here]. 

 Herein lies the double-bind of gift-giving that was put forward at the outset of this 

chapter. Symbolic exchange between France and former colonies inevitably gives way to a 

homogenization of culture and an enslaved form of submission on the receiving end. As 

Achille Mbembe writes in a preface to his seminal book De la postcolonie:  

il fait valoir que l’enlacement des dominants et des dominés est constamment masqué,  
ratifié et réitéré par le biais d’une civilité de type cérémonielle et d’une prosaïque de la  
coercition fort ritualisée. En outre, l’inégalité ainsi produite est vécue…comme une  
forme d’échange et une forme de don (xxi).   

it must be pointed out that the enmeshment of the dominant and the dominated is  
constantly masked, ratified, and reiterated by means of a ceremonial type of civility  
and a mundane, highly ritualized coercion. Additionally, the inequality thus produced  
is experienced…as a form of exchange and gift.  175

A particularly salient dimension of Mbembe’s theory of the postcolonial relationship is its 

insinuation that the neocolonial power’s duplicitous habit of tightening power structures 

through the giving of “gifts” [dons] reverses the expected directionality of mimicry, whereby 

the colonized attempts to imitate the colonizer, upon the latter’s demand. Taking advantage of 

the goodwill that cultural exchange seems to foster, the dominant people begin to participate 

in the ritual of trading gifts. As Mbembe puts its, nothing has become more ritualized than the 

coercion that such a dynamic requires. 

 This incisive preface was excluded from the English translation of the book, On the Postcolony (Berkeley: 175

University of California, 2001).
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 Was there an inborn need for subventions or did France create one? A glance at the 

postcolonial, but pre-neocolonial conditions of African cinema, suggests that conditions 

overseas used to be quite different. Rachid Boudjedra wrote about Algeria in the early 1970s,  

 Selon des statistiques récentes du ministère de l'Information et de l’ONCIC…le chiffre  
 d'affaires global avoisine les sept milliard d'anciens francs. Les recettes brutes sont  
 d'environ trois milliards. Les bénéfices réels de l'exploitation annuelle des salles sont  
 d'à peu près un milliard...La conclusion que nous pouvons tirer d'une telle statistique,  
 c'est que le cinéma algérien ne représente pas un poids trop lourd pour le budget natio- 
 nal puisqu'il peut vivre indépendamment de toute subvention. C'est là une possibilité  
 réconfortante qui rend compte des priorités économiques et permet au septième art  
 d'évoluer seulement à partir de critères purement artistiques et politiques. (53) 

 According to recent statistics from [Algeria’s] Ministry of Information and the  
 National Film Office…the overall revenue is around seven billion old Algerian  
 francs.  Gross box office receipts total approximately three billion. Annual profits  176

 from exhibition are about one billion…The conclusion we can draw from such  
 statistics is that Algerian film does not represent too heavy of a burden on the national  
 budget since it can survive without any subsidies. This is a reassuring possibility  
 which accounts for economic priorities and allows the seventh art to evolve solely on  
 the basis of purely artistic and political criteria. 

Randall Halle similarly argues that Algeria serves as a paradigmatic case of how economic 

treaties with Europe plundered otherwise viable national film industries.  As countless 177

African filmmakers and critics have noted, the film sector is by no means free from the 

predatory neocolonialism that colors other economic exchanges between France and Africa. It 

is necessary to acknowledge that the relatively expansive budgets put toward international art 

 The old Algerian franc was replaced in 1960 by the new Algerian franc (which lasted another four years) and 176

revalued as one-percent of the value of the new franc to make it interchangeable with the French franc. If one 
euro today is worth 6.5595 French francs, then the Algerian industry would have been valued at 10.67 million 
euros. 
According to a UNESCO survey in 2007, its annual gross revenue had shrunk to a mere 100,000 U.S. dollars. 
See http://stats.uis.unesco.org/unesco/TableViewer/tableView.aspx?ReportId=5538

 He writes that “enforcement of free market agreements begun in the late 1980s and accelerated in the 1990s 177

undermined the Algerian government’s subsidy system so that an industry that produced roughly thirty-three 
films per year in the 1970s dwindled to two or three films a year by 1995.” See “Offering Tales They Want to 
Hear,” 311. 
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films serve the countries whose “fragile” cinematographic conditions (to borrow from the 

Fonds Sud’s charter) they are meant to assist much less directly than they do the French film 

industry itself.  

 From a contemporary perspective, one of the chiefly problematic aspects of the CNC’s 

funding schemes is its banal yet oft-repeated statement that cultures need images of 

themselves. While the French cinematic bureaucracy’s perennial concern about the global 

domination of Hollywood (and perhaps too, though to a much lesser degree, other hegemonic 

strains of popular cinema such as the Bollywood musical and Hong Kong kung fu) might 

suggest an altruistic, activist agenda, the extremely limited efforts the CNC has made to 

circulate the Fonds Sud films within the countries in which they are set greatly undermines 

this project. 

Five “World Cinema” Auteurs 

 A disproportionately large number of the filmmakers supported by the Fonds Sud 

brought to bear on their projects a background in creative writing. The following selection 

will compare writer-turned-directors from the five world regions delineated by the application 

guidelines of the Fonds Sud: Sub-Saharan Africa, the Middle East and North Africa, Asia, 

Eastern Europe, and Latin America. Taken together, these brief reflections on what might 

justly be labelled as “glocal” auteurs—maintaining firm ties to both their disparate 

motherlands and the cultural metropole of Paris—demonstrate the jarring homogeneity of the 

contributions the French state has made to global cinema, a field that would suggest 
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astronomical diversity. The respective, CNC-sponsored films  written and directed by these 178

five representative figures—Bassek Ba Kobhio [Sango Malo (1991) and Le silence de la forêt 

(The Silence of the Forest, 2003, co-directed with Didier Ouénengaré)], Abdellah Taïa 

[L’armée du salut (Salvation Army, 2013)], Xiaolu Guo [She a Chinese (2009)], Ylljet Aliçka 

[Slogans (2001, as screenwriter only) and Kronikë provinciale (2008)], and Martín Rejtman 

[Silvia Prieto (1999) and The Magic Gloves (2003)]—may take very disparate forms, but they 

share one defining characteristic: a cosmopolitan consciousness that often emphasizes the 

ideological distance and dissonance between the culture of their home countries and that of 

the rapaciously globalizing West.  

 After rising to the front ranks of Francophone African literature with his short story 

collection Les eaux qui débordent (1984), each story of which reflects a major fault line of  

debate in Francophone African cultural discourse, Bassek ba Kobhio pivoted toward  

filmmaking when he was hired as the assistant director to Claire Denis on her debut feature  

Chocolat (1988), shot in his native Cameroon. Bassek made his directorial debut with Sango  

Malo (1991), a film version of his own novel of the same name, which appeared in bookstores  

simultaneously with the film’s release. Its perfectly circular narrative, announced by the first  

chapter’s title, “Le début et la fin,” holds as its center point the intention of a teacher to create  

a school in which academic knowledge, thought, and analysis is no more cultivated than the  

readiness to take action. From his perspective, educational institutions are the only spaces that  

 All of the films discussed in this section were supported by the Fonds Sud with the exception of Abdellah 178

Taïa’s L’armée du salut (Salvation Army, 2013). While its strong claim to Moroccan nationality and its dialogue 
split between French and Arabic could have made it eligible for the second iteration of the Fonds Sud, the Aide 
aux cinéma du monde, it opted instead to take the CNC’s traditional avance sur recettes. That Taïa, like Mati 
Diop and other filmmakers based in France yet also contributing to African national cinemas, choose not to 
partake in the French system of world cinema sponsorship affirms the strength of a post-nationalist, diasporic 
French cinema. 
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truly offer the possibility of erecting a new order and an “Homme Neuf” (1991: 5) [new man]  

with a rehabilitated ideology. Of particular import is that he looks for inspiration to other  

former colonies that are not normally thought of in terms of solidarity with Africa. In an  

argument with the principal, he declares, “Regardez la Chine et le Japon, pays autrefois  

pauvres et faibles mais qui résistèrent admirablement à l’agression coloniale. Ce fut grâce à la  

force de leur idéologie et à la vulgarisation de l’esprit inventif et créatif” (1991: 8) [Look at  

China and Japan, countries that were once poor and weak but who admirably warded off  

colonial aggression. This was because of the strength of their ideology and the popularization  

of an inventive, creative mindset].  

 This striking reference to modern East Asia strongly reflects the internationalism that 

has radiated across Bassek’s creative output and cultural activism alike. Having started his 

film career as the assistant to French filmmaker Claire Denis on her first feature Chocolat 

(1988), set in his native Cameroon, Bassek went on to become an international advocate not 

only for cultural production within his own country, but across all of Central Africa. In 1997, 

he founded Ecrans Noirs, an annual film festival and market focused on that often forgotten 

section of that continent. As a natural extension of his work therein, he has established 

important relationships with filmmakers in bordering countries such as the Central African 

Republic and Gabon and almost single-handedly inaugurated a national cinema for the former 

when he signed on, first as a producer and later as a co-director, to Didier Ouénangaré’s Le 

silence de la forêt (2003), shepherding it through a successful campaign for funding from the 

Fonds Sud and other key agencies.     
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 The teacher in Sango Malo serves as a prototypical foil to his supervising headmaster, 

whose pedagogical decisions are beholden to little else than conservative politics. The order 

of the day is to maintain the status quo, suppress the potential for any kind of revolution, and 

ensure that peasants remain peasants:  

 Le maître ne se contentait pas de vouloir condamner les enfants du Grand-Village au  
 travail de la terre. Il voulait manifestement les condamner à la pauvreté. Il refusait de  
 leur parler du cacao et du café, il leur recommandait de détester le cacao et le café,  
 cultivés, disait-il, pour l’Europe et l’Amérique (1991: 84)  

 The teacher wasn’t content just sending the children of Grand-Village off to till the  
 land. He clearly wanted to send them toward poverty. He refused to talk to them about  
 cacao and coffee, he told them to hate cacao and coffee which were grown, he said, for  
 Europe and America.  

This castigation of an ideology which seeks to maintain a distorted distance between the West 

and the putative Global South, with the concomitant power imbalance such a viewpoint 

presumes to be insuperable, emerges as a driving force behind Bassek’s creative enterprise. 

Without losing sight of the urgent problems with which Central Africa is beset, he has 

tirelessly worked to assimilate the European forms of the novel and feature film to this terrain. 

As such, he could be described as a rooted cosmopolitan, remaining firmly entrenched in his 

homeland but keeping his eyes and ears attuned to the cultures of the world. 

  An almost exact opposite within this group of authors who used the Fonds Sud to 

launch a filmmaking career, Xiaolu Guo is a patently rootless novelist and director who was 

born in southeast China in 1973 and has lived in Europe since 2002. Raised in a fishing 

village, educated first at China’s and then at the United Kingdom’s most elite film schools, 

and currently moonlighting as an expat in between Berlin, London and Paris, Xiaolu Guo 

could be seen as paradigmatic of globalization’s tendency to push artists and other dissident 
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voices together, confining them to designated spaces that effectively represent strongholds of 

cultural capital. Similarly, her career trajectory could emblematize the neoliberal vision of the 

artist as globetrotting brand. From a literary-historical standpoint, her self-reinvention as an 

Anglophone writer is rather exceptional, given how few writers of Asian descent started their 

careers writing in their native Asian languages. One could add that this dynamic linguistic 

shift is doubled by her shuttling between literature and cinema, especially impressive given 

that she moved so quickly and successfully from the Chinese art-cinema landscape to 

Europe’s. On the other hand, the Beijing Film Academy (which she entered in 1993) has 

incubated a disproportionate number of the directors that constitutes the Chinese art cinema 

supported by the Fonds Sud and the broader European infrastructure of international film 

culture.  179

 Guo’s novels and films are preoccupied with the process of becoming, both for 

individuals and communities, with the former sometimes metonymically representing the 

latter. To become is also to appear, and the vertiginous chasm between presence and absence, 

evident especially as society chooses which to ascribe to the disempowered, serves as a strong 

point of tension in Guo’s writing. Fenfang, the protagonist of her novel 20 Fragments of a 

Ravenous Youth, becomes “something,” in the words of the narrator, having previously been a 

dehumanized “nothing” (35). Her value is measured by the accumulation of certificates that 

the Chinese government requires for participation in any and all facets of civic life. As a 

committed dissident, Guo betrays a special interest in “nobodies”—undocumented people 

 In fact, eleven of the eighteen other Chinese filmmakers that received grants from the Fonds Sud attended the 179

Beijing Film Academy: Zhang Yimou, Jia Zhangke (who was Guo’s classmate), Wang Xiaoshuai, Wang Bing, 
Lou Ye, Zhang Yuan, Wang Chao, Yang Chao, Liu Bingjian, Ning Ying, and Bai Haibin. It is worth noting, as 
well, that two of the other Fonds Sud recipients studied in France and Belgium, respectively: Dai Sijie and Yu 
Lik-wai. It seems clear that the program was invested in a very specific vision of what Chinese film should be.
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who take any work that they can, knowing full well that it will not diminish the 

precariousness and alienation of their lives in rapidly urbanizing China. These characters 

appear both in her novels and in films like The Concrete Revolution (2004) and She a Chinese 

(2009), which follows a woman like herself fleeing to Europe.  

 Even more so than her earlier smaller-budget films, She a Chinese (winner of the top 

prize at the 2009 Locarno Film Festival) exudes a punk-rock scrappiness, from the jumbled 

music that peppers the film to its ethics of irreverence to, on a more concrete level, the inter-

titles in all capital letters that herald the start of new scenes. “MEI HAS NEVER BEEN 

MORE THAN 5 MILES FROM HOME,” reads the first, as the protagonist makes her initial 

appearance, tending to an outdoor pool hall and watering hole in her Chinese village. Like 

herself, the municipality is a construction site, a wily work-in-progress. One of her myriad 

ways of earning some money is culling recyclable goods out of a trash dump with her father. 

When two particularly shiny bottles surface, she asks him where they might come from; he 

responds that they might be from Europe, but then shoots back, “Who cares where they come 

from?” Mei’s curiosity about the world beyond the red curtain and the obverse feeling from 

all those around her foreshadows her imminent flight west, like Guo’s own at the same 

relative age.  

 Like so many of Guo’s female protagonists, Mei’s self-professed destiny of 

expatriation appears tied to men that drift into her life. First, the man that her mother wants 

her to marry tries to take a picture with her in his photo studio against a traditional, Chinese 

riverfront background; she insists that he switch it to the New York city skyline. A 

manufactured image of Western urban life returns a few scenes later when, as an inter-title 
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brashly states, “MEI FEELS LOVE UNDER THE BIG BEN CALENDAR.” The romance 

that transpires under that postcard image of the British capital is short-lived, but Mei’s 

commitment to moving to London is real. Indeed, she boards the next plane there. This is a 

thinly veiled nod to Guo’s autobiography, suggesting that her departure from China was as 

much to escape oppressive political conditions as to indulge her impulses. Once Mei arrives in 

London, though, the personal becomes eminently political. With her almost nonexistent 

knowledge of British customs, let alone the English language, she undergoes brutal treatment 

by those with whom she interacts. An elderly man, spotting her as a fellow loner, convinces 

her to move in with him but is unable to keep the arrangement palatable for very long. She 

breaks the shackles of their ersatz marriage by absconding with an Indian deliveryman who 

literally comes knocking at their door. Both relationships serve as fertile ground for Guo to 

lambast obverse sectors of English society for their comical inability to live comfortably with 

difference.  

 Like Guo, Taïa is a migrant born in 1973 whose entire output maintains a proximity to 

autobiography. Their work especially elaborates upon the navigation of various cultural 

obstacles including language difference and identity vectors of gender and sexuality. 

Moreover, they share a longstanding desire to be filmmakers; writing was a preliminary step 

toward self-expression. By the time they both began to write screenplays, the Fonds Sud has 

all but ceased to support first-time directors from countries like their own that had often 

participated in the grant program. Thus, though perfect candidates for French co-production 

given their literary pedigrees, Guo only received support for her fourth film, and Taïa pursued 

France’s more traditional fund for debut filmmakers: the avance sur recettes, whose history 
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was examined in the last chapter. In this, he follows in the footsteps of many North African 

directors living in France, such as Merzak Allouache and Mehdi Charef, both of whom have 

also received support from the Fonds Sud. 

 Given the extremely strict restrictions on visual representation in the Muslim world, it 

is perhaps not surprising that Taïa’s first and only film to date, L’armée du salut (Salvation 

Army, 2013), avoids any graphic sexual content. However, whereas the novel of L’armée du 

salut spends a considerable amount of time sketching Abdellah’s home environment before 

moving toward a study of homosexuality, the very first sequence of the film culminates with 

the autobiographical protagonist Abdellah meeting an older man in an alley behind his house 

and being nudged around so that the man can penetrate him. Taïa avoids any clichéd 

dramatization of this episode, effectively cutting away before any flesh has been seen to an 

emphatically neutral shot of the residential neighborhood in Casablanca (of a similar modesty 

to Taïa’s actual home of Hay Salam, Salé, but with that crucial shift to Morocco’s most 

secularized city). What may have seemed not an entirely consensual encounter in that fleeting, 

gruff moment is then suggested in the following sequence to be a snapshot of a broader love 

story: Abdellah sits at home later that day, playing with flowers and muttering a variation on 

“He loves me, he loves me not,” in Arabic. As in that initial, fragmentary scene of 

lovemaking, the two others that will follow (each with a different male partner) all occur up 

against a concrete wall painted white. Like the titular Salvation Army that will provide 

housing for Abdellah, these settings are emphatically public sites, marked at once by a clinical 

coldness and a peaceful neutrality. The viewer is thus supposed to believe that these 

homosexual encounters, initially all but anonymous, were Abdellah’s saving grace insofar as 
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one in particular with a Swiss man who regularly visits Morocco eventually leads him to 

studying and settling in Europe. The price to be paid for such a relationship, as Taïa adroitly 

stages in the film, is less homophobic persecution than the expectations placed on him by his 

family, friends and even strangers to share the material benefits he is gaining from the wealthy 

Genevan. In Azemmour, for instance, a boatman triples the price of the short canoe ride across 

the Oum Errabbia river upon learning of the boyfriend’s nationality. 

 More so than in the novel, this staging of Abdellah’s relationship with a European man 

reveals the class aspirations and tensions that inevitably shadow his attraction to the French 

language and culture. Despite often narrating the way in which he developed an interest in 

French as a literature student at the University Mohammed V in Rabat, Taïa never writes 

about the means by which he was able to attend that university, or whether he saw France as a 

land of greater economic opportunity. The film includes one of the more penetrating scenes to 

appear in Taïa’s work thus far about his family’s relationship to French. To the plot that 

appears in the novel of a formative vacation to the north of Morocco with his brother Slimane, 

Abdellah adds an important scene on the beach in Tangier, where he asks his brother nose-

deep in Nikos Kazantzakis’ Christ Recrucified, “Why are you reading in French?” “Tu 

n’aimes pas cette langue?” his brother responds [You don’t like that language?]. “French is 

the language of the rich here,” Abdellah says to Slimane. “You mustn’t speak it.” “Tu 

changeras d’avis, tu verras . . . Il n’y a pas de mal à parler français, Ça peut t’aider à réussir. 

Tu veux rester au Maroc?” [You’ll change your mind, you’ll see . . . There’s no harm in 

speaking French. It can help you succeed. Do you want to stay in Morocco?]. The clever irony 

of the scene is that Slimane’s intellectual pretensions are precisely what will inspire Abdellah 
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to leave Morocco for France, but taken within the context of the film, it serves as a portentous 

reminder of how the French language can open many doors that might otherwise remain shut 

to North Africans. Considering that it received major backing from the CNC, it was required 

to have an entire draft of the screenplay written in French before going into production. 

 As far as cinematic influences are concerned, the viewer familiar with Taïa’s writing 

will be surprised by the absence of any references to the type of films he mentions lovingly in 

his novels, such as the brash, emotive 1980s work of André Téchiné and Andrzej Zulawski. 

One allusion is made to the classical Egyptian melodrama Ayyam wa layali (Days and Nights, 

1955), which the family watches on television one Friday night. In comparison with all of 

these touchstones, as well as Taïa’s heart-on-the-sleeve style of writing, one is struck by the 

visual and affective restraint of the film, a meditative tone poem that privileges wide-angle, 

static sequence shots, a translation of the contemporary art-house default style to the North 

African context. As Taïa noted in an interview to BOMB, the film was in no way intended as a 

faithful adaptation of the novel, despite using the same basic narrative, and in fact one of the 

key steps in his creative process was to avoid looking at the novel while working on the 

screenplay. 

 Although the film is much less sexually explicit than the narration of the novel, 

Moroccan critics still felt that it depicted a liberated way of being that one simply would not 

find in contemporary Morocco. The reviewer for TelQuel, the same Moroccan web journal 

that first published Taïa’s controversial article “L’homosexualité expliqueé à ma 

mère” (“Homosexuality Explained to My Mother”, since taken down but made available by 

Asymptote Journal, with English and Chinese translations), wrote that a flirtatious exchange 
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between Slimane (Abdellah’s older brother) and a waitress “n’est absolument pas crédible et 

imaginable dans un restaurant populaire au Maroc” [is absolutely not believable and 

imaginable in a popular restaurant in Morocco]. One might submit several other scenes to 

these charges. It seems extremely unlikely, for instance, that Abdellah’s father would have the 

empathy and lack of suspicion to leave his son to talk to an ostensible stranger that calls his 

name out in the market, or that this man (Abdellah’s lover) would then have the audacity to 

caress him in more or less plain sight behind his stand. Taïa was undoubtedly aware while 

making the film of how unlikely a wide release in Morocco would be and must have 

consequently worried less about absolute verisimilitude than a narrative that would intrigue 

potential audiences in the West. 

 The subversive dimension of Guo’s and Taïa’s work vis-à-vis Western Europe finds 

many echoes across the Fonds Sud corpus of films. Martín Rejtman and Ylljet Aliçka, both of 

whom were and remain prolific short story writers alongside their practice as filmmakers, 

have similarly skewered the misperceptions, arrogance, and ineptitude of metropolitan 

Europeans. That they have been able to do so while also depending upon those same people 

for access to various grants and further avenues of distribution is a testament to their wit, 

charm, and savoir faire. Silvia Prieto (1999) and The Magic Gloves (2003), Rejtman’s second 

and third feature films as a writer-director, were sponsored by the Fonds Sud. Slogans (2001, 

Gjergj Xhuvani), for which Ylljet Aliçka wrote the adaptation of his own story of the same 

title , was brought to the screen with support from the grant, as was Aliçka’s directorial 180

 The story, titled in Albanian “Parrullat me Gurë” (“The Stone Slogans”) first appeared in 1997 and then in 180

French, within the eponymous collection Les slogans de pierre (1999). Aliçka personally translated nine of the 
thirteen stories, the titular story not included. The translation that appears, by Donina Paco, makes several 
seemingly arbitrary edits to the original, such as changing the protagonist’s name from Andrea to Lind.
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debut, Kronikë provinciale (2008). 

 While now widely considered one of the most important living Argentine directors, 

Retjman’s work has received a mixed reception both at home and abroad. Interestingly, even 

within the essay championing Argentine cinema in the book-length celebration of the Fonds 

Sud, Rejtman is brushed to the side. The Argentine film critic Quintín describes the advent of 

a New Argentine cinema as “le seul grand événement qu’ai connu le continent dans le 

domaine du cinéma depuis vingt ans” [the only major event the continent has seen in the 

realm of cinema for twenty years], but he does not include Rejtman on his list of exemplary 

filmmakers, the majority of whom all also received FS support.  Furthermore, even after 181

Silvia Prieto (1999) received FS backing, Rejtman’s follow-up project Los guantes mágicos 

(2003) also struggled to receive the committee’s approval.  Indeed, the screenplay for Silvia 182

Prieto had similarly failed to make much of an impression.  One wonders what purpose 183

these documents served when such a negative reaction could still yield an award to the 

project. Though turned down on its initial application, the film remained eligible for an aide à 

la finition, and the committee assembled this time around took quite a different tune. Indeed, 

the reader’s report that was produced upon review of this second application calls the film 

“vif, original, intelligent et drôle” [lively, original, intelligent, and funny].


 Quintín includes in his pantheon Pablo Trapero, Lisandro Alonso, Lucrecia Martel, Diego Lerman, Celina 181

Murga, Ana Poliak, Raúl Perrone, Juan Villegas, and Santiago Loza. 

 “AVIS NEGATIF,” declares the initial reader’s report. “La métaphore peut sembler intéresante (sic), mais le 182

film risque d’être très ennuyeux car on est face à un film de personnages où les personnages par définition ne 
doivent rien dégager !” Centre national du cinéma de l’image animée (CNC). Archives de la Direction des 
affaires européennes et internationales. Archives nationales (Saint-Denis), folder 20140752/252.

 The reader’s report concludes, “Malheureusement l’histoire de cette femme de 27 ans n’est pas riche en 183

événnements [sic] intéressants qui pourraient constituer l’ossature d’un bon scénario…Tout est plat, sans recul, 
sans regard critique qui pourrait donner une note positive à l’histoire. C’est malheureusement banal et sans 
originalité.” Centre national du cinéma de l’image animée (CNC). Archives de la Direction des affaires 
européennes et internationales. Archives nationales (Saint-Denis), folder 20140752/229.
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 Reading through the archival traces of Silvia Prieto’s history with the CNC, one is 

struck by the degree to which its author was able to intervene so directly into its pecuniary 

fate. Whereas the majority of Fonds Sud application dossiers contain little else than the 

required writing samples, the director’s curriculum vitae, and a projected budget, here the 

prospective film is buttressed by an eloquent note, in perfect French, by Rejtman that explains 

the film’s toying with and thinking through representability. Unconsciously admonishing the 

naïveté of the preliminary, cold reaction that the CNC gave to the screenplay, Rejtman 

unpacks the historical context of a generation of Argentinians whose parents had 

“disappeared” under the military dictatorship of the 1970s. He also underlines the authenticity 

of his cinema vis-à-vis the dominant national production through a telling anecdote.  A 184

German producer, expecting a vision of Buenos Aires as a veritable paradise of tango bars and 

steakhouses, lambasted Rapado at the Locarno Film Festival as being a patently false 

representation of the country. He then admitted that he had never visited. 

 The flatness that the CNC’s first reviewer of Silvia Prieto lamented in the screenplay 

is precisely one of the film’s greatest virtues. Rather than a mere transposition of the stale air 

and static, two-dimensional space of televisual sitcoms onto an art-house canvas, as many 

scholars have characterized the film, Silvia Prieto evokes the vacuity of syndicated 

programming in order to expressively lay bare the way that it has deadened the senses, 

sensibilities, and communication of the so-called MTV generation. Moreover, as Rejtman 

suggested in his appeal to the CNC, the film employs its storyline only secondarily for its 

narrative potential; it chiefly functions as a nodal point within a broader, one could even say 

 See Centre national du cinéma de l’image animée (CNC). Archives de la Direction des affaires européennes 184

et internationales. Archives nationales (Saint-Denis), folder 20140752/229.
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deconstructive, study of signifiers and speech acts. The limited importance of the main 

character named Silvia Prieto becomes irrefutable at the film’s very end, when her storyline is 

abruptly curtailed, and the credits begin to roll alongside a series of interviews with other 

women in Buenos Aires named Silvia Prieto. It seems much more than a coincidence that one 

of them discusses how she lost interest in literary studies and gravitated toward linguistics, 

because of all the mysteries that communication reveals about man’s place in the world. 

Allowing this clip to run significantly longer than the others in this montage, the film implies 

that this viewpoint is a sort of key to unlocking its own meaning. Narrative proves to be little 

else but a gateway to a genuine investigation of language. 

 The communicative breakdown between signifier and signified at the core of Silvia 

Prieto strongly belies its literary orientation that helped ultimately for it to gain the backing of 

the CNC. This postmodernist sensibility has also gained Rejtman the admiration of influential 

film critics and curators. A brief analysis of the film’s inter-medial, narrative fabric is 

warranted. The twenty-seven-year-old Silvia Prieto with whom the viewer spends the majority 

of the film experiences such a radical detachment from her own emotions that she tends to 

answer questions about her life by automatically referring to objective truths. For instance, 

when asked by several different people how she likes her new job at a café, she lists the 

precise number of coffees, espressos, and lattes she has served. When a suitor she meets in 

Mar del Plata follows her to Buenos Aires and tells her she is one of only two named Silvia 

Prieto in the phone book, she calls the other one, saying as little to her as she had to the man, 

and then compulsively calling back, always fixating only on this looming signifier than has 

become only partially her own. Just as her identity crisis melts into a hyper-mediated soup 
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when, at the film’s close, video footage zaps onscreen of a meeting (as had been suggested by 

the other Silvia Prieto in the phonebook) of all the Silvia Prietos in Buenos Aires, so too do 

the auxiliary storylines. Silvia’s ex-husband and her new boyfriend Gabriel’s ex-wife become 

engaged to one another, but it is made ambiguous whether they were first introduced to one 

another through their exes or on a reality TV series. In either case, their marriage exists as 

much to fulfill an obligation to the network as to consummate an authentic romance. 

 Just as Rejtman’s philosophical preoccupations seem to reflect a Francophilia that is 

endemic to the intellectual culture of his native Buenos Aires, Ylljet Aliçka’s idiosyncratic 

career path is only legible when seen in light of the pull he felt in Albania toward French 

culture. While the Balkan country was essentially isolated from the rest of the world (with the 

striking exception of China) beginning after the death of Stalin and continuing until the fall of 

the Soviet Union, the many transnational entanglements of its earlier history remained 

tangible. In fact, Enver Hoxha is a product of one of them, having attended and also taught at 

a French school in Korçë that was a remnant of the short-lived French protectorate established 

in that region during World War I. Studying French would also catapult Aliçka toward a career 

in politics, albeit of a very different sort. In 1990, after decades of toiling under the tight grip 

of Enver Hoxha’s Communist rule, he gained relative freedom as a French teacher at the 

foreign language high school in Tirana, which then gave way to positions in the Albanian 

Ministry of Culture and the Delegation of the European Community in Albania.  He then 185

served as Albania’s ambassador to France from 2007 to 2013. In a strange twist of fate, and 

 Biographical information on Aliçka can be found in the very informative preface to a French translation of 185

his short story collection Les slogans de pierre (1999) [originally published in Albanian as Tregime (1998)] by 
Patrick Chrismant, then French ambassador to Albania. Chrismant suggests that Aliçka’s mastery of French 
played a key role in his self-emancipation from a life of thankless labor in the rural north of Albania as a natural 
scientist, a profession that was apparently imposed upon him at the end of high school. 
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the reverse of André Malraux’s trajectory, it was actually his diplomatic experience that gave 

way to a political subversive artistic practice. A literary editor had been in attendance at a 

conference with Aliçka and, enraptured by a story the diplomat told, asked if he might write it 

down to be published.  Taking full advantage of the freedom of speech that was so staunchly 186

undermined during Hoxha’s rule, Aliçka has used literature and cinema both to illustrate to the 

West how oppressive the socialist doctrine of Hoxha was upon all levels of Albanian society 

and also, perhaps more interestingly, even to satirize the diplomatic unions that have 

transformed Europe in the post-Soviet era. Because his own films are completely out of 

circulation , his one novel that has been translated from the Albanian will lead us forward. 187

 Aliçka’s novel Les étrangers exposes the incompetence and tomfoolery of European 

state functionaries with comic panache. The protagonist, Gilles, is introduced as “un Belge 

corpulent…oscillant comme une chaloupe trop chargée” (2010: 5) [a corpulent Belgian 

shaking like an overloaded rowboat] who buys his underlings’ respect with gasoline vouchers 

and who spends his leisure time with inexpensive prostitutes. The farcical series of verbal 

mix-ups that the valets and state functionaries entangle themselves in recalls Shakespeare and 

Molière. In one classical moment, a butler asks the mistress of the ambassador, who has 

 This anecdote is related in “Table ronde: les convergences du diplomate et de l’écrivain,” in Ecrivains et  186

Diplomates: L’invention d’une tradition, XIXe-XXe siècles: 380-1.

 Although Aliçka’s work on the screenplay of Slogans marked his first foray into cinema, his filmmaking 187

practice began in earnest with a project originally titled Lutjet e dashurisë (Prayers of Love), written in 
collaboration with Eddy Mathalon. Spartak Papdhimitri, most experienced as a cinematographer (having shot the 
artist Anri Sala’s acclaimed video work Dammi i colori), was attached to direct but was replaced by Artan 
Minarolli, who shared directing credit with Aliçka. The film, eventually re-named Kronikë provinciale 
(Provincial Chronicle), was plagued with financial problems. Based on a true story about a muezzin whose love 
affair with a Christian woman threatens to wreak havoc on his village, Provincial Chronicle was also beset by 
problems on-set. When locals caught wind of the very delicate subject matter, which dredges up painful, recent 
memories of the ethnic warfare in the Balkans, some of them attempted to mettle with or even shut down the 
production. The film was ultimately unveiled in 2009, enjoying several screenings in Albania before playing at 
several festivals that focus on Eastern European cinema. The author wishes to thank producer Didier Couëdic for 
granting an interview about this film in Paris, November 23, 2018.
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complained of losing her mind, where she put it: “Où avais-tu ta tête?” (2010: 18) [Where did 

you have your head?]. Indeed, the vision of the European Union that Aliçka proffers is one 

devoid of common sense. 

 The perennial failures of communication between Western Europe and the myriad 

cultures in which it takes an interest provide a fecund subject for these authors both in their 

creative output and in their broader engagement with the public sphere. Bassek Ba Kobhio in 

particular has addressed some of the major points of tension between formerly Third-World 

artists and the European establishment that seeks to sponsor and study their work. At the 

“Africa and the History of Cinematic Ideas” conference hosted at the British Film Institute in 

1995, he delivered a tremendously incisive response to a talk by Clyde Taylor on 

postmodernism in African cinema. Bassek suggested that the hunger for a sequel to 

modernism stems from a deeply misplaced desire to move beyond a Eurocentric worldview. 

While he did not formulate the question himself, he seems to be wondering whether 

postmodernism is necessarily any less Eurocentric than modernism. What is certain, however, 

is that tethering any discussion of African cinema to either of these terms (as was certainly the 

conference’s modus operandi) effectively (re-)colonizes scholarly inquiry. “We must be 

careful when identifying the need for decolonization in every circumstance,” he rightly 

declared, “because colonization can be found where we least expect it.”  He proceeds to 188

underline the importance of analyzing films within their local contexts. The predicament of 

disentangling these films from a Western frame of reference begins well before they reach the 

screen. The exigencies of funding programs and their concomitant market concerns often lead 

 The proceedings of the “Africa and the History of Cinematic Ideas” conference appeared in June Givanni, ed. 188

Symbolic Narrratives/African Cinema (London: British Film Insitute, 2000); for Bassek’s speech, see 148.
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to choices of language (e.g., French) that obfuscate the filmmakers’ ability to commune with 

and communicate for their people.


After the Fonds Sud 
  

 While the clubhouse of author-turned-filmmakers has by no means diminished in 

France, even those who enjoy membership have seriously questioned the continued primacy 

of writing in the French state’s support for film production. Reflecting upon the roadblocks 

faced by his fellow creative talents that come of age in less privileged pockets of the hexagon, 

Rachid Djaïdani insisted, “Les institutions…doivent prendre le temps de revoir certaines 

choses. Il y a des réalisateurs qui n’ont pas certains codes...La preuve par le scénario, c’est 

dangereux parce que ça discrimine énormément”  [The institutions…need to take some time 189

out to look again at certain things. There are filmmakers who don’t have certain codes…

Making them prove themselves through scripts is dangerous, because it’s enormously 

discriminatory]. As discussed earlier in this chapter, the requirement of a screenplay written 

in, or at least translated into, French placed significant limitations on the types of films that 

were able to compete for Fonds Sud financing. That the same rule applies to funding 

competitions for primarily homegrown projects may be unsurprising, but it still raises 

significant questions about the ideology of French film culture that will be addressed in the 

 Cited in Claire Diao 2017, 274. There is a slight irony that Djaïdani makes this point since he is one of the 189

numerous minority French directors to first establish themselves as literary authors. Of the twenty-seven 
filmmakers identified in the same book by Claire Diao as constituting a “double vague” (a contemporary new 
wave defined by a double consciousness of being at once French and racially other), seven have published 
books: Djaïdani, Hafid “Good” Abdoulahyane, Nadir Ioulain, Kizo, Fara Sene, Pascal Tessaud, and Jean-Pascal 
Zidi.
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following chapter as the focus shifts to contemporary documentary films straddling the line 

between French and foreign.  

 France’s involvement in international co-production underwent several important 

changes when, in 2012, the CNC replaced the Fonds Sud with a new program entitled Aide 

aux cinémas du monde, although a French-language draft of the screenplay remains a key 

component of the application. While the CNC has certainly not rid itself entirely of patrician 

language and overtures, it made a small but significant step toward decolonizing its approach 

to film funding by eliminating the geographically fallacious and politically worrisome binary 

between center and periphery that was embedded in the name “Fonds Sud.” Countries that lie 

slightly north of France were eligible for participation, as were others just a few hundred 

miles east of France. Rather than simply erasing this set of borderlines and toponyms or 

replacing it with a different set of eligible international territories, the Aide aux cinémas du 

monde sets out to help finance any independent production that is shot outside of France and 

in a language other than French. Even Laurent Cantet, a French national, received support 

from the grant to produce Retour à Ithaque (Return to Ithaca, 2014). 

 The fact that French, British, German, Italian, Japanese, and even a few American 

filmmakers have benefited from the Aide aux cinémas du monde (ACM) belies a radical shift 

in the nature of a program whose original stated mission, in the early 1980s, was to support 

filmmakers from countries “à situation cinématographique fragile”, i.e., without a robust 

cinema infrastructure. Or is it not much of a sea change at all? In all of the above countries 

(though by far the least so in France, given the CNC’s extremely elaborate measures toward 

protectionism), the audience for art films has dwindled as shorter-form, serial content and 
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interactive media products inundate the digital market. Nevertheless, fragility continues to 

feel like a problematic term to be used by a government agency looking out onto the ever 

dubious field of world cinema. The acceptance of countries with already well-developed film 

industries into the fold of the Aide aux cinémas du monde suggests that the funding agencies 

would like to set aside the posturing toward a humanitarian aim of cultural development and 

embrace what the Fonds Sud almost always represented, a vibrant conduit to co-productions 

with countries that produce relatively few artistically ambitious films. Nevertheless, 

remaining under the joint aegis of the Ministries of Culture and Foreign Affairs, it maintains 

an imperative to wield soft power worldwide. The considerable expansion of projects that the 

ACM can accommodate has enabled the creation of many post-production jobs within France, 

where the budget must be spent, as had also been the case with the Fonds Sud.  



136

Chapter 4 
Re-Inventions of the Art Film:  

Documentary Fictions in Contemporary Francophone Africa  

Ce qui s’oppose à la fiction, ce n’est pas le réel, ce n’est pas  
la vérité qui est toujours celle des maîtres ou des colonisateurs,  
c’est la fonction fabulatrice des pauvres, en tant qu’elle donne  
au faux la puissance qui en fait une mémoire, une légende, un  
monstre…Ce que le cinéma doit saisir, ce n’est pas l’identité  
d’un personnage, réel ou fictif, à travers ses aspects objectifs  
et subjectifs. C’est le devenir du personnage réel quand il se  
met lui-même à «fictionner», quand il entre «en flagrant délit» 
de légender, et contribue ainsi à l’invention de son peuple.   

     Gilles Deleuze (1985: 196) 

In the concluding remarks of his revised Documentary: A History of the Non-Fiction 

Film, Erik Barnouw defines the work of documentary filmmakers in a way that, until quite 

recently, most have accepted as representative: “True documentarists have a passion for what 

they find in images and sounds—which always seems to them more meaningful than anything 

they can invent. They may serve as catalysts, not as inventors. Unlike the fiction artist, they 

are dedicated to not inventing” (1993: 348). But the terms according to which scholars and 

makers determine the highest aspirations of documentary art had already shifted considerably 

by the early 1990s.  The dichotomy that Barnouw and other leading documentary theorists 190

established between fiction filmmakers as inventors and nonfiction filmmakers as catalysts—

or, put in other words, agents for change in social consciousness, perfectly beholden to their 

subjects, responsibly aware of their own inexorably subjective biases—had been steadily 

eroding. Barnouw’s repetitious use of variations on the word “invent” seems to belie a clear 

 One exemplary text in this wave of criticism is Jacques Rancière’s “Il est arrivé quelque chose au réel,” 190

Cahiers du cinéma 545 (1995) 62-63.
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discomfort with the possibilities that invention portends. It is a rather ironic discomfort, if one 

recognizes the word’s origin in Latin as invenire, meaning “to come upon.” Indeed, when the 

word “invention” was first brought into modern English, it was synonymous with 

“discovery,” an objective that few have ever wanted to discourage for a documentary. 

This chapter focuses on documentary specifically to demonstrate the degree to which 

it has become one of the most fecund spaces for invention in the entire realm of moving-

image media of the twenty-first century. The vastly inventive possibilities that this 

filmmaking modality has portended do not pertain, to be sure, to the stories that it tells or the 

people, places, and phenomena to whom its ears and eyes attune. Rather, the formal strategies 

that filmmakers have adopted for capturing the ever increasing complexities of the real world 

entail the level of invention that characterizes major new developments in the arts. While the 

quiet revolution that has coalesced at the intersection of avant-garde and documentary 

filmmaking practices consists primarily of aesthetics, the political dimension of this living 

cinema should not be discounted.  

That filmmakers from the putative Global South, especially sub-Saharan Africa and 

Southeast Asia, figure so prominently in this movement would in and of itself warrant 

attention. The films of Mati Diop, Lav Diaz and others (inspired, in many instances, by 

filmmakers who also work in countries that have generally been positioned as peripheral to 

the dominant global art cinema, such as Abbas Kiarostami from Iran and Pedro Costa from 

Portugal) mark a significant disjuncture with the normal state of affairs in the international art 

cinema establishment on account of the position of centrality they have gained. Whereas, 

during the years of the Fonds Sud (studied in the preceding chapter), cinemas of the global 
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South could be described—like their motherlands—as being in various stages of 

“development” or “emergence,” filmmakers from those countries who obtain financial 

support from the French government now often take center stage at the festivals and in the 

magazines that have historically shaped the field.  

Various terms for this new breed of documentary film have proliferated, accounting 

for the diversity of work that falls under the umbrella outlined above. Arguably the most all-

encompassing of these has been “the creative documentary,” which is much more nebulous 

than the analogue term in French: documentaire de création. The latter points directly to the 

paradox running through the current avant-garde of documentaries, namely that the fullest 

expression of the real often necessitates a substantial degree of artifice. Bertrand Cabedoche 

writes that the documentaire de création “characterizes itself simultaneously by the director’s 

artistic competence and by a strong symbolic resonance” and “calls upon aesthetic research 

and personal reflection to build for the product a real personality and a life of its own.”  191

Adherents of this new praxis agree with Barnouw that the sounds and images to be found in 

everyday reality appear “more meaningful than anything they can invent,” and yet they also 

insist that their work calls for the invention of new paradigms and aesthetic forms in which to 

make meaning of the world. Given that documentary art has proceeded in new aesthetic 

directions that substantially depart from generic conventions, many scholars and curators have 

started to avoid the term “documentary” entirely, often replacing it with a referent to reality at 

large, as in the important film festival Cinéma du Réel held annually at the Centre Pompidou 

 “Il semble effectivement se caractériser à la fois par une compétence artistique du réalisateur et par une forte 191

résonance symbolique: ce cinéma documentaire convoque tout autant la recherche esthétique et la réflexion 
identitaire, jusqu’à construire une véritable personnalité du produit et lui conférer une existence propre.” La 
diversité du documentaire de création en Afrique (Paris: L’Harmattan, 2015) 39.
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in Paris, the similar program Art of the Real organized by Film at Lincoln Center in New 

York, and the Groupe d’Étude Cinéma du Réel Africain (GRECIREA) housed at the 

Université Gaston Berger in Saint-Louis, Senegal, which has pioneered the field of 

documentary studies in Francophone sub-Saharan Africa. 

One of the most influential accounts of how generic expectations for nonfiction 

cinema differ from those for fiction appears in the work of Bill Nichols. In a lucid 

engagement with cosmology, he argues that whereas fiction presupposes a possible world of 

its own, documentary bestows upon viewers the assumption that they are being “offered 

access to the world” (1991: 109). If this fundamental schism in the epistemologies assumed 

by fiction and nonfiction filmmakers long held sway, then perhaps the most radical gesture of 

avant-garde filmmakers working at the edges of documentary in the current century has been 

owning up to, or even proudly flaunting, the often concealed belief that the world represented 

in their films is merely a possible one amidst countless others. Even documentarians that 

remain within more conventional registers of nonfiction filmmaking have increasingly 

displayed a cognizance and even self-consciousness of “worlding” (Welten) gestures, to use 

an Anglicized version of a critical Heideggerian neologism. This line of inquiry has taken on 

special prominence with the rise of new technologies that offer the possibility of a more 

interactive, communitarian media culture.   192

Another key reason for new documentarians’ suspicion of a single, static and factual 

“world” seems to be a problem with its assumption of a stable notion of history. The 

widespread anxiety that the advent of poststructuralism generated toward around any 

 One study to tackle the brave new subject of interactive media and documentary is Stefano Odorico’s The 192

Interactive Documentary Form: Aesthetics, Practice and Research (Bielefeld: Transcript Verlag, 2020).
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historicist enterprise has permeated the art world just as much as it has the academy. To a 

contemporary reader, film theory from the early 1990s clings to a conception of the 

documentary as rooted in the representation of a historical reality that appears as outdated as 

positivist writings of history. Nichols defines “the world” represented within documentaries 

on several occasions this way, including that spectators “are offered a world but a world 

different from any other by dint of its basis in history itself” (1991: 113). New documentary 

filmmakers and theorists generally agree that coherent, let alone incontrovertible, truths about 

history are neither available nor desirable. Moreover, they chafe against the formal 

requirement placed on documentaries to “ask [viewers] to agree that the world itself fits 

within the frame of its representations” (1991: 115). Members of the Sensory Ethnography 

Lab at Harvard have played a role in upsetting this basic assumption, attempting to evoke how 

elements of physical reality bear such force as to exceed and evade the representational 

capabilities of cinema. 

The theoretical issue of space and its various reconfigurations in the nonfictional 

cinematic imaginary extends well beyond the now classical field of film phenomenology. A 

widespread spatial turn has occurred in the humanities since the dissemination of the 

pioneering work of Henri Lefebvre, Michel de Certeau, and others beginning in the 1980s. 

Within film studies, a widespread re-thinking of spatiality has intersected very productively 

with new work on sensorial experience, particularly around conceptions of “the haptic,” as in 

the scholarship of Laura Marks and Giuliana Bruno. Alison Levine foregrounds this 

conjunction of the spatial and the experiential in her study of contemporary French 

documentary, Vivre Ici, drawing on a growing body of scholarship that pays special attention 
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to the category of place in European films of the twenty-first century.  The field of French 193

Film Studies has experienced such a thorough spatial turn that it would be difficult to find a 

publication that does not in some way advocate for reaching across traditionally defined 

geographical borders. However, unlike many others writing about Francophone cinema, 

Levine’s work stays within the confines of national boundaries, even as it acknowledges the 

shortcomings of such an approach. The focus on a single country (France, in this case) is 

consistent with much of the work in documentary studies, a niche within film studies that has 

not sufficiently accounted for the transnational dimension of its subject. This chapter will not 

discuss issues of international co-production as those that precede it did, but the extent to 

which funding units backed both by European governments and assorted non-governmental 

organizations in the West make possible the current richness of documentaries from around 

the world is worth keeping in mind. While the films highlighted in this chapter are made in 

Africa (thus leaving out the outstanding body of documentaries made in Europe by and for 

members of the African diaspora), they still rely heavily on the support of grants and other 

production resources coming from France and other European countries. 

 The boundary between “French” and “Francophone (African)” seems to have 

increased in porosity at almost precisely the same time as the one between fiction and 

documentary, a phenomenon of major importance in both literature and cinema today. The 

now fashionable type of autobiographically inflected writing that explicitly and perhaps 

 Vivre Ici: Space, Place, and Experience in Contemporary French Documentary (Liverpool: Liverpool 193

University Press, 2018) 202n70. Some of the key works cited include John David Rhodes and Elena Gorfinkel, 
eds. Taking Place: Location and the Moving Image (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2011), James 
S. Williams’ Space and Being in Contemporary French Cinema (New York: Manchester University Press, 2013), 
and Michael Gott’s French-Language Road Cinema: Borders, Diasporas, Migration and ‘New 
Europe’ (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2016).
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straightforwardly bears witness to current events subverts novelistic conventions just as 

directly as the hybrid filmmaking practice of documentary fiction upsets established 

categories that have heretofore dominated in international film culture, particularly on the 

festival circuit.  

 After tracing the historical origins and defining iterations of documentary in 

Francophone sub-Saharan African cinema, this chapter offers a study of one of the most 

acclaimed films in the last decade from anywhere in the world, Mati Diop’s Mille soleils (A 

Thousand Suns, 2013). Diop considers herself primarily as a director of fiction, but the 

documentary impulse at the core of Mille soleils extends a growing international tendency to 

obliterate the consistent, though often challenged, schism between the two. As the section 

below shall demonstrate, these supposedly opposite modalities of filmmaking have always 

commingled intensively in the African context. While Diop spends most of her time living in 

Paris, the important continuity between her work and the Senegalese cinema to which she has 

a birthright would be enough to justify her appearance in African film history books. But it is 

her translation of that heritage to France, where she was born and educated, that seems to bear 

the promise of taking part in a re-invention of what producers, critics, and audiences both 

within and beyond the hexagon consider the art film to be. 

The documentary roots of Sub-Saharan African cinema 

 Documentary, it could be said, is inscribed within the birth of filmmaking on the 

African continent: just eighteenth months after the Lumière brothers filmed their workers 

leaving the factory (widely considered the first film production in history), Alexandre Promio 
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began shooting actualités in Algeria for the Lumière company.  As early as 1896, 194

meanwhile, the future film director Albert Samama-Chikli began exhibiting Lumière films in 

his native city of Tunis. Until the end of colonialism in West Africa in the late 1950s and early 

1960s, the majority of films made in the region were documentaries made to be shown in 

Europe, a history that is well-documented in the work of Peter Bloom, Aboubakar Sanogo, 

Maria Loftus and Rachel Gabara.  The best-known practitioner, Jean Rouch (whose hybrid 195

films are sometimes called “ethno-fictions”), laid the seeds for an authentically African 

cinema that often blurs the line between documentary and fiction. Some of the non-actors that 

Rouch cast in his films and encouraged to take the names of their favorite Hollywood actors 

as their noms de scène would go on to be major directors in their own right, including 

Oumarou Ganda and Safi Faye. Given that the first sub-Saharan Africans to take part in 

filmmaking did so in a documentary context, one could argue that the documentary mode had 

always been present in their conception of cinema. Indeed, while its fiction films have gained 

much more recognition both in the public sphere and in critical writing, sub-Saharan Africa 

has produced nonfiction films continuously. It would not be an exaggeration to say the 

majority of African filmmakers, and especially those who have received major support from 

the French government (which includes essentially every major Francophone African 

filmmaker), have made a documentary at some point, almost as if doing so were a tacit rite of 

 Jean-Claude Seguin, “Aux origines du cinéma en Algérie: Alexandre Promio,” Cahiers de l’IREMAM 71/72 194

(July 1997) 11. 

 See Bloom, French Colonial Documentary: Mythologies of Humanitarianism (Minneapolis: University of 195

Minnesota Press, 2008); Sanogo, “The History of Documentary in Africa: The Colonial Era,” Ph.D. dissertation, 
University of Southern California, 2009; Maria Loftus, “Le cinéma documentaire en Afrique Noire: Du 
documentaire colonial au documentaire africain (1899-1985),” Ph.D. dissertation, Université de Strasbourg, 
2009; Rachel Gabara, “War By Documentary,” Romance Notes 55.3 (2015) 409-423.
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passage. This trend applies even to three of the best-known narrative filmmakers, Sembène 

Ousmane, Med Hondo, and Souleymane Cisse, none of whose documentary work has ever 

received scholarly analysis.  Frank Ukadike attributes this to the fact that all of these films 196

were governmental and/or national television commissions made soon after the directors had 

returned home from film school abroad. He also proceeds to note that many of the earliest 

postcolonial African feature films, including Hondo’s Soleil Ô (Oh, Sun, 1970) and Sembène’s 

Xala (The Curse, 1975), “are…suffused by a documentary mode of address” which “reflects a 

certain counter-hegemonic impulse” inspired by the international Third Cinema movement 

(2013: 220).  

 Conversely, one could say that documentary filmmaking in Africa has long been 

inflected with the fabulation of narrativity. Those in support of Jean Rouch’s work have 

anointed him a “cinematic griot,” transposing an indigenous practice of storytelling to the 

mechanical apparatus of the moving image.  The griot effectively takes a history and makes 197

it his or her own, imbuing it with literary devices (e.g., metaphor and allegory) and also the 

type of moral lessons of which historiography has long ago purged historical writing. Since its 

colonial era, African cinema has consistently drawn comparisons to the tradition of the griot 

or storyteller. That Jean Rouch, the French ethnographer who almost single-handedly 

inaugurated independent filmmaking south of the Sahara, is often termed "a cinematic griot" 

has unsurprisingly drawn the ire of many genuinely African filmmakers drawing on the oral 

tradition. Although the actual influence of this culture on modern film production varies as 

 For discussion of Sembène and Hondo, see Sanogo 2015, 550; for Cisse, see Tcheuyap 2018, 25.196

 For the origins of this epithet, see Paul Stoller, The Cinematic Griot: The Ethnography of Jean Rouch 197

(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1992).
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with the great aesthetic diversity of African directors, African scholars have rightly noted that 

the cinema's popularity on the continent owes much to the qualities it shares with oral 

storytelling, particularly its efficacy in bringing together a community (especially in small 

villages without many venues for leisure) and its ability to couch within entertainment a 

didactic function.  198

 Afrique sur Seine (Africa on the Seine, 1955, dir. Paulin Soumanou Vieyra and 

Mamadou Sarr) and Borom Sarret (The Wagoner, 1963, dir. Sembène Ousmane) are the films 

most commonly recognized as the first to be made by sub-Saharan Africans (all three were 

Senegalese, though Vieyra was born in Benin). To this pair, historians could add the short 

documentaries Le grand Magal de Touba (The Grand Celebration of Touba, 1962), by Blaise 

Senghor (nephew of Léopold Sedar Senghor), and Tam-Tam à Paris (1963), by Thérèse Sita-

Bella.  A caveat more commonly made is that Afrique sur Seine cannot be considered an 199

“authentically” African film since, because of a colonial ban on indigenous production, it was 

shot in Paris. That some critics saw the documentary quality of both Afrique sur Seine and 

Borom Sarret, itself a neorealist tale set on the streets of Dakar, as a shortcoming is a point 

that will be addressed below. Both short films now appear quite innovative for their blending 

of fictional and nonfictional modes of address. Afrique sur Seine, co-produced by the Comité 

du Film Éthnographique then headed by Jean Rouch at the Musée de l’Homme, begins like an 

auto-ethnography before giving way to the stylistics of the essay film and then, ultimately, 

 “C'est qu'en dépit de sa modernité, [le cinéma] rejoint l'art du conte traditionnel qui savait autrefois dans nos 198

villages allier le communautaire et le social au didactique,” states Opportune Zongo in Cinéma et littérature du 
Burkina Faso: de la singularité à l’université, ed. Jean Ouedraogo (Ouagadougou: Sankofa & Gurli, 2005) 33.

 Rachel Gabara also discusses the significant work in the late 1960s by Moïse Zé from Cameroon and Pascal 199

Abikanlou from Benin (2019: 364-5).
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ending with a storyline in miniature relayed almost purely through sound and image. The 

witty narration, written by the two directors, pointedly acknowledges from the outset the 

absurdity of the situation in which they find themselves, reflecting on their African identity 

(as colonial subjects) from the banks of the Seine. After opening with stock footage of 

children playing in Africa, and reminiscing of the days when they were blissfully oblivious of 

children with other skin colors than theirs playing around the world, the film abruptly shifts to 

images of Paris, which the narrator refers to as the “capital of the world, capital of Black 

Africa.” Does sub-Saharan Africa feel equivalent in its expanse to the entire world, from the 

vertiginous vantage point of crowded Paris? Or is it that Paris evinces a desire for world 

domination, with Africa only being one preliminary part of its possible empire? Given a 

passage toward the end of the film in which the narrator expresses solidarity with “yellow 

people” (whom the viewer understands to be those Southeast Asians who had until 1954 also 

been colonial subjects of France, i.e., under the administration of French Indochina, where 

Sub-Saharan Africans were contemporaneously fighting for the French Army), Vieyra subtly 

make the latter insinuation, careful as they were not to critique explicitly the colonial 

apparatus. 

 In most cases, the documentary impulse in contemporary Sub-Saharan African 

filmmaking points to a relatively informal economy of creation. Though modest in means, the 

documentary represents a uniquely postcolonial mode of address, re-appropriating the same 

representational regime with which racist stereotypes were circulated in order to bring stories 

from everyday life on the continent to other parts of the world. In contrast to the feature films 

of Sembène, Cissé, and Idrissa Ouedraogo that received substantial budgets from the CNC 
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and enjoyed recognition at international film festivals, clear-cut documentaries from the 

region have largely remained under the radar, eschewing “universal” stories (for which the 

narrative films are sometimes criticized) and instead relating local histories with an intimate 

perspective. The exemplar of an indigenous documentary practitioner is Safi Faye, the 

Senegalese pioneer who appeared in Rouch’s Petit à petit (Little by Little, 1969) and then, 

eager to make documentaries of her own, went to study both filmmaking and ethnology in 

Paris. Other members of the first generation of sub-Saharan African films whose body of 

work reserves an important place for documentary include Samba Felix Ndiaye (Senegal), Ola 

Balogun (Nigeria), and Lionel Ngakane (South Africa). The role that documentary played in 

the emergence of cinema in Lusophone Africa is also of great significance. Although they 

would become famous (like Balogun) for their narrative films, Flora Gomes and Sana Na 

N’Hada trained together with militant documentarian Santiago Alvarez in Cuba and then 

returned to their native Guinea-Bissau in 1974 to make films in support of revolutionary 

leader Amilcar Cabral, the footage of which was recently resuscitated in Filipa César’s Spell 

Reel (2017). Similarly, cinema was born in Mozambique partially under the tutelage of a 

Latin American filmmaker, Ruy Guerra. The National Institute of Cinema that produced his 

masterpiece Mueda, Memória e Massacre (Mueda, Memory and Massacre, 1979) also 

oversaw the voluminous Kuxa Kanema series of political newsreels and short subjects that 

flourished from the late 1970s until its demise in 1990. Finally, mention must be made of the 

work of Sarah Maldoror, whose parents had immigrated to France from Guadeloupe. Of 

African descent, she focused her attention on the independence movements in Portuguese 
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West Africa with the pioneering documentary short Monangambee (White Death, 1968) and 

the docu-fiction feature Sambizanga (1972). 

Documentary: a disgraced mode of filmmaking? Economic and feminist perspectives 

While narrative and documentary traditions have commingled since the beginnings of 

sub-Saharan African cinema, this hybridity has not always carried a positive connotation. 

Jean-Marie Teno, considered by many to be Africa’s leading documentary filmmaker, notes 

that “many people somewhat disparagingly” likened the realist depiction of urban life in films 

like Afrique sur Seine and Borom Sarret to documentaries (2010: 938). Such charges do little 

other than betray a patently racist point of view that sub-Saharan Africans were not yet ready 

to make “real cinema,” i.e., that which is based in fiction. In hindsight, the cross-pollination of 

narrative devices and documentary realism appears as foundational not only to the more 

widely acclaimed African cinema that was to take shape in the decades to follow but also to 

global art-house cinema writ large in the twenty-first century. Nevertheless, Teno’s lament for 

the general favoring of fiction over nonfiction—and the deleterious effect this has had on the 

perennially imperiled African film—rings true. Non-fiction continues to hold a subordinate 

role to fiction in the global film market, whose hunger for escapism remains insatiable.  

In particular, the neocolonial apparatus of French funding and circulation of African 

films greatly privileges narrative cinema. At the stage of production, far more resources are 

allocated to fiction films. L’Organization internationale de la Francophone (OIF), for 

instance, funds a competitive program called Scénarios du Sud which supports the 
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development of fifteen feature length screenplays each year. Similarly, the Aide aux cinémas 

du monde (described in the previous chapter) invests the majority of its funds into fiction 

films. As two of the crucial resources for producers of Francophone African cinema hoping to 

amass a sizable budget, the grants greatly narrows the diversity of films that are endowed with 

serious commercial viability from their outset by prioritizing fiction. Funding agencies on 

both sides of Atlantic have rightly been taken to task for their reticence to support films that 

aspire to spread images of the harsh realities of life in Africa without sensationalizing it, as 

countless narrative films have done (on Hollywood-approved topics like child soldiers and the 

international drug trade). Moreover, at the stage of distribution, documentaries tend to be 

excluded from the most visible European film festivals, which are so often the launching pad 

for African art films, and relegated to documentary-specific festivals that cater to a much 

smaller market.  Perhaps in some way as a result of this stolid infrastructure, the broader 200

reception of African cinema in the West has tended to favor fiction filmmakers over 

documentarians. Of the thirteen sub-Saharan African filmmakers to be awarded the 

prestigious McMillan-Stewart Fellowship at Harvard, in 2019 Dieudo Hamadi became the 

first who works primarily in documentary to ever be selected.   201

 As Charles Mensah, the former president of the Fédération Pan-Africaine des Cinéastes (FEPACI), noted in 200

an interview at the 8th FEPACI Congress, Francophone Africa has long dominated fiction filmmaking on the 
continent: "Nos frères anglophones et lusophones ont préféré le genre documentaire et le cinéma africain 
francophone avait donc pignon sur rue dans les grands festivals internationaux.” Cited in Cinémas africains 
d’aujourd’hui (Paris: Karthala, 2007) 98.

 Made possible by a gift from Genevieve McMillan in memory of Reba Stewart, the fellowship has been 201

awarded to eighteen Francophone filmmakers who work in Africa north or south of the Sahara to Harvard since 
1998: Idrissa Ouedraogo (1998, Burkina Faso), Abderrahmane Sissako (1999, Mali/Mauritania), Med Hondo 
(2000, Mauritania), Ousmane Sembene (2001, Senegal), Souleymane Cisse (2001, Mali), Gaston Kabore (2002, 
Burkina Faso), Moufida Tlatli (2004, Tunisia), Merzak Allouache (2005, Algeria), Fanta Regina Nacro (2007, 
Burkina Faso), Mahamat-Saleh Haroun (2008, Chad), Abdellatif Kechiche (2010, Algeria), Rabah Ameur-
Zaïmeche (2012, Algeria), Tariq Teguia (2012, Algeria), Cheick Oumar Sissoko (2014, Mali), Mati Diop (2015, 
Senegal), Hassen Ferhani (2016, Algeria), Moustapha Alassane (2017, Niger), Alain Gomis (2018, Senegal), and 
Dieudo Hamadi (2019, Democratic Republic of Congo).
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 The narrower commercial openings for documentary cinema represent both a 

foreclosure and a radical opening. With its more economical means of production, 

documentary excludes as few as fiction filmmaking includes. It does not simply make 

allowance for brutal honesty and tangible social engagement; it actively expects it. As 

smartphones with increasingly high-resolution cameras proliferate on the African continent, 

along with access to means of disseminating audio and video through the hypothetically 

greatest democracy of the internet, everyone bears the potential to become a documentarian. 

The challenge becomes whether new social media technologies can support original visions or 

merely formulaic missives that adhere to structuring principles codified by the apparatuses 

(qua apps) themselves. 

 If the more specific media network of the international film industry tends to neglect 

documentaries altogether, then it probably would be content to see the most personal, 

essayistic of them fall entirely by the wayside. This may account partially for the historically 

criminal oversight in most non-academic discussion of African cinema of female directors, 

who have often brought an essayistic orientation to bear on the medium. Irène Assiba 

d’Almeida and Sonia Lee have also highlighted the significant points of overlap between 

African women essayists and African women documentarians, studying in comparative 

perspective Véronique Tadjo and Anne-Laure Folly, amongst many others. If this gendering of 

a writerly practice of film appears hasty, it is worth recalling that the first director to describe 

their practice as one of ciné-écriture was Agnès Varda, following Alexandre Astruc’s concept 

of the caméra-stylo. Whereas the traditional conception of the film auteur as artistic genius, 

all too often white and male, tends to get applied to directors that mount lavish productions 
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reflecting an idiosyncratic worldview, documentary has proven to be a site for more equal 

recognition. Moreover, it is perhaps only natural that many of the filmmakers most currently 

invested in dismantling the standard primacy of narrative in cinema are women (with Mati 

Diop serving as this chapter’s principal case study), given that feminist film theory so 

powerfully exposed its effects of psychological regression.  

 Although documentary filmmakers often consider themselves the primary authors of 

their work in the same way that narrative filmmakers do, their devotion to lived reality and 

their subjects’ place within it has led them and critics alike to see their practice less as 

authorial mastership than as artful transcription. The number of female documentary 

filmmakers from Africa and the diaspora who began their artistic careers as writers of fiction 

is strikingly high. All four of the writers that Odile Cazenave points to as examples of a recent 

and unofficial movement of women moving from écriture littéraire to écriture filmique—

Khady Sylla, Tsitsi Dangarembga (Zimbabwe), Isabelle Boni-Claverie, and Monique Agenor 

(Réunion)—have done so largely, and in some cases exclusively, in the realm of 

documentary.  Although this chapter is focused on Francophone sub-Saharan Africa , a 202 203

brief consideration of a key figure from Francophone North Africa will serve as a relevant 

prelude to discussion of how later African filmmakers working between the continent and 

 “Le Monologue de la muette de Khady Sylla et Charlie Van Damme: Histoires (pas si nouvelles) de 202

mondialisation au féminin,” Diogène 245 (2014) 72. Contrary to what these sample sets may suggest, this 
phenomenon is not particularly unique to the Francophone world. In general, women in the Americas have been 
able to establish themselves more in documentary than in fiction filmmaking. However, the centrality of 
documentary to this emerging women’s cinema is especially interesting because of the truism that African 
documentary is more of an Anglophone enterprise, because of the televisual infrastructure that was left in place 
there.

 For an excellent overview of women documentary filmmakers working on and/or from Anglophone sub-203

Saharan Africa, see Beti Ellerson, “African Women and the Documentary: Storytelling, Visualizing History, from 
the Personal to the Political,” Black Camera 8.1 (Fall 2016) 223-39.
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France have similarly mined the historical archive in their avant-garde documentaries. 

 Trained as a historian in France, like Gaston Kaboré and quite a few other African 

filmmakers , Assia Djebar explored the history of oral storytelling as preserved by griots 204

and amongst women in her literary and cinematic historiographies of Algeria. The case of 

Djebar typifies the itinerant career path so often followed by African film artists. A writing 

block after a decade of great productivity (1957-67) led her to travel throughout Algeria, often 

on journalistic assignments. The migration from literary to nonfiction writing that this entailed 

also brought on an interest in documentary filmmaking.  In her first feature, La Nouba des 205

femmes du Mont Chenoua (The Nouba of the Women of Mount Chenoua, 1979), Djebar makes 

literal the ambiguous boundary between documentary and fiction film by making her 

protagonist, in a directly autobiographical fashion, an Algerian woman who returns to the area 

in which she grew up to interview the women in her family. The film thus becomes 

extraordinarily self-reflexive even as it strives for a musical structure, eschewing the fast-

paced editing and fragmented screen space one associates with postmodern film style in favor 

of a more lyrical, at times even listless progression. Because the narrative does not formally 

assert itself, many have mistaken the film for a documentary, and indeed it could be read 

productively as an auto-ethnographic film. At the same time, however, it seeks to confront 

 Djebar studied history in the 1950s at the Ecole Normale Supérieure de Sèvres, but would ultimately submit 204

a dissertation about her own contributions to the Francophone Maghreb novel at the Université Paul-Valéry 
Montpellier III in 1999. Kaboré studied at the Sorbonne. Two other important filmmakers, Ferid Boughedir and 
Tsitsi Dangarembga, are noted for having written dissertations about representations of Africa in colonial 
cinema.

 Even before this time, Djebar had worked in another medium. In an interview, she notes: “I had already had 205

even more direct contact with the theater when I was living in Paris, where I worked for three years as…how 
shall I call it…a theatrical ‘grunt.’ I auditioned actors, directed the sound, the sets, and so on, in a café-theater, 
and of course adapted the texts, met with journalists. Even before that, I had written a play myself. I realized the 
importance of staging.” In Encyclopedia of Arab Women Filmmakers, ed. Rebecca Hillauer (New York: 
American University in Cairo Press, 2005) 305.
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history and the digestion of it (whether into a narrative or other kind of living practice) in a 

way that her follow-up film, La Zerda ou les chants de l'oubli (Zerda, or the Songs of 

Forgetting, 1982), would do more explicitly as a documentary. La Zerda is particularly salient 

to an investigation of documentary as a politically subversive mode of filmmaking because it 

plumbs the depths of Maghreb colonial film archives to write, as it were, a very revealing new 

cinematographic history of the nation. Although, like La nouba, the film was in fact 

commissioned to Djebar by Algerian television, it seems like the most natural project for 

Djebar to direct, as it allowed her to ‘write back,’ literally taking the shards of colonial history 

into her hands and weaving them together into a nimble artwork of métissage. 

 Whereas Djebar’s films artfully toed the line between narrative and ethnography as 

her novels moved between historical fiction and autobiography, other women film writers 

have tended to work in more stable literary and cinematic modalities. Khady Sylla and 

Isabelle Boni-Claverie are both best known for writing récits, straightforward works of 

fiction. Whereas Sylla’s film work, not without its aesthetic flourishes, remained within the 

register of documentary, Boni-Claverie has written and directed documentaries, fiction films, 

and episodic television. 

 Although Sylla’s novel Le jeu de la mer (The Game of the Sea) is much less overtly 

historiographical than Djebar’s writings, one of its predominant themes is the deep time and 

narrativity of cultural memory. Early on, the narrator declares: “Rama aimait, par-dessus tout, 

le souvenir” (14) [Rama liked, above all else, memory]. The intimacy that Rama and Aïssa, 

the novel’s two female protagonists share stems in no small part from their shared practices of 

remembering constitutive features of their femininity, such as past domestic spaces and littoral 
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landscapes that Sylla likens to her characters, marshaling the trope of womanhood as fluidity. 

As much as memories, Rama loves stories. Although the two women exchange them 

throughout the novel, the stories do not ever resolve their unspoken, nagging questions about 

where the women have come from or where they are going. Rama in particular needs a more 

concrete set of markers: “Elle était atteinte d’une soif d’images que, loin de l’avoir 

étanchée…était devenue inextinguible” (77) [She suffered from a thirst for images which, far 

from having been quenched, had become unquenchable]. Sylla is likely aligning her own 

experience to Rama’s. Having written for many years, like Sembène she gradually moved into 

filmmaking, responding to a decades-long desire for authentically African moving images. 

Even decades after France granted independence to its colonies, Western images continue to 

colonize African movie screens.  

 The marginalization for African women filmmakers, it almost goes without saying, is 

twofold. When so few female directors in the West are able to gain financing for projects that 

tell empowering stories about women beyond the confines of the home, the alternative 

channels of funding in the Muslim world are even more hostile. Nevertheless, on a small scale 

and with the help of allied organizations like Antilles Television (based in Martinique), Khady 

Sylla pioneered a feminist African cinema. The first of the four documentaries she made 

before her untimely death at age 46 in 2013, Colobane Express (1999) takes as its loose 

subject the vans that serve as Dakar’s sole mode of public transportation. It opens in the back 

of such a truck filled with women leaving for work before sunrise. “Our husbands are 

hopeless!” one of them declares. “At night, we dream of sorrel and zucchini…My spouse is a 

bucket!” she adds, pointing at the tool she is holding between her legs. Although the vans are 
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exclusively driven by men, they prove to be metaphoric vehicles for women’s liberation. 

While the men that Sylla intersperses throughout the film seem to be stuck behind the wheel 

or otherwise sedentary, the women freely move about the city. A poem by Mariama Sylla, the 

filmmaker’s sister, that serves as a postscript to the film elegizes the bus for the way it 

bestows freedom unto women.  

 A prodigious talent, Boni-Claverie wrote her first novella at seventeen years of age. Its 

metaphorical title, La grande dévoreuse (The Great Devourer), refers to the bustling, cruel 

city of Abidjan in which it is set. Though she was born in Côte d’Ivoire, and has often 

engaged with the country in her work (especially in reflecting upon her personal ties to its 

history, given the major political positions her aunt and grandfather held there), like Mati 

Diop she has lived in Europe her entire life and has a French mother.  From its very opening 206

pages, La grande dévoreuse (The Great Devourer) reveals a cinematic sensibility that would 

ultimately gain her admission to the most prestigious film school in the Francophone world, 

Paris’ La Fémis (formerly known as the Institut des hautes études cinématographiques, or 

IDHEC).  

 The twenty-two short sentences of the vignette that constitute the first page of the 

novella are like a series of tightly composed shots that, strung together in a montage sequence, 

would set the tone for an entire film to come. Each corresponds to a discrete action or 

affective turn. They contain much detail about not only the sad encounter between the girl and 

 Boni-Claverie’s aunt Danièle Boni-Claverie was the minister of communication in the 1990s and the minister 206

of women, families, and children from 2010 to 2011. Her grandfather Alphonse Beni was the country’s first 
minister of justice. The connection between Diop and Boni-Claverie goes even further in that they both credit 
Claire Denis with encouraging them to become filmmakers. See “Boni-Claverie Isabelle,” Africine. http://
www.africine.org/?menu=fiche&no=4018 (accessed November 4, 2019).
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the john who takes her virginity but also, without any extraneous commentary, the 

claustrophobic and cold society wherein such an inhuman transaction would come to pass. 

The eighteenth and nineteenth sentences emphasize the inherent violence of such an 

exchange, with money being the only object. “Il remote son pantalon de toile grise…lui 

plaque un billet sur les seins,” the former reads, followed by the piercing and percussive line, 

“La porte claque” (7) [He lifts his gray pants…puts a bill on the breasts. The door slams]. A 

new paragraph then begins, “La fille n’a pas ouvert les yeux. A travers ses paupières closes, 

les larmes se fraient un passage” [The girl hasn’t opened the eyes. Across her closed eyelids, 

tears clear their way]. In just one literary equivalent to a filmic cut, from one sentence to 

another, her emotional release allows her to reclaim her body. Boni-Claverie marks this 

transformation by switching to the possessive adjective “ses”: the tears make the eyelids hers, 

whereas her breasts and eyes had been commodified, marked by definite articles to index 

them as being as much out of her possession as her customer’s. The violent objectification of 

the girl, who will be the novella’s protagonist, is made even more harrowing by the fact that 

the john’s own material possessions receive possessive adjectives. However, by the last 

sentence of the terse, page-length scene, everything that belongs to Amoin is labelled as such: 

“Elle pleura sur sa virginité perdue, sur ses espoirs souillés” [She cried about her lost 

virginity, her tarnished dreams]. The slippage in adjectives bears out an irony that she only 

regains her sense of self-ownership after she has been divested of the thing construed as a 

girl’s most personal possession. When, toward the end of the novella, Amoin resorts to 

prostitution again, Boni-Claverie recycles almost the exact same structuring devices to convey 

the personal abnegation necessary for Amoin to endure the act. 
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Re-inventions of the art film 

 If Sylla and Boni-Claverie paved the way in the 1990s for a feminist, writerly practice 

of filmmaking that has blossomed in both sub-Saharan Africa and its diasporic communities 

in France and Belgium, with the work of Rosine Mbakam and Katy Lena Ndiaye being 

particularly exemplary, then filmmakers such as Jean-Marie Teno and Jean-Pierre Bekolo 

(both from Cameroon) pioneered the hybridization of fiction and documentary that has 

become so central to the current generation. Although Teno’s and Bekolo’s respective bodies 

of work have several major differences, they share a historiographical acumen and an acerbic 

sense of humor that is perhaps necessary to make sense of their country, which bears the trace 

of three successive colonizers: the German, the British, and the French. The burden of this 

tripartite colonial history looms large in Teno’s best-known film, Afrique, je te plumerai 

(Africa, I Will Fleece You, 1992), the title (a play on the song “Alouette, Alouette” taught to 

French schoolchildren) announcing his confrontation with the textual culture imposed on his 

country most firmly by the French. Scholars have gravitated toward this film for its focus on 

how colonial and neocolonial forces have severely limited the types of knowledge that 

proliferate and circulate with Cameroon.  

 Bekolo’s Le complot d’Aristote (Aristotle’s Plot, 1996) especially appears as a 

forerunner to Mati Diop’s Mille soleils in its semiotic engagement with the palimpsest of 

African film history. Originally commissioned by the British Film Institute as part of 

“Century of Cinema,” a series of commissioned documentaries by celebrated filmmakers 

from all over the world, reflecting on their country’s contribution to the medium on the 
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occasion of its centennial, Le complot d’Aristote is arguably the film that least resembles a 

traditional documentary in the sixteen-volume corpus. Bekolo’s stylistic departure from the 

BFI mold was paralleled by an actual renunciation of their support: when he found out that he 

was being given much less money to make the film than the other invited directors, he 

proceeded to make the film with other international funds and a French producer.  As in his 207

later work that draws inspiration from speculative fiction, such as Les saignantes (The 

Bloodettes, 2005), Bekolo asks in the film what it means for cinema to exist in Africa at all. 

What differentiates his cinema from that of many other African directors who also confront 

the myriad presence of colonialism and neocolonialism in their society is a meta-cinematic 

sophistication. Rather than journalistically showing the dearth of movie theaters in Cameroon, 

or the dominance of Western images in the present visual culture, he enlists actors to 

personify the institutional forces that have placed sub-Saharan Africa in a cinematic deadlock. 

The film features a literal showdown between characters named “Cinema,” who represents the 

global cinematic hegemony that shows no interest in Africa, and “Cineaste,” an avatar for all 

politically engaged African directors.  

 Although Bekolo’s film indeed works like a symbolist template for Mille soleils, the 

comparison might overstate the degree to which the latter actually participates in African 

cinema discourse. Diop has acknowledged the new wave movements in Portugal and 

Southeast Asia as two major influences on her work , in addition to the films of Claire 208

 Jonathan Haynes 1999, 35.207

 Georgia Korossi, “Disappearing act: interview with Mati Diop,” British Film Institute (April 7, 2016) https://208

www.bfi.org.uk/news/disappearing-act-interview-mati-diop. The major filmmakers she presumably has in mind 
are Pedro Costa and João Pedro Rodrigues (from Portugal) as well as Lav Diaz and Apichatpong Weerasethakul 
(from the Philippines and Thailand, respectively). Interestingly, Anna Sanders Films, the same production 
company behind Weerasethakul’s last five feature films also backed Mille soleils.
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Denis, whom she worked with by taking on a starring role in 35 rhums (35 Shots of Rum, 

2008). A driving interest in corporeality unites these disparate points of reference, often 

manifested not simply by what the camera gravitates toward but also by how it is 

maneuvered. Hewing closely to the actors onscreen, the cinematographers allow their own 

physical presence to become palpable, thus rendering the camera “embodied.” The 

movements of the camera operator tend to be foregrounded, whether through their acrobatic 

physicality [especially on view in Denis’ S’en fout la mort (No Fear, No Die, 1990) and in 

several films of the like-minded Sensory Ethnography Lab] or their aggressive proximity to 

the performers (e.g., in the films of Pedro Costa). Another important, if rarely acknowledged, 

influence on Mille soleils seems to be the films of Abbas Kiarostami. Nema-ye Nazdik (Close-

Up, 1990) and the so-called Koker Trilogy exemplify a self-reflexive approach to filmmaking 

whereby the seams between the production process and the pro-filmic space are constantly 

being signposted. Making literal Godard’s aphorism that every film is a documentary of its 

own making, such self-reflexivity dismantles the epistemology upon which classical modes of 

documentary representation are predicated. The link between Kiarostami and Diop’s Mille 

soleils is also quite concrete: Zendegi va digar hich (Life and Nothing More, 1992) centers 

around the filmmaker’s effort to track down actors who appeared in an earlier film. 

In the introduction to their special issue of Nouvelles Études Francophones on African 

documentary, Odile Cazenave and Patricia-Pia Célérier aptly cite the work of Jean-Louis 

Comolli on politically engaged documentary as being especially prescient of documentarians’ 

increasing eschewal of pretenses of objectivity. By placing emphasis through their aesthetic 

choices on the irrepressible subjectivity of a singular camera-eye, these filmmakers “establish 
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alterity in our place as the spectator so that it informs and feeds our civic responsibility.”  209

Comolli proceeds to state that the creative documentary allows the spectator to “see 

differently” (“voir autrement”), “autrement” also bearing an etymological link to the “other” 

that the documentary gaze embodies in its quest to enact a political transformation within the 

viewer. This othering takes its fullest form in a documentary shooting style that aligns the 

viewer with the first-person perspective of the person behind the camera. While point-of-view 

shots are often chided in narrative films for their gimmicky and often distracting nature, in 

documentary cinema they have proven to be an effective rejoinder to the so-called “fly-on-

the-wall” cinematography of cinéma vérité, the purported third-person objectivity of which 

has come to be understood as no less illusory than classical Hollywood mise-en-scène. 

A handheld camera style that foregrounds the physical presence of the camera operator 

is used to particularly great effect in the documentaries of newcomer Dieudo Hamadi. This 

first became clear in the rapturous climax of his first feature, Atalaku (Callers, 2013). 

Tracking the grassroots campaigns leading up to the 2011 presidential election in the 

Democratic Republic of Congo, the film culminates with a scene at a polling site on the day  

of the election. Before Hamadi appears to have even gotten there with his camera, the locals 

have already come to believe that officials sent by incumbent president Joseph Kabila have 

begun tampering with the results. The people swarm the camera (operated by Hamadi 

himself), clamoring for it to record the obstruction to democracy they see before their own 

eyes. Hamadi’s camera even further gives the viewer the sensation of being another body in 

 My translation of a quote in Cazenave and Célérier (2018) 8. “Installer de l’altérité dans notre place de 209

spectateur pour qu’elle informe et nourrisse notre responsabilité de citoyen.” Comolli, Corps et cadre (2012) 
437. 
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the crowd in his film Maman Colonelle (Mama Colonel, 2017), which follows a female police 

chief specially tasked with protecting women and children from physical abuse in the eastern 

part of the DRC. From the opening shot, in which the camera bobs up and down, right behind 

her and her partners as they go jogging, to the myriad scenes in which she addresses a crowd, 

and the camera makes small adjustments over and around other people’s heads, the film vests 

the viewer with a virtual bodily experience, so that he or she can feel as one would right by 

the side of the colonel.  

Figure 4.1. Atalaku (Callers, 2013, Dieudo Hamadi) 

Some critics and filmmakers have suggested that it is not the style but in fact the 

length of the shot that can enable it most thoroughly to approximate the vision of an 

individual. Dan Albright claims that “cinema…has its languages, to some extent determined 

by a single variable: the length of the take” and that “the long take always creates an avatar 
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that we play with and that plays with us.”  This concept of duration as the apex of 210

embodiment in the cinema appears in the documentaries of Dieudo Hamadi and, even more 

prominently, in the work of Mati Diop and her avant-garde peers in France as well as 

Portugal, Thailand, and beyond. 

Mille soleils: a phare Western 

 Mille soleils, a forty-five-minute film that catapulted Mati Diop to the front ranks of 

global Francophone cinema, is another metaphysically rich docufiction (to use a term that, 

though not yet especially mobilized by scholars, has gained special currency in recent years 

amongst filmmakers and critics) that is at least partially about cinema itself. A tribute of sorts 

to Touki Bouki (The Journey of the Hyena, 1973), now considered a totem of Senegalese 

cinema, and directed by Diop’s own uncle Djibril Diop Mambety, even the unusual length of 

the film could be construed of as an homage to Mambéty: three of the mere seven films he 

made qualify as medium-length, or moyens métrages. Moreover, much like cinema itself, 

Mille soleils locates its richest fount of meaning at the interstices of the real and the make-

believe, the pro-filmic present and the “deep time” of cinema, to borrow a term from media 

theorist Siegfried Zielinski. On one level a portrait of Magaye Niang, the lead actor in Touki 

Bouki, Mille soleils recognizes how cinema—like all other media—has its own, idiosyncratic 

sense of time that is irreducible to that of history. Once completed, films become fossils, 

irreversibly disconnected from the time and place in which they were made, and yoked 

 Panaesthetics 2014, 114.210



163

instead to the oceanic wellspring of their medium. Niang remains Niang, and yet he has also 

been transformed forever (at least, or especially, when in front of the camera) into a semiotic 

unit imbricated with many analogous others. Diop heralds this condition by underscoring 

scenes of Niang walking with the theme song from High Noon (1952), the classic Western 

that was one of Mambety’s favorite films. As Robert Bonamy observes, this tune accentuates 

a critical moment in the narrative of High Noon, when the protagonist tosses off his silver 

sheriff’s star to leave town once and for all with his wife (2015: 56). The fact that Niang 

wears a similar pendant now in Mille soleils functions as a poignant intertextual link: the 

actress who played his girlfriend in Touki Bouki, at the end of which she sailed away to France 

and he remained in Dakar, is still abroad, while he is still in the city. 

 From the very opening shot, Mille soleils announces itself as a Western of sorts: if the 

genre has already taken on various international guises, as Italy produced a slew of “spaghetti 

westerns” and the Australians some number of “meat pie westerns,” then one could 

characterize this film as an actualization of the “thieboudienne Western” that Mambety 

envisioned being raised in the 1950s and ‘60s on a steady diet of cowboy movies imported to  

Dakar.  Emulating one of the most dominant tropes in the Hollywood Western, the film 211

begins with a herd of zebus being shepherded across an arid landscape by the heroic 

protagonist. As the camera pans to the left (or westward bound, as it were), the setting is 

revealed to be anything but a dust bowl in the American West: a flurry of taxi cabs indicates 

 “Thieboudienne” (also written as “ceebu jen,” a better phoneticization of the Wolof) is the national dish of 211

Senegal. Also this nickname for the sub-genre has not been used before, the latent presence of a Western film 
unique to West Africa has been discussed by Lily Saint, focusing on Le detour d’un aventurier (Moustapha 
Alassane, 1966), Dayna Oscherwitz, studying the film-within-a-film of Bamako (Abderrahmane Sissako, 2006), 
and Lindiwe Dovey (2009: 211) in relation to both of these titles. Additionally and among others, Sada Niang 
has described Hyènes (Hyenas, 1992), Mambéty’s follow-up to Touki Bouki, as a parody of the Western. See 
Nationalist African Cinema: Legacy and Transformations (Lanham, MD: Lexington Books, 2014) 67-9. 
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that the strip of dirt between two lanes of traffic is in fact one of Dakar’s busier intersections, 

approaching the Corniche that bends along the Atlantic coast. The soundtrack performs much 

of the necessary labor to fully set the generic scene: “Do not forsake me, oh, my darling,” 

croons Tex Ritter in “The Ballad of High Noon.” The song also echoes the inscription of 

occidental culture visible all over Dakar, a place that Felwine Sarr aptly describes as “the 

prototype of the palimpsestic city.”  212

 Figure 4.2. Mille soleils (A Thousand Suns, 2013, Mati Diop) 

 The almost pastoral calm that this combination of sound and image produces quickly 

subsides, though, as Diop presents a more jarring juxtaposition: a scene in which Niang tells 

 “C’est le prototype de la ville palimpseste” (142). After commenting on the myriad traces of Western settlers 212

in the city, he adds, “Les dynamiques sociales, démographiques, et économiques se sont surimposées et ont 
produit une ville non pensée, non rêvée, croissant de manière anarchique” (143) [Social, demographic, and 
economic dynamics have worn each other out and produced a city that isn’t thought out or dreamed of, growing 
in an anarchic way].
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another herdsman how many zebus he has wrangled abruptly gives way to consumer-grade 

video footage of a slaughterhouse. The camera nervously swivels about, racking in and out of 

focus as if in disbelief of the carnage and raw male energy on display during this busy hour at 

the abattoir. A very different sort of documentary moment follows: the film jumps, as if 

behind-the-scenes, to Niang’s home, where he is getting dressed to go introduce a screening 

of Touki Bouki. In a denim shirt, with a bandana tied around his neck, he pretends to cock a 

pistol in the mirror. His wife teases him for trying to dress like a rock star (specifically, she 

mentions the so-called “French Elvis,” Johnny Hallyday). The quotidian character of this pre-

title sequence establishes a non-fictional tone that carries the film forward through its scenes 

leading up to and through the screening of Touki Bouki. 

 Of particular note, for its rough visual quality that emulates the coarse conflict that 

Niang and his driver fall into, is the taxi ride from his home to the screening. The argument 

stages a debate between past and present visions of Senegalese life, not unlike the film as a 

whole. Niang thinks the younger generation, to which the hip-hop-fixated taximan belongs, 

cares about little else than accumulating material possessions; conversely, the driver thinks 

those who, like Niang, were students in the 1960s did nothing to fight for the democracy that 

still appears on the horizon in 2015. This historical referent is important because, in justifying 

why he was not more active during the domestic political upheaval of 1968, Niang establishes 

a key difference between himself and Mory, the character he played in Touki Bouki: at that 

time, he was studying in France. Most readings of Mille soleils fall for the trap it lays out for 

the viewer (Niang declares at one point in the film, “Touki Bouki is my story!”) and suggest 

that Niang harbored the same dream that Mory did of leaving Dakar in 1973 for France, but in 
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actuality, he already had made the trip there and back. 

 The film also plays on the slippage between documentary and fiction in its scenes of 

direct discourse with its protagonist. Whereas a conventional documentary posits that words 

shared in interviews bear the film’s core and ultimate purchase on “truth,” Mille soleils 

positions the more intimate moments with Niang as its ultimate fabulation. Furthermore, they 

are almost buried in the many textural layers of the film. At the very center, exactly twenty-

two minutes into the film’s total of forty-four, the moderator of the post-screening Q&A 

session asks Niang rather ambiguously what happened after the film. While he is still 

searching for words, Diop cuts away, first to the shadow that the back of his head is casting on 

the movie screen, bathed in neon blue light from the LCD projector, then to a long shot from 

behind him, standing next to a friend on the windy beach. The other collaborators on Touki 

Bouki who appeared at the screening catch up to him and ask what he “added” (rajoutait) to 

the story of the film. The question presupposes an unusual but fascinating concatenation of 

real life and narrative fiction, as though Niang had been re-born as Mory by playing him in 

the film and then was expected to continue living as this alter ego after the shooting had 

ended. “Djbril [Diop Mambety] wanted you to go beyond this role,” adds Wasis Diop, real-

life father of Mati and brother of Djibril. 

 Film theorists such as Michel Chion have discussed the “added value” that discrete 

elements of the diegesis can lend to the world of the film. A news report audible on the radio 

in a scene focused on something else entirely contributes a marker of the time and place of the 

filming, thus bringing to bear on the profilmic space a layer of its geopolitical context. The 

application of “added value” to the actor Magaye Niang himself generated by the post-
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screening discussion operates as a synecdoche for the entire project of Mille soleils, in which 

Diop ponders the way in which Niang’s role in Touki Bouki is a force far greater in meaning 

than the film itself. In order to do so, she partially accepts the gambit that Niang has, as his 

interpellators suggested above, lived on within the fictional world of her uncle’s film. This 

uncanny gesture becomes evident when he talks about and then even makes a long-distance 

call to Anta, his love interest played by Mareme Niang in Touki Bouki. Her story has 

continued just as it left off in the film, with her being overseas and Mory still in Dakar; only 

now, she has gone further, from France all the way to Alaska. A poetics of geography might 

indicate they have actually moved closer together, now both living on the westernmost limits 

of continents, on peninsulas that reach out onto oceans.  

 The fictive romance between two actors with the family name Niang, displaced across 

decades and continents, establishes a parallel between the politics of trans-Atlantic migration  

(the major theme of all three of Diop’s films set in Senegal to date) and the generic trappings 

of the Western at once wholly logical and utterly unexpected. Both stories—of crossing 

oceans (or else, seas) in the hope of greater freedom and economic opportunity, and of taming 

the wild frontier and its ramshackle towns—entail arduous movement toward a largely elusive 

dream. The exact manner in which Diop stages this connection merits analysis. In the 

penultimate sequence of the film, a motorcyclist whose eyes gravely poke out from a red 

headscarf and whose handlebars are adorned with an antelope skull identical to the one 

Mory’s sported in Touki Bouki whisks the protagonist away from the chaotic streets of Dakar 

to a barren snowscape. A no man’s land, it is a virtual interface between Africa and Alaska.  
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Figure 4.3. Mille soleils (A Thousand Suns, 2013, Mati Diop) 

The otherworldliness of the location is emphasized by a naked African woman moving across 

the horizon, strongly recalling the opening of a short film made just three earlier by close 

friends of Diop, A History of Mutual Respect (2010, Gabriel Abrantes and Daniel Schmidt), as 

well as the exoticizing gaze of French colonial painting. Looking out into the distance, 

disembodied (for we never actually see him proceed into the landscape after initially arriving 

there), Magaye speaks to Anta, also a strictly virtual presence in this deterritorialized space 

that exists out of time and yet also, in its speculative nature, definitively in the future. Magaye 

pontificates to Anta about how one never knows one’s home until one leaves it, but once one 

has, once can never return to it. Represented only by a collage of soundbites laid over a static 

image of the groundless landscape pictured above, their communication is indirect and strictly 
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technological. Just as Anta responds that she has heard this song many times before (in fact, 

the lines are lifted from a translation of James Baldwin’s Giovanni’s Room), the first bars of 

“The Ballad of High Noon” become audible. Thus, the cliché discourse on exile becomes 

interchangeable with the jukebox of the Hollywood dream factory.  

 The critical reception of Mille soleils in France immediately deemed it a film phare, or 

major film. From the peninsular city that points out into the Atlantic, further west than 

continental Europe, had arrived a docu-fiction Western that does not simply reject the 

epistemology of both the filmic and geopolitical West. In its epiphanic conclusion, it 

visualized the linkage that countless scholars have productively made between the African 

diaspora and the horizons of speculative fiction and electronic culture.  Deterritorialization 213

gives rise to a violent mediation of selfhood akin to the one constantly wielded by digital 

technology.  But whereas this racial alienation is typically thought of as a bifurcation (since 214

W.E.B. Du Bois’ formulation of “double consciousness”), Diop evokes how the contemporary 

moment can shatter the self into a thousand pieces. The endless possibilities of 

intercontinental travel and telecommunication mean that any person could be, at any given 

time, physically or virtually in a thousand different places. If the Holocene referred 

etymologically to an age of wholeness, the Anthropocene is the time of the infinitely 

dispersed masses. Earth begins to feel like a planet illuminated by a thousand suns. 

 Some useful overviews of this intersection include Alondra Nelson, “Introduction: Future Texts,” Social Text 213

20.2 (Summer 2002) 1-15; Kodwo Eshun, “Further Considerations of Afrofuturism,” CR: The New Centennial 
Review 3.2 (2003) 287-302; and Anna Everett, Digital Diaspora: A Race for Cyberspace (Albany: SUNY Press, 
2009).

 It is striking that neither this key term from Deleuze and Guattari’s Mille plateaux nor the homophony 214

between that book’s title and the film’s title appears in James Williams’ writing on Mille soleils despite his 
pronouncement that it is “an exemplary Deleuzean film” (2019: 131).
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 Although it appears at the film’s apotheosis of blurring the lines between facticity and 

fabulation, the global migration of West Africans—often beginning their journeys off the 

shores of Dakar—operates as the film’s implicit subject. Thus, Mille soleils contributes to a 

growing body of films that track, contemplate, and memorialize the journeys that West 

Africans have embarked upon across the Atlantic Ocean and the Mediterranean Sea. If those 

made by filmmakers from and currently living in the region attest to the toll that these largely 

failed attempts to secure a better life overseas have taken on West African society, then a film 

like Mille soleils made from an irreducibly diasporic perspective runs the risk of eulogizing or 

otherwise distorting the effects that migration have on life outcomes. Indeed, Diop’s own 

ability to move between the European visual art scene and the African film community 

fundamentally shapes the aesthetics of her work to such an extent that an emphasis on either 

context in which her work belongs might lose sight of its prolixity.  

 The transnational wave of documentary fictions bears the promise of effacing center-

periphery models that have reigned supreme in the study of modern culture. However, such 

work requires attending to much broader global conversations than the ones that, at the 

institutional level, remain dominant. The South-South alliances between filmmakers like Diop 

that have benefited from French state patronage rarely receive the attention that they merit 

both aesthetically and politically. Nevertheless, they bear the promise of a decolonial future. 
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Conclusion 
The Persistence of the Art Film 

 This dissertation began with reference to a comment made by one of the people who 

reasonably can be identified as an inventor of cinema that he did not believe the technology 

had much of a life to live. “The cinematograph is an invention without a future,” Louis 

Lumière apparently said about the machine that transcribes movement. The present moment 

in time brings forward a similar irony to the one that now accompanies the expression of such 

doubt about the birth of an apparatus that has fundamentally altered human consciousness for 

over a century and counting. Although every year more films receive commercial releases, 

more books and writings about film appear, and more ways to watch films emerge, people 

continue to say that cinema is moving toward its deathbed. While the question of whether the 

cinematic apparatus has decayed is a matter of some debate, the greater issue seems to be how 

various adjacent media forms encroach upon or alter cinema aesthetically and economically.  

 Lest the current unease with which many look out onto the current chaotic landscape 

of media obscure its inherent temporariness, it should be remembered that scholars have been 

conceiving of alternatives or antinomies to the medium for decades. In 1973, Jean-François 

Lyotard published an essay entitled “Acinema” that has garnered a renewed appreciation in 

light of recent discussions about the future of moving image aesthetics. Specialists in avant-

garde cinema, especially, take interest in models of audiovisual artworks that operate outside 

the cinematic apparatus that persists in the mainstream. Akira Lippit’s recent study of such 

work names it “ex-cinema—outside, from, and no longer cinema.”  However, his 215

 Ex-Cinema: From a Theory of Experimental Film and Video (2012), 12.215
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philological point of departure—the word exergue, most often used in numismatics, derived 

from the Ancient Greek words for “out of” and “work”—refers as much to a divagation from 

a given object as to a fundamental part of it. While the artists operating at the margins of 

cinema—especially in the United States, which by and large disregards its own perennially 

rich filmic avant-garde—have been very often, indeed, out of work, their persistent activity 

sheds light on the endurance of the moving image as a major art form. While much of the 

innovation in audiovisual culture may no longer belong to cinema, whether falling into the 

categories of multi-channel installation work, video games, or other new media art, very few 

signs indicate that cinema will be no more anytime soon. 

 All elements of the elaborate French film culture discussed in these pages—from film 

magazines to ciné-clubs, from festivals to production funds—remain alive and well. The art 

film may be an endangered species in an American film ecosystem built around superhero 

franchises, infinitely expandable computer-generated animation sagas, kitsch remakes, and 

hagiographies of consumer capitalist icons, but in much of the rest of the world it remains a 

relatively visible form. National film centers similar to the Centre national du cinéma (CNC) 

have grown in the last several decades and, in the case of certain countries like Senegal and 

Morocco, have increased their investment in homegrown product. While the number of art 

house theaters has steadily diminished, the art film has not declined along with it. What may 

be all but extinct is the kind of feverish moviegoing and deification of master auteurs that 

Susan Sontag mourned the death of in her oft-cited article “The Decay of Cinema” (1996). 

The predictions many journalists made earlier in the 2010s that most new American 

independent films would only screen, if at all, for a week in a few non-profit venues have 
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mostly come to be true. New technologies of digital video, however, have granted access to 

international cinema past and present to a wider swath of people than ever before had it. 

Moreover, the art film world itself has expanded through the proliferation of sponsoring 

institutions, perhaps film festivals chief among them. 

 Against all odds, Cannes, Berlin, Locarno, and other leading international film 

festivals have by and large retained the “egalitarian pan-nationalism” that distinguished them 

since their inception.  The number of nationalities represented has naturally undergone a 216

substantial increase since the 1980s. While, by this metric, it is irrefutable that the art film is 

quantitatively increasing, many signs might indicate that it is qualitatively declining. In 

particular, one notes a persistent, indeed perennial, worry that not enough energy and 

resources are being invested into the development of screenwriting.  The proliferation of 217

writing workshops at film festivals on the African continent also betrays a deep anxiety 

around the quality of scripts currently circulating in that world.  

 On the other hand, the world of art cinema (of which festivals are only one, albeit a 

central, part) has assimilated a suspicion toward the primacy of the written word. As we have 

considered, the auteurist model of filmmaking that crystallized in France and was all but 

imposed upon artistically ambitious but financially precarious filmmakers around the world 

through the international co-production schemes of the CNC inherently excludes those who 

are unable and/or uninterested in writing screenplays in a lingua franca. Moreover, fewer 

directors at the vanguard of global art cinema are working with literary materials or any sort 

 Dudley Andrew uses this apt term to characterize the “federated phase” of global film history (2010: 72).216

 See Serge Toubiana’s appearance on Radio France, archived online at https://www.francetvinfo.fr/replay-217

radio/tout-et-son-contraire/serge-toubiana-l-ecriture-des-scenarios-est-sous-financee_1757897.html.
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of pre-established text at all. As the cognitive and aesthetic benefits of working at the 

interstices of narrative and documentary grow in popularity, so too does a general mode of 

improvisation on-set. 

 While the further elaboration of cinematic docufiction merits close watching, it bears 

repeating that the art of film inherently folds the regimes of storytelling and the recording of 

raw reality toward one another. Jacques Aumont rightly describes how cinema (or, more 

specifically, “l’institution cinématographique” [the institution of cinematography]) operates 

around the distinction “entre l’histoire (inventée) et le document (trouvé)” (23) [between 

(invented) history and the (found) document]. This phrase cannot be translated with ease 

because it makes use of the double significance of “l’histoire” as story and history. 

Cinematography captures the give-and-take between the various components of narrative that 

fashion themselves for the camera and the miasma of reality that engulfs it. At the same time, 

as an institutionalized object of study, cinema carries its own histoire invented, or at least 

assembled, by scholars in addition to its own value as a document of the time of its making. 

This is to say that the tension between storytelling and the transcription of reality inherent to 

the event of film production re-appears in the course of its afterlife. The institution of cinema 

provides specialist historians with fodder for narratives, but it also furnishes scholars of all 

stripes with an archive of the past. 

 If this study of how art cinema as a critical category first emerged and then stayed 

afloat through a series of institutional, transnational, and aesthetic inventions has been steeped 

in the historical archive, then it has also necessarily borrowed from the tropes and patterns of 

storybooks. Some stories are older than others, but they all gain in significance when 
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transposed to different contexts wherein they can shed new light on one another. Outside of 

the colonial period, the relationship between French and African cultural production writ large 

remains insufficiently understood. It is hoped that, in focusing less on textual matters within 

individual Francophone African films and more on their situation in a neocolonial matrix of 

soft power maintained by the former colonizer, the study at hand illuminates different possible 

avenues for future work in this field. France has given and keeps on giving the gift of cinema 

to artists around the world. A greater concomitant presence of consciousness and conscience 

alike would fulfill the responsibility posed within. 
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Appendix 

List of Films Supported by the Fonds Sud 

NB: if no year of premiere is listed, the film was never completed 

Title Year of 
premiere

Director Country of 
production

Terre et Cendres 2004 Atiq Rahimi Afghanistan

The Patience Stone 2012 Atiq Rahimi Afghanistan

Tirana An Zero 2001 Fatmir Koci Albania

Slogans 2001 Gjergj Xhuvani Albania

Nuit sans lune 2003 Artan Minarolli Albania

Dear Enemy 2004 Gjergj Xhuvani Albania

Chant d’amour (a.k.a. Une 
triste histoire)

2008 Ylljet Alicka* et al. Albania

Time of the Comet 2008 Fatmir Koci Albania

Lenin and Us 2008 Saimir Kumbaro Albania

Vivant 2009 Artan Minarolli Albania

Amnistie 2011 Bujar Alimani Albania

Le thé au harem d’Archimède 1985 Mehdi Charef Algeria

Les enfants des néons 1990 Brahim Tsaki Algeria

Bab el Oued City 1994 Merzak Allouache Algeria

Souviens toi de moi 1994 Zaïda Ghorab Volta Algeria

Machaho, il était une fois 1995 Belkacem Hadjadj Algeria

L’Arche du désert 1997 Mohamed Chouikh Algeria

La Montagne de Baya 1997 Azzedine Meddour Algeria

L’Attente des Femmes 2001 Naguel Belouad Algeria

Rachida 2002 Yamina Bachir Algeria

Douar de femmes 2005 Mohamed Chouikh Algeria

Le pain nu 2005 Mohamed Rachid Benhadjd Algeria
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Rome rather than you 2006 Tariq Teguia Algeria

Algérie: histoires à ne pas 
dire

2007 Jean-Pierre Lledo Algeria

La maison jaune 2007 Amor Hakkar Algeria

Gabbla 2008 Tariq Teguia Algeria

Yema 2012 Djamila Sahraoui Algeria

Le repenti (a.k.a. Le temps de 
la concorde)

2012 Merzak Allouache Algeria

Le message des îles 1989 Ruy Duarte de Carvalho Angola

Un héros 2003 Zeze Gamboa Angola

Trottoirs de Saturne 1986 Hugo Santiago Argentina

Sur 1988 Fernando Solanas Argentina

Corps perdus 1989 Eduardo de Gregorio Argentina

Invierno, mala vida 1997 Gregorio Cramer Argentina

Tinta Roja 1997 Carmen Guarini + 1 Argentina

Un Chrysanthème éclate à 
Cincoesquinas

1998 Daniel Burman Argentina

Le Nuage 1999 Fernando Solanas Argentina

Silvia Prieto 1999 Martin Rejtman Argentina

La Cienága 2001 Lucrecia Martel Argentina

Le Sud d’une passion 2001 Cristina Fasulino Argentina

El Bonaerense 2002 Pablo Trapero Argentina

Los guantes mágicos 2003 Martin Rejtman Argentina

Buena Vista Delivery 2003 Leonardo di Cesare Argentina

La Croix du Sud 2003 Pablo Reyero Argentina

Le Fils d’Elias 2004 Daniel Burman Argentina

Famille roulante 2004 Pablo Trapero Argentina

El Cielito 2004 Maria Victoria Menis Argentina

Title Year of 
premiere

Director Country of 
production
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Buenos Aires 100 Km 2004 Pablo José Meza Argentina

Ronda nocturna 2005 Edgardo Cozarinsky Argentina

Géminis 2005 Albertina Carri Argentina

Las mantenidas sin sueños 2005 Martin Desalvo + Vera Fogwill Argentina

Cuatro mujeres descalzas 2005 Santiago Loza Argentina

Mientras tanto 2006 Diego Lerman Argentina

L'Escorte (El Custodio) 2006 Rodrigo Moreno Argentina

Sofacama 2006 Ulises Rosell Argentina

Argentina Latente 2007 Fernando Solanas Argentina

Agua 2007 Veronica Chen Argentina

Ne regarde pas en bas 2007 Eliseo Subiela Argentina

Agnus Dei 2007 Lucia Cedron Argentina

El Otro 2007 Ariel Rotter Argentina

XXY 2007 Lucia Puenzo Argentina

La Sangre Brota 2008 Pablo Fendrick Argentina

De ses propres yeux 2008 Liliana Paolinelli Argentina

La Mujer sin cabeza 2008 Lucrecia Martel Argentina

Salamandra 2008 Pablo Agüero Argentina

Liverpool 2008 Lisandro Alonso Argentina

La próxima estación 2008 Fernando Solanas Argentina

The Puzzle 2009 Natalia Smirnoff Argentina

L'oeil invisible 2010 Diego Lerman Argentina

Por tu culpa 2010 Anahí Berneri Argentina

Le Prix 2011 Paula Markovitch Argentina

María y el Araña 2013 Maria Victoria Menis Argentina

L'Instructeur N/A Santiago Otheguy Argentina

Symphony of Silence 2002 Vigen Chaldranyan Armenia

Title Year of 
premiere

Director Country of 
production
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Moskvitch mon amour 2015 Aram Shabazyan Armenia

Poisson d’Avril N/A Shain Sinaria Azerbaijan

The Clay Bird 2002 Tareque Masud Bangladesh

Ebi la famille N/A Ismaila Salahou Benin

Arlit, deuxième Paris 2005 Idrissou Mora Kpai Benin

Pim pim Tche 2010 Jean Odoutan Benin

Indochine sur les traces 
d’une mère

2011 Idrissou Mora Kpai Benin

Cocaine Prison 2017 Violeta Ayala Bolivia

Au Feu 2003 Pjer Zalica Bosnia & 
Herzegovina

L’Été dans la Vallée d’Or 2003 Srdjan Vuletic Bosnia & 
Herzegovina

Les Corps bien tempérés 2004 Benjamin Filipovic Bosnia & 
Herzegovina

Poste Frontière 2007 Rajko Grlic Bosnia and 
Herzegovina

Snow 2008 Aïda Begic Bosnia and 
Herzegovina

C’est dur d’être quelqu’un de 
bien

2008 Srdjan Vuletic Bosnia and 
Herzegovina

Ostavljeni 2010 Adis Bakrac Bosnia and 
Herzegovina

Djeca 2012 Aïda Begic Bosnia and 
Herzegovina

Natal le manchot 1988 Paulo Cesar Saraceni Brazil

Sonho de Valsa 1991 Ana Carolina Texeira Soares Brazil

Capitalisme sauvage 1993 André Klotzel Brazil

A Terceira Margem do Rio 1994 Nelson Pereira dos Santos Brazil

Central do Brasil 1998 Walter Salles Brazil

Madame Sata 2002 Karim Aïnouz Brazil

Les Conteurs du val de Jave 2002 Eliane Caffe Brazil

Title Year of 
premiere

Director Country of 
production
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Quase Dois Irmãos 2004 Lucia Murat Brazil

Dia di Festa 2006 Toni Venturi Brazil

Mutum 2007 Sandra Kogut Brazil

Quero 2007 Carlos Cortez Brazil

Maré 2007 Lucia Murat Brazil

Les Illustres et la mort 2009 Esmir Filho Brazil

Historias que so existem 
quando lembradas

2011 Júlia Murat Brazil

Era Uma Vez Eu, Verônica 2012 Marcelo Gomes Brazil

Yam Daabo 1986 Idrissa Ouedraogo Burkina Faso

Zan Boko 1988 Gaston Kaboré Burkina Faso

Laada 1989 Drissa Touré Burkina Faso

Yaaba 1989 Idrissa Ouedraogo Burkina Faso

Tilaï 1990 Idrissa Ouedraogo Burkina Faso

Samba Traore 1992 Idrissa Ouedraogo Burkina Faso

Wendemi 1993 S. Pierre Yameogo Burkina Faso

Le cri du coeur 1994 Idrissa Ouedraogo Burkina Faso

Keïta: L’Heritage du groit 1995 Dani Kouyaté Burkina Faso

L’Épopée de Mosses 1997 Adama Traoré Burkina Faso

Buud Yam 1997 Gaston Kaboré Burkina Faso

Kini et Adams 1997 Idrissa Ouedraogo Burkina Faso

Sia: Le Rêve du Python 2001 Dani Kouyaté Burkina Faso

Tasuma 2003 Sanou Daniel Kollo Burkina Faso

Delwende 2005 S. Pierre Yameogo Burkina Faso

En attendant le vote 2011 Missa Hebie Burkina Faso

Bayiri, la patrie 2012 S. Pierre Yameogo Burkina Faso

Gito l’ingrat 1992 Léonce Ngabo Burundi

Title Year of 
premiere

Director Country of 
production



181

Ilheu de Contenda 1994 Léo Lopes Cabo Verde

Cabo Verde nha cretcheu 2007 Ana Lúcia Ramos Lisboa Cabo Verde

Les gens de la rizière 1994 Rithy Panh Cambodia

Les artistes du théâtre brûlé 2005 Rithy Panh Cambodia

In the Heart of the Khmer 
Rouge Madness

2009 Roshane Saidnattar Cambodia

Duch, le maître des forges de 
l'enfer

2011 Rithy Panh Cambodia

Sango Malo 1991 Bassek Ba Kobhio Cameroon

Quartier Mozart 1992 Jean-Pierre Bekolo Cameroon

Totor 1993 Daniel Kamwa Cameroon

Clando, paroles d’etranger 1996 Jean-Marie Teno Cameroon

Le Complot d’Aristote 1996 Jean-Pierre Bekolo Cameroon

Le cercle des pouvoirs 1997 Daniel Kamwa et Jules Takam Cameroon

Une Affaire de nègres 2008 Osvalde Lewat Cameroon

Le silence de la forêt 2003 Didier Ouénangaré + Bassek Ba Kobhio Central African 
Republic

Daresalam 1999 Issa Serge Coelo Chad

Abouna 2002 Mahamat Saleh-Haroun Chad

Daratt 2006 Mahamat Saleh-Haroun Chad

Americonga 1984 Helvio Soto Chile

Enfants de la guerre froide 1985 Gonzalo Justiniano Chile

Sirène 1987 Sergio Castillo Chile

Terre sacrée 1987 Emilio Pacull Chile

Sussi 1987 Gonzalo Justiniano Chile

La Frontera 1991 Ricardo Larrain Chile

Archipelago 1992 Pablo Perelman Chile

Histoires du football 1998 Andrès Wood Chile

Title Year of 
premiere

Director Country of 
production
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L’Enthousiasme 1998 Ricardo Larrain Chile

Pas si loin d’Andromède 1999 Juan Vincente Araya Chile

La Fièvre de l’Ormeau 2001 Andrès Wood Chile

Le Ciel, La Tere et la Pluie 2008 José Luis Torres Chile

Huacho 2009 Alejandro Almendras Chile

Nostalgia for the Light 2010 Patricio Guzmán Chile

Carne de perro 2012 Fernando Guzzoni Chile

La Pasión de Michelangelo 2013 Esteban Larrain Chile

Les Soeurs Quispe 2013 Sebastian Sepulveda Chile

L'été des poissants volants 2013 Marcela Said Chile

Chine ma douleur 1989 Dai Sijie China

Bâtards de Pékin 1993 Zhang Yuan China

Ronde de flics à Pékin 1995 Ning Ying China

Shanghai Triad 1995 Zhang Yimou China

East Palace West Palace 1996 Zhang Yuan China

Un Taxi à Pékin 2001 Ning Ying China

Beijing Bicycle 2001 Wang Xiaoshuai China

Platform 2001 Jia Zhang-ke China

La Pleureuse 2002 Liu Bingjian China

Paysage Suspendu 2003 Carol Lai Miu Suet China

The World 2004 Jia Zhang-ke China

Jour et nuit 2004 Wang Chao China

Dam Street 2005 Li Yu China

Summer Palace 2006 Lou Ye China

Walking on the Wild Side 2006 Jie Han China

Voîture de Luxe 2006 Wang Chao China

Train de Nuit 2007 Yinan Dao China

Title Year of 
premiere

Director Country of 
production
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Tout peut recommencer 2008 Wang Chao China

La Chinoise 2009 Xiaolu Guo China

Spring Fever 2009 Lou Ye China

Mixiang 2009 Bai Haibin China

People Exchange N/A Yu Lik-wai China

The Ditch 2010 Wang Bing China

Le Dos 2010 Liu Bingjian China

11 Flowers 2011 Wang Xiaoshuai China

Crosscurrent 2016 Yang Chao China

Cosplay N/A Zhimin Sheng China

La Stratégie de l’Escargot 1993 Sergio Cabrera Colombia

Oedipe Alcade 1996 Jorge Ali Triana Colombia

Souffle de vie 2000 Luis Ospina Colombia

Bolivar soy yo 2002 Jorge Ali Triana Colombia

Comme le chat et la souris 2002 Rodrigo Triana Colombia

El rey 2004 Antonio Dorado Colombia

El trato 2005 Francisco Norden Colombia

Biblioburro 2008 Carlos Rendon Zipagauta Colombia

La Barra 2009 Oscar Ruiz Navia Colombia

The Stoplight Society 2010 Ruben Mendoza Colombia

Porfirio 2011 Alejandro Landes Colombia

Gordo, calvo y bajito 2011 Carlos Osuna Colombia

La playa DC 2012 Juan Andres Arango Garcia Colombia

La Sirga 2012 William Vega Colombia

Edificio royal 2012 Iván Wild Colombia

El gancho 2014 Sandra Higuita Marin Colombia

El camino 2008 Istar Yasin Gutierrez Costa Rica

Title Year of 
premiere

Director Country of 
production



184

Bouka 1988 Gnoan Roger M’Bala Côte d’Ivoire

Bal poussière 1988 Henri Duparc Côte d’Ivoire

Le sixième doigt 1990 Henri Duparc Côte d’Ivoire

Au nom du Christ 1993 Gnoan Roger M’Bala Côte d’Ivoire

Wariko le gros lot 1993 Fadika Kramo-Lanciné Côte d’Ivoire

Adanggaman 2000 Gnoan Roger M’Bala Côte d’Ivoire

Entre deux cyclones 2002 Enrique Colina Cuba

Même si tu es loin 2003 Juan Carlos Tabio Cuba

Scent of Oak 2004 Rigoberto Lopez Cuba

La vie est belle 1987 Mweze Ngangura Democratic 
Republic of 
Congo

Le baobab de Dagnoin-
Thomas Sankara

1991 Balafu Bakupa-Kanyinda Democratic 
Republic of 
Congo

Macadam tribu 1996 Zéka Laplaine Democratic 
Republic of 
Congo

Pièces d’identités 1998 Mweze Ngangura Democratic 
Republic of 
Congo

La ballade du paria* N/A Gilbert Nsangata Democratic 
Republic of 
Congo

Viva Riva! 2010 Djo Munga Democratic 
Republic of 
Congo

Entre Marx et une femme nue 1996 Camilo Luzuriaga Ecuador

Cronicas 2004 Sébastian Cordero Ecuador

Vols d’été 1988 Yousry Nasrallah Egypt

Alexandrie encore et toujours 1989 Youssef Chahine Egypt

Mendiants et orgueilleux 1991 Asma El Bakri Egypt

Mercedes 1993 Yousry Nasrallah Egypt

Title Year of 
premiere

Director Country of 
production
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Le Destin 1997 Youssef Chahine Egypt

Concert dans la ruelle du 
bonheur

1998 Asma El Bakri Egypt

Les Portes fermées 1998 Atef Hetata Egypt

La violence et la dérision 2004 Asma El Bakri Egypt

La Porte du soleil 2004 Yousry Nasrallah Egypt

L’Aqarium 2008 Yousry Nasrallah Egypt

Zelal 2010 Marianne Khoury + Mustafa Hasnaoui Egypt

Lust 2011 Khaled El-Hagar Egypt

Compos Mentis (formerly 
titled “Le mouton noir...”)

N/A Mohammad Shawky Hassan Egypt

Teza 2008 Haile Gerima Ethiopia

Yetut Lij N/A Haile Gerima Ethiopia

Queleh* 2008? Abraham Haile Biru + Abdi Jama† Ethiopia/
Somalia

L’ombre de liberty 2006 Imunga Ivanga Gabon

The Other Bank 2009 George Ovashvili Georgia

Okhotnik (Le Chasseur / The 
Hunter)*

2011 Bakur Bakuradze Georgia

In Bloom 2013 Nana Ekvtimishvili Georgia

La terre éphémère 2014 George Ovashvili Georgia

Dakan 1997 Mohamed Camara Guinea

Le Fleuve 2002 Mama Keïta Guinea

Il va pleuvoir sur Conakry 2007 Cheick Fantamady Camara Guinea

Mortu Nega 1988 Flora Gomes Guinea-Bissau

Les Yeux bleus de Yonta 1992 Flora Gomes Guinea-Bissau

Xime 1994 Sana Na N’Hada Guinea-Bissau

Po di Sangui 1996 Flora Gomes Guinea-Bissau

Nha Fala 2002 Flora Gomes Guinea-Bissau

Title Year of 
premiere

Director Country of 
production
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Haitian Corner 1988 Raoul Peck Haiti

L’homme sur les quais 1993 Raoul Peck Haiti

Moloch Tropical (working 
title: Chimères)

2009 Raoul Peck Haiti

Haiti, des milliards pour une 
refondation*

2013 Raoul Peck Haiti

Les terres de l’Ogre 2002 Sami Kafati Honduras

Genesis 1985 Mrinal Sen India

Maya 1992 Ketan Mehta India

English August 1994 Dev Benegal India

Jaya Ganga 1996 Vijay Singh India

La Danse du vent 1997 Rajan Khosa India

The Servant’s Shirt 1999 Mani Kaul India

Karvaan 1999 Pankaj Butalia India

Kali Salwar 2001 Fareeda Metha India

Le Serviter de Khali (aka 
Ombres obscures)

2002 Adoor Gopalakrishnan India

Samsara 2002 Pan Nalin India

Twist avec le Destin 2002 Subdhir Mishra India

Let the Wind Blow 2004 Partho Sen Gupta India

Behind the Mirror 2005 Rajkumar Bhan India

Nistabdh 2005 Jahar Kanungo India

Unni 2007 Murali Nair India

The Sterile Goat 2007 Murali Nair India

The Photograph 2007 Nan T. Achnas Indonesia

Qissa: The Tale of a Lonely 
Ghost

2013 Anup Singh India

La Vengeance de Gautman* N/A Alka Raghuram India

Do Duni (a.k.a. Twosome)* N/A Siddharth Sinha India

Title Year of 
premiere

Director Country of 
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L’Imploration* N/A Ajay Raina India

Telegram 2000 Slamet Rahardjo Djarot Indonesia

Pesantren 2008 Nurman Hakim Indonesia

The Dancer 2011 Ifa Isfansya Indonesia

Le tablier brodé de ma mère 
s’étale dans ma vie

1984 Arby Ovanessian Iran

Gabbeh 1995 Mohsen Makhmalbaf Iran

Cinquième saison (working 
title: La Route)

1997 Rafi Pitts Iran

Abjad la première lettre 2003 Abolfazl Jalili Iran

The Deserted Station 2003 Ali Réza Raissian Iran

Café Frontière 2004 Kambozia Partovi Iran

Rêve de sables 2004 Sepideh Farsi Iran

Kilomètre Zero 2005 Huner Saleem Iraq

The Forbidden Chapter 
(working title: La Glaive de 
Dieu)

2005 Fariborz Kamkari Iran

Nos soeurs 20?? Ebrahim Mokhtari Iran

La Terre ferme 2008 Chapour Haghighat Iran

L’Aube du monde 2008 Abbas Fahdel Iraq

La Mère de Hussein 2009 Mohamed Al-Daradji Iraq

Bassidiji 2009 Mehran Tamadon Iran

Noces ephémères 2010 Reza Serkanian Iran

Teheran Rising 2010 Maryam Keshavarz Iran

Ziba 2012 Bani Khoshnoudi Iran

Une famille respectable 2012 Massoud Bakhshi Iran

Iranian 2014 Mehran Tamadon Iran

Trente jours avec moi N/A Babak Amini Iran

Tueur à gages 1998 Darezhan Omirbaev Kazakhstan

Title Year of 
premiere

Director Country of 
production
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Les petites gens 2003 Nariman Turebaev Kazakhstan

Okhotnik 2004 Serik Aprymov Kazakhstan

Schizo 2004 Gulshad Omarova Kazakhstan

Sayonara Samuraï 2008 Amir Karakulov Kazakhstan

Chouga (working title: 
Aïnour)

2008 Darezhan Omirbaev Kazakhstan

Baksy 2008 Guka Omarova Kazakhstan

Bataille de l’arbre sacré 1994 Wanjiru Kinyanjui Kenya

Le Singe 2001 Aktan Abdykalykov Kyrgyzstan

Chants des mers du sud 2008 Marat Sarulu Kyrgyzstan

Le voleur de lumière 2010 Aktan Abdykallykov Kyrgyzstan

Given Time / Kala Vela / Les 
Amis

N/A Somock Southiphonh Laos

L’homme voilé (working title: 
Mercenaire)

1987 Maroun Bagdadi Lebanon

Écrans de sable 1991 Randa Chahal-Sabbag Lebanon

Ana el Awan, Histoire d’un 
retour (working title: La 
mémoire plâtrée)

1994 Jean Claude Codsi Lebanon

Beyrouth fantôme 1998 Ghassan Salhab Lebanon

West Beirut 1998 Ziad Doueiri Lebanon

Autour de la maison rose 1999 Khalil Joreige & Joana Hadjithomas Lebanon

L’ombre de la ville (working 
title: Derrière les lignes)

2000 Jean Khalil Chamoun Lebanon

Terra Incognita 2002 Ghassan Salhab Lebanon

Le Cerf-volant 2003 Randa Chahal-Sabbag Lebanon

Beyrouth entre New York et 
Bagdad

2005 Dalia Fathallah Lebanon

A Perfect Day 2005 Khalil Joreige & Joana Hadjithomas Lebanon

Le dernier homme (working 
title: Parmi les ombres)

2006 Ghassan Salhab Lebanon

Title Year of 
premiere

Director Country of 
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Caramel 2007 Nadine Labaki Lebanon

Khalass 2007 Borhane Alaouié Lebanon

Falafel 2007 Michel Kammoun Lebanon

Nasrine 2008 Sabine El Gemayel Lebanon

Chou Sar - que s’est-il 
passé?

2009 De Gaulle Eid Lebanon

A Man of Honor 2012 Jean-Claude Codsi Lebanon

Layali bala noom 2012 Eliane Raheb Lebanon

L’Autre Ville* N/A Ghassan Salhab Lebanon

Je suis de Titov Veles 2008 Teona S. Mitevska Macedonia

Mothers 2011 Milcho Manchevski Macedonia

Tabataba 1988 Raymond Rajaonarivelo Madagascar

Quand les étoiles rencontrent 
la mer

1996 Raymond Rajaonarivelo Madagascar

Yeelen 1987 Souleymane Cissé Mali

L’Orphelin Falato 1989 Mahamadou Cissé Mali

Finzan 1989 Cheick Oumar Sissoko Mali

Ta Dona, Au feu! 1991 Adama Drabo Mali

Guimba the Tyrant 1995 Cheick Oumar Sissoko Mali

Taafe Fanga 1997 Adama Drabo Mali

Faraw, une mère des sables 1997 Abdoulaye Ascofaré Mali

Genesis 1999 Cheick Oumar Sissoko Mali

Bàttu 2000 Cheick Oumar Sissoko Mali

Kabala 2002 Assane Kouyaté Mali

Bamako 2006 Aberrahmane Sissako Mali

Ségoufanga* N/A Mambaye Coulibaly Mali

Sory* N/A Souleymane Cissé Mali

Title Year of 
premiere

Director Country of 
production
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Fatima l’Aurésienne de 
Dakar

2004 Med Hondo Mauritania

Dollar Mambo 1993 Paul Leduc Mexico

La Reine de la nuit 1994 Arturo Ripstein Mexico

Le Jardin de l’Eden 1994 María Novaro Mexico

La Comète 1998 Maryse Sistach Mexico

Santitos 1998 Alejandro Springall Mexico

Pas de lettre pour le colonel 1999 Arturo Ripstein Mexico

Le Crime du père Amaro 2002 Carlos Carrera Mexico

Battle in Heaven 2005 Carlos Reygadas Mexico

La niña en la piedra 2006 Maryse Sistach Mexico

El Cobrador 2006 Paul Leduc Mexico

Pièces détachées 2007 Aaron Fernandez Mexico

Los bastardos 2008 Amat Escalante Mexico

Post Tenebras Lux 2012 Carlos Reygadas Mexico

Heli 2013 Amat Escalante Mexico

Aldas 1994 Choymbolyn Jumdaan Mongolia

Porte sur le ciel 1988 Farida Benlyazid Morocco

Badis 1988 Mohamed Abderrahman Tazi Morocco

La plage des enfants perdus 1991 Jilali Ferhati Morocco

À la recherche du mari de ma 
femme

1997 Mohamed Abderrahman Tazi Morocco

Lalla Hobby (working title: 
Et toujours à la recherche du 
mari de ma femme)

1997 Mohamed Abderrahman Tazi Morocco

Adieu Forain 1998 Daoud Aoulad-Syad Morocco

Chroniques marocaines 1999 Moumen Smihi Morocco

Les Casablancais 1999 Abdelkader Lagtaa Morocco

Ali Zaoua 2000 Nabil Ayouch Morocco

Title Year of 
premiere
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production
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Le Cheval de vent 2001 Daoud Aoulad-Syad Morocco

Les Amants de Mogador 2002 Souheil Ben Barka Morocco

Les Yeux secs 2003 Narjiss Nejjar Morocco

Ten'ja 2004 Hassan Legzouli Morocco

Le Gosse de Tanger 2006 Moumen Smihi Morocco

Nos lieux interdits 2008 Leïla Kilani Morocco

Entre paranthèses 2008 M.C. Tribak + Hicham Falah Morocco

La Mosquée 2010 Daoud Aoula-Syad Morocco

Sur la planche 2011 Leïla Kilani Morocco

La danse du monstre 2012 Hassan Benjelloun (completed by Majid 
Lahcen)

Morocco

Le veau d’or 2012 Hasam Legzouli Morocco

Horses of God 2012 Nabil Ayouch Morocco

O Jardim do Outro Homem 2007 João Luis Sol de Carvalho Mozambique

Le dernier vol du Flamant 
Rose

2011 João Ribeiro Mozambique

Virgem Margarida 2012 Licinio Azevedo Mozambique

Ezra 2007 Newton Aduaka Nigeria

Waiting for an angel N/A Newton Aduaka Nigeria

Kamosh Pani 2003 Sabiha Sumar Pakistan

Chronicle of a 
Disappearance

1996 Elia Suleiman Palestinian 
Territories

Haifa 1996 Rachid Masharawi Palestinian 
Territories

Divine Intervention 2002 Elia Suleiman Palestinian 
Territories

Attente 2005 Rashid Masharawi Palestinian 
Territories

Le sel de la mer 2008 Annemarie Jacir Palestinian 
Territories

Title Year of 
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Laila’s Birthday 2008 Rashid Masharawi Palestinian 
Territories

Man without a Cell Phone 2010 Sameh Zoabi Palestinian 
Territories

Fix Me 2010 Raed Andoni Palestinian 
Territories

Port of Memory 2010 Kamal Aljafari Palestinian 
Territories

Inheritance 2012 Hiam Abbass Palestinian 
Territories

Girafada 2013 Rani Massalha Palestinian 
Territories

Tinpis Run 1990 Pengau Nengo Papua New 
Guinea

Hamaca paraguaya 2006 Paz Encina Paraguay

Ejercicios de memoria 
(working title: Un suspiro/Un 
soupir)

2016 Paz Encina Paraguay

Malabrigo 1986 Alberto Durant Peru

Ni con Dios ni con el Diablo 1989 Nilo Pereira del Mar Peru

Tombés du Ciel 1990 Francisco Lombardi Peru

La Gringa 1991 Alberto Durant Peru

El bien esquivo* 2001 Augusto Tamayo San Román Peru

Mama Coco 2004 Marianne Eyde Peru

Dioses 2008 Josué Mendez Peru

Contracorriente 2008 Javier Fuentes-Leon Peru

Tarata 2009 Fabrizio Aguilar Peru

Les mauvaises intentions 2011 Rosario Garcia Montero Peru

Independencia 2009 Raya Martin Philippines

Saving Sally 2016 Avid Liongoren Philippines

Matanga 1995 David-Pierre Fila Republic of 
Congo

Title Year of 
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Voyage à Ouaga 2001 Camille Mouyeke Republic of 
Congo

Petits blancs au manioc 1989 Moussa Yoro Bathily Senegal

Niiwan 1991 Clarence Delgado Senegal

Hyènes 1992 Djibril Diop Mambety Senegal

Mossane 1996 Safi Faye Senegal

Tableau ferraille 1997 Moussa Sene Absa Senegal

Karmen Geï 2001 Jo Gaye Ramaka Senegal

Madame Brouette 2002 Moussa Sene Absa Senegal

Moolade 2004 Sembène Ousmane Senegal

L’appel des arènes 2006 Cheick Ndiaye Senegal

Dakar Trottoirs 2013 Hubert Laba Ndao Senegal

Atlantic-Express* N/A Moussa Yoro Bathily Senegal

Falling Into Paradise 2004 Milos Radovic Serbia

Besa* 2009 Srdjan Karanovic Serbia

Circles 2013 Srdan Golubovic Serbia

Mexico* N/A Janko Baljak Serbia

Fools 1997 Ramadan Suleman South Africa

La Caméra de Bois 2004 Ntshavheni Wa Luruli South Africa

Lettre d’Amour Zoulou 2004 Ramadan Suleman South Africa

Triomf 2008 Michael Raeburn South Africa*

Violence 2010 Khalo Matabane South Africa

The Struggle* N/A Oliver Hermanus South Africa

Liyathembara 1985 Hervé Berard Sri Lanka

La terre abandonnée 2005 Vimukthi Jayasundara Sri Lanka

Aksharaya* 2005 Asoka Handagama Sri Lanka

Ahasin Wetei 2009 Vimukthi Jayasundara Sri Lanka

Title Year of 
premiere

Director Country of 
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La Nuit (working title: 
Annonciation)

1992 Mohammed Malas Syria

Sacrifices 2002 Oussama Mohammad Syria

Damas, au peril du souvenir 
(working title: Je ne suis pas 
venue faire des histoires?)

2012 Marie Seurat Syria

Comme si nous attrapions un 
cobra

2012 Allabdalla Hala Syria

Luna Papa 1999 Bakhtiyar Khudojnazarov Tajikistan

L’Ange de l’épaule droite 2002 Djamshed Usmonov Tajikistan

Tropical Malady 2004 Apichatpong Weerasethakul Thailand

Syndromes and a Century 2006 Apichatpong Weerasethakul Thailand

Uncle Boonmee Who Can 
Recall His Past Lives

2010 Apichatpong Weerasethakul Thailand

Kawilazi 1992 Kilizou Blaise Abalo Togo

Les Baliseurs du Désert 1984 Nacer Khemir Tunisia

Layla ma raison 1989 Taïeb Louhichi Tunisia

Les Sabots en or 1989 Nouri Bouzid Tunisia

Coeur nomade 1990 Fitouri Belhiba Tunisia

Le collier perdu de la 
colombe

1990 Nacer Khemir Tunisia

Chich Khan 1991 Mahmoud Ben Mahmoud + Fadhel 
Jaibi

Tunisia

Bezness 1991 Nouri Bouzid Tunisia

Soltane El Medina 1993 Moncef Dhouib Tunisia

Les Silences du palais 1994 Moufida Tlatli Tunisia

Un été à la Goulette 1995 Ferid Boughedir Tunisia

Essaïda 1996 Mohamed Zran Tunisia

Bent Familia 1997 Nouri Bouzid Tunisia

Keswa le fil perdu 1997 Kalthoum Bornaz Tunisia

Title Year of 
premiere

Director Country of 
production



195

Demain je brûle (working 
title: Un petit gars de la 
goulette)

1998 Mohamed Ben Smaïl Tunisia

La Saison des hommes 2000 Moufida Tlatli Tunisia

Sois mon amie 2000 Naceur Ktari Tunisia

No Man’s Love 2001 Nidhal Chatta Tunisia

El Kotbia 2002 Nawfel Saheb-Ettaba Tunisia

Poupée d’Argile 2002 Nouri Bouzid Tunisia

Khorma le crieur de 
nouvelles

2002 Jilani Saadi Tunisia

Satin rouge 2002 Raja Amari Tunisia

Le Prince 2004 Mohamed Zran Tunisia

Bab’Aziz 2004 Nacer Khemir Tunisia

La télé arrive 2006 Moncef Dhouib Tunisia

Making Of 2006 Nouri Bouzid Tunisia

Les secrets 2009 Raja Amari Tunisia

Laïcité, Inch'Allah! 2011 Nadia El Fani Tunisia

Bastardo 2013 Néjib Belkadhi Tunisia

Le challat de Tunis 2013 Kaouther Ben Hania Tunisia

Timgad 2016 Fabrice Benchaouche Tunisia

Degage* N/A Nouri Bouzid Tunisia

Nue 1991 Ali Özgentürk Turkey

Robert’s Movie 1991 Canan Gerede Turkey

A Ay 1992 Reha Erdem Turkey

Babaman Sesi 2012 Orhan Eskiköy + Zeynal Dogan Turkey 
(Kurdistan)

Come to My Voice 2014 Hüseyin Karabey Turkey 
(Kurdistan)

El baño del Papa 2007 César Charlone + Enrique Fernandez Uruguay

Title Year of 
premiere

Director Country of 
production
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The Delay 2012 Rodrigo Plá Uruguay

Chilla 2014 Saodat Ismailova Uzbekistan

Aral* N/A Ella Vakkasova Uzbekistan

Oriana 1985 Fina Torres Venezuela

Amerika, Terra Incognita 1989 Diego Risquez Venezuela

Rio Negro 1990 Atahualpa Lichy Venezuela

Terra Nova 1991 Calogero Salvo Venezuela

Tendre est la nuit 1991 Leonardo Henriquez Venezuela

Pleine lune 1992 Ana Cristina Henriquez Venezuela

La fin de round 1992 Olegario Barrera Venezuela

Tierre grito mambru 1992 Raoul Chamorro Venezuela

Tokyo Paraguaipoa 1996 Leonardo Henriquez Venezuela

Caracas amor a muerte 1999 Gustavo Balza Gamez Venezuela

A la media noche y media 1999 Mariana Rondon + Marité Ugas Venezuela

Amor en concreto 2003 Francisco de Pena Venezuela

Maroa 2005 Solveig Hoogesteijn Venezuela

L’Immeuble 1999 Viet Linh Vietnam

La Saison des Goyaves 2000 Dang Nhat Minh Vietnam

Mê Thao 2002 Viet Linh Vietnam

Le Temps révolu 2004 Ho Quang Minh Vietnam

Gardien de Buffles 2004 Vo Minh-Nguyen Vietnam

La lune dans le fond du puits 2008 Nguyen Vinh Son Vietnam

Vertiges 2010 Chuyen Thac Bui Vietnam

Bie, n’aie pas peur 2010 Phang Dang Di Vietnam

Mother’s Soul 2011 Pham Nhue Giang Vietnam

I Am Nojoom, Age 10 and 
Divorced (a.k.a. Nojoud)

2014 Khadija Al-Salami Yemen

Title Year of 
premiere

Director Country of 
production
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Flame 1996 Ingrid Sinclair Zimbabwe

Robert Mugabe... What 
Happened?

2011 Simon Bright Zimbabwe

The Rwanda Mandate* N/A Ingrid Sinclair Zimbabwe

Africa Dreaming [omnibus 
film]

1997 Farai Sevenzo, Abderrahmane Sissako, 
João Ribeiro, Paleska ka Letlaka, 
Richard Pakleppa, Jo Gaye Ramaka

Zimbabwe/
Mauritania/
Mozambique/
South Africa/
Namibia/
Senegal

Title Year of 
premiere

Director Country of 
production
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