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LA ZERDA ET LES CHANTS DE L'OUBLI.  
Flipside of a letter by Assia Djebar 
 to the director of the Berlinale Forum, 
dated Paris, January 23, 1983.
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Das Goethe-Institut als das deutsche 
Kulturinstitut ist bei seiner Arbeit auf 
dem afrikanischen Kontinent bestän-
dig mit der Frage nach dem Rahmen 
eines europäischen Kulturinstituts im 
Kontext des Post-Kolonialismus kon-
frontiert. Die Reflexion der kolonialen 
Vergangenheit, der Umgang mit dem 
kolonialen Erbe, der Rolle des Instituts 
in Zeiten des Post- und Neo-Kolonia-
lismus und während der Dekoloniali-
sierung des Kontinents sind wichtige 
Fragestellungen für das Netzwerk der 
Goethe-Institute. Nur ein offener Um-
gang mit der Komplexität dieser The-
men kann der Arbeit die Glaubwürdig-
keit verleihen, die das Goethe-Institut 
in Zusammenarbeit mit lokalen Part-
nern, Künstlern, Akademikern und In-
tellektuellen benötigt. Aus diesem 
Grund arbeitet das Goethe-Institut auf 
dem afrikanischen Kontinent mit ver-
schiedenen Kulturprojekten zu diesem 
Themenkomplex.

Während die deutsche koloniale 
Vergangenheit in den ehemals koloni-
alisierten Ländern zum Allgemeinwis-
sen gehört und teilweise identitätsstif-
tend ist, wurde die Auseinandersetzung 
in Deutschland von anderen Prioritä-
tensetzungen wie dem Umgang mit 
dem Zweiten Weltkrieg überlagert. Die 
deutliche Stärkung der Diskussionen 
in der deutschen Öffentlichkeit zur 
Aufarbeitung der deutschen Kolonial-
vergangenheit sowie die Auseinander-
setzung mit den Dekolonialisierungs-
prozessen haben dazu geführt, dass 
diese wichtigen Themen auch in 
Deutschland eine stärkere Präsenz er-
fahren.

In its work on the African continent, the 
Goethe-Institut as the German cultural 
institute is continuously confronted 
with the question of how to frame the 
mission of a European cultural insti-
tute in the post-colonial context. Re-
flecting on the colonial past, dealing 
with colonial heritage, defining the role 
of the institute in times of post- and 
neo-colonialism and in times of decol-
onization of the continent are impor-
tant issues for the network of the 
Goethe-Institut. Only when these com-
plex topics are addressed openly can 
the institute’s work receive the credi-
bility necessary for cooperation with lo-
cal partners, artists, academics, and 
intellectuals. For this reason, the 
Goethe-Institut works with a variety of 
cultural projects on the African conti-
nent that deal with these topics. 

While the German colonial past is 
common knowledge in the countries 
that were formerly colonized, and 
sometimes even defines identities, the 
discourse in Germany has been domi-
nated by other priorities, such as deal-
ing with World War II. Recent discus-
sions on how to deal with the German 
colonial past are becoming more ro-
bust in the German public discourse, 
and decolonization processes are being 
reflected upon, which has meant that 
these important topics have been 
brought into focus in Germany as well.

The film package “Specters of Free-
dom – Cinema and Decolonization” can 
make an important contribution to 
these reflections. The films that origi-
nated in the years between 1969 and 
1982 and that describe the liberation 
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Das Filmpaket „Specters of Freedom 
 – Cinema and Decolonization“ kann  
einen wichtigen Beitrag zu dieser Aus-
einandersetzung leisten. Die Filme, die 
zwischen 1969 und 1982 entstanden 
und die Befreiungskämpfe und den Be-
ginn der Post-Kolonialität beschreiben, 
sind wichtige Anfänge der Dekoloniali-
sierungsprozesse, die bis heute andau-
ern. In einer Zeit, in der zum Beispiel in 
Südafrika heftige Diskussionen um die 
Dekolonialisierung der Universitäten 
und des Curriculums geführt werden, 
sind diese Zeitzeugnisse der Bildpro-
duktion von unschätzbarem Wert.

Wir möchten uns herzlich beim  
Arsenal – Institut für Film und Video-
kunst e.V. in Berlin, und dabei beson-
ders Stefanie Schulte Strathaus und 
Markus Ruff, sowie den Kuratoren des 
Programms, Tobias Hering und Cata-
rina Simão, für ihre zähe und geduldige 
Arbeit bedanken, das Filmpaket zu-
sammenzustellen, die Materiallage 
und die Rechte zu klären, die Filme zu 
digitalisieren und sie damit einer brei-
ten Öffentlichkeit wieder zugänglich zu 
machen. Das Goethe-Institut hat mit 
dem Filmpaket „Specters of Freedom  
 – Cinema and Decolonization“ so die 
Möglichkeit, an den wichtigen Diskur-
sen mit diesem filmischen Erbe teilzu-
nehmen und sich dabei den Anforde-
rungen eines deutschen Kulturinstituts 
auf adäquate Weise zu stellen.

struggles and the beginnings of post-
colonialism are important starting 
points for the decolonization processes 
that are still underway today. In times 
where lively debates are taking place 
on how to decolonize universities and 
the curriculum, for example in South 
Africa, the historical testimony of this 
image production is invaluable. 

We wish to express our sincere grat-
itude to the Arsenal – Institute for Film 
and Video Art in Berlin, and in particu-
lar to Stefanie Schulte Strathaus and 
Markus Ruff, as well as to the curators 
of the program, Tobias Hering and Ca-
tarina Simão, for their tenacious and 
patient work in compiling the film 
package, in tracking down the films, in 
clarifying legal issues, in digitizing the 
films, and as a result in making them 
available to the broader public. With 
the film package “Specters of Freedom 

– Cinema and Decolonization,” the 
Goethe-Institut has the opportunity to 
participate in this important discourse 
through the film heritage and thereby 
adequately to meet the challenges of a 
German cultural institute. 
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The selection of films in this DVD box 
set had its origins in a three-day film 
program co-curated by Tobias Hering 
and Catarina Simão at the Arsenal  
Cinema in Berlin in November 2012.  
It consisted of the six films comprised 
by this edition, plus A Queda (The Fall, 
Brazil, 1978), the film that Ruy Guerra 
made in Brazil just before he returned 
to his country of birth, Mozambique, 
where he would take on a leading role 
in post-liberation cinema production 
and politics. 

The title “Specters of Freedom” is a 
reference to the spectral and unruly 
nature of all films, particularly when 
they are taken out of an archive and 
brought back to life in a projection. The 
scope of the research had been framed 
as: films produced during a period of 
political upheaval that either document 
the period in question or can them-
selves be seen to express a “new time.” 
Films in search of images and sounds 
capable of conveying a new sense of 
freedom that is imminent or has al-
ready been attained whilst still often 
having to grapple with the specters of 
freedom: ideas thought to have been 
overcome reappearing in fresh garb; 
the scrap heap of symbols, images, 
and slogans and a suddenly anachro-
nistic language; the euphoria of those 
past and their unfulfilled hopes.

The original program was the result 
of an interwoven research in film ar-
chives in Berlin (Arsenal – Institute for 
Film and Video Art), Maputo (O Instituto 
Nacional de Audiovisual e Cinema – 
INAC), and Lisbon (Cinemateca Portu-
guesa – Museo do Cinema). During the 

production of the DVD, specific ques-
tions concerning the print status of As-
sia Djebar's film LA ZERDA ET LES 
CHANTS DE L'OUBLI also involved ar-
chives and researchers in Algiers, in-
cluding the Établissement public de té-
lévision (EPTV). The constellation of 
films as well as the source materials 
resorted to for their digitization inevita-
bly reflect the set priorities as much as 
the contingencies of such a situated 
research and production process. If the 
supplementary title, “Cinema and De-
colonization,” already used for the pro-
gram in November 2012, was main-
tained for the DVD, it is not meant to lay 
claim to any representative, let alone 
comprehensive character of this selec-
tion. Keeping this title rather meant to 
give credit to the fact that the histories 
inscribed in these films also encom-
pass the necessities, contingencies, 
and virtualities of film archives in gen-
eral and of “the colonial archive” in 
particular: a signifier for a transna-
tional, desituated, displaced residue of 
a collective but fragmented historical 
experience, which keeps engaging our 
present and which, when researched, 
will inevitably prompt what Édouard 
Glissant has called détournement, re-
routing and deviation. 

Ruy Guerra’s MUEDA, MEMÓRIA E 
MASSACRE, a crucial and complex 
contribution to the cinema of decoloni-
zation, has also been an essential film 
for this research, because it is the only 
one of the six films on this DVD of which 
a print (alas in different edits) exists in 
all three of the archives in Maputo, Lis-
bon, and Berlin. Officially the first fic-

tion film produced in post-liberation 
Mozambique, MUEDA entered Arse-
nal’s collection when it was also the 
first Mozambican production ever  
selected for the Berlinale’s Forum pro-
gram (in 1981). Linking Catarina 
Simão’s already ongoing research in 
Maputo and Tobias Hering’s film view-
ings in Arsenal’s archive, where MUEDA 
has remained the only Mozambican 
film to date, the film offered itself as  
a rich source for conceptual consider-
ations. Its vibrant combination of ci-
néma vérité, popular theater, oral tradi-
tion, and post-liberation didactics, its 
playful ambivalence between docu-
mentary claims and fictional appear-
ance, its engagement with a post-liber-
ation re-enactment of colonial violence 
inevitably attracted the interest of a 
project ready to charge the specters of 
freedom and to raise questions on the 
whereabouts of the “colonial archive.” 

The research was initiated in the 
context of the larger cycle, “Living Ar-
chive – Archive Work as a Contempo-
rary Artistic and Curatorial Practice” 
(2011–2013), in which Arsenal – Insti-
tute for Film and Video Art invited over 
40 curators, filmmakers, artists, and 
researchers to propose projects 
around its own collection of films that 
would explore archival work as a con-
temporary practice by linking research, 
preservation, and publication. Since 
then, this concept of an accessible ar-
chive, of an archive that only lives when 
its contents are seen, has turned out to 
be enormously fruitful. Several follow-
up projects have not only given shape 
to new ways of thinking and performing 
an archive, but also and importantly 
helped to re-appreciate and safeguard 

contested cinematic legacies in Sudan, 
India, Guinea-Bissau, Egypt, Nigeria, 
and elsewhere. 

The idea of a “living archive” has 
helped to clarify that an archive bears 
testimony to the past as much as it 
makes demands on the present. Digiti-
zation, digital restoration, and redistri-
bution of endangered film prints and 
footage is an important factor in con-
temporary archival practice and an ob-
vious means to give films new life.  How-
ever, it is not always the only or even the 
most desirable way to go, and the “Liv-
ing Archive” project has therefore paid 
equal attention to cinema practices, to 
time-based forms of presentation, and 
to the wealth of knowledge transmitted 
by the physical and sensual qualities of 
the archive. While some participants in 
the “Living Archive” project had made 
the digitization and DVD release of films 
an essential part of their project pro-
posals, the digitization and release of 
the selection presented here was a sup-
plement to the curatorial research and 
was made possible by support from the 
Goethe-Institut. At the time when this 
DVD edition was first deliberated, no 
one foresaw that it would end up being 
five years in the making.

It has been an ambitious undertak-
ing in many ways. This DVD reinserts 
into cycles of awareness and apprecia-
tion six films that hitherto have not 
been given the attention they arguably 
deserve. None of these films have pre-
viously been publicly released on DVD. 
Their visibility even among interested 
circles informed by Third Cinema and 
the cinema of decolonization has been 
extremely limited due to these films’ 
mostly scarce and precarious existence 

Specters of Freedom – Cinema and Decolonization
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as analogue prints or pirated video cop-
ies. Some of these material, economic, 
and political aspects will become more 
explicit in the following texts.

The significant differences in the ar-
chival politics around these films and 
their reception, however, should not be 
overlooked. While REASSEMBLAGE and, 
to a certain extent, LA ZERDA ET LES 
CHANTS DE L'OUBLI have been regis-
tered and appreciated in discourses on 
the cinema of decolonization, the Por-
tuguese language films in this selec-
tion have not been widely seen since 
the sometimes spectacular reception 
by their first audiences. This is not, 
however, to diminish the merits of the 
pioneering research and programming 
done internationally in recent years  
by Diana Andringa, Maria do Carmo 

Piçarra, Ute Fendler, Mathieu Kleyebe 
Abonnenc, Monica Lima Gomes, Maria 
Paula Meneses, Gabriel Mondlane, 
Luis Carlos Patraquim, Pedro Pimenta, 
Catarina Simão, and others to which 
this DVD release is indebted and for 
whose work it will hopefully prove valu-
able. It should also be noted that due to 
the re-appreciation of Arsenal's rare 
archive prints of MUEDA and MONAN-
GAMBEEE, these films have recently 
been exposed to a growing number of 
cinema audiences. 

Tobias Hering 
Berlin, December 2017 

When the nation achieved indepen-
dence in 1975, the Mozambican urban 
elite embarked on an intense discov-
ery of the events that had unfolded 
during the war in the northern part of 
the country. There had been ten years 
of clashes between FRELIMO guerril-
las and Portuguese colonial troops but 
little was known about these events, 
since information was tightly con-
trolled by the colonial government. 
Stories about battles and victories  
had yet to be revealed. However, just 
like in Algeria or in Cuba, cinema re-
lating to Mozambique’s independence 
sought to be the “art of the masses.” 
The most essential aspect was that it 
should function in pedagogical terms, 
with a view to creating a unifying con-
science in the country, without neces-
sarily concentrating on investigating 
the complexities of the war.

In 1979, the National Cinema Insti-
tute of Mozambique (Instituto Nacional  
de Cinema de Moçambique – INC)  
produced a film entitled MUEDA, 
MEMÓRIA E MASSACRE, directed by the 
Mozambican filmmaker Ruy Guerra – 
who returned to Mozambique after 
more than 20 years of self-imposed ex-
ile in Brazil and in Europe. The film ex-
amined an episode during the anti-co-
lonial resistance movement that 
became known as the “Mueda Massa-
cre” (Massacre de Mueda), which oc-
curred in 1960, in the Cabo Delgado re-
gion, a few kilometers from the border 
with Tanzania. Even though it essen-
tially involved ethnic and local elements 

– between Makonde migrants in Tanza-
nia and the Portuguese administration 

– the contours of this episode meant that 
it was interpreted as the crucial turning 
point for the commencement of the 
armed struggle. The war began a few 
years later, in 1964, in the region where 
the massacre took place, and hence it 
is narrated as the inaugural event 
within FRELIMO’s campaign to achieve 
freedom and independence. 

I The film about the massacre, as 
imagined by Ruy Guerra, did not adopt 
a heroic approach, imbued with over-
tones of virility and physical confronta-
tion, which might have seemed an op-
portune way of honoring the sacrifice 
and courage of the liberators. Instead, 
the film substituted “realist” violence 
with popular theater, with laughter, 
words, and satire.

During a journey to Cabo Delgado, 
Ruy Guerra learned of a play that the 
guerrillas used to stage in the Nachin-
gwea training camp during the war 
years. Surprisingly, the play continued 
to be performed even after indepen-
dence, in the town of Mueda, during 
commemorations to mark the anniver-
sary of the massacre. While this play 
was an integral part of mobilizing for 
the independence struggle in Nachin-
gwea, its repositioning during that mo-
ment and at that very site resulted in a 
particularly interesting symbolism: 
the inhabitants of the town of Mueda – 
which included survivors of the mas-
sacre – became actors representing a 
theatrical version of their own story. 
They portray the events that had taken 
place 18 years earlier, representing an 
illustration of past realities as though 

Mueda, Memória e Massacre.

Film still MUEDA, MEMÓRIA E MASSACRE
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it were a Western or a thriller. Cap-
tured on film in this work by Ruy 
Guerra, the play recreates the dia-
logues, the protagonists, the songs, 
and the sequence of events that in-
duced the colonial authorities to re-
spond with disproportionate violence 
to the populace’s peaceful demands 
for independence. Chronological rigor 
and complex intricacies of this histori-
cal past are attenuated so as to facili-
tate the “naturalization” of this living 
and oral drama.

One of the film’s main themes is 
this very movement of naturalization, 
insofar as the film relates an event 
from Mozambique’s colonial past, 
showcasing aspects that could never 
be attributed to this past: the space of 
administrative power is now profaned 
by the popular play, which occupies the 
erstwhile site where the massacre 
took place; the actions are always ac-
companied by lively reactions and 
hearty laughs by the participating pub-
lic; the universe of the white colonists 
is perspicaciously mimicked by black 
actors, who “purloin from colonialism 
both its costumes as well as the role of 
costumed actors which they played in 
all colonial actions”1; hoisted to the 
sound of the national anthem, the Por-
tuguese flag is shown upside down, 

“symbolizing its undue and abusive use 
by a handful of oppressors and their 
lackeys in an attempt to legitimize 
their actions.”2 Clearly, it is not so 
much the spectacle of the inversion of 
the “colonizer-colonized” power equa-
tion that creates the subversive lines of 
this play as much as the profoundly af-
fective and familiar appropriation of 
the colonists’ universe, which the Ma-

konde actors bring to life, in a carica-
ture that is effortlessly recognizable 
even today. 

II The effect of being immersed in a 
theatrical play is interspersed with 
brief descriptions recounted by survi-
vors of the massacre. Their personal 
memories of the events anticipate 
what is depicted in the play or pepper 
the structured sequence repeatedly 
with dates and names, showing the ar-
rival in Mueda of various political del-
egations from Tanzania (which was 
called Tanganyika at the time). How-
ever, some of these eye-witness ac-
counts diverged from official narra-
tives concerning the massacre. This 
meant that changes had to be made 
even after the film was released. Con-
stantly occupied with negotiations re-
lating to his works being produced in 
Brazil, Ruy Guerra only sporadically 
accompanied this process of “correc-
tion,” which was entrusted to the team 
at the National Cinema Institute. Vari-
ous versions of the film were made be-
fore the definitive version which was 
released for distribution. This episode 
of changes is consistent with news 
from the period (explaining the one 
year delay in the film’s international 
distribution) and Ruy Guerra categori-
cally dismissed any suggestion of cen-
sorship in this regard. When ques-
tioned by Soviet journalists at the 
Tashkent Festival (where the film won 
an award in 1980), a member of FRE-
LIMO’s Central Committee openly ad-
dressed the matter: “We decided to 
edit it in order to restore historical 
truth. The Mueda Massacre is still set 
in the context of a regionalist move-

ment (in this case, the Makonde re-
gion), a phase that only changed with 
the creation of the FRELIMO, under 
Eduardo Mondlane.” 3 

In his recently published biography4, 
Ruy Guerra’s return to Mozambique is 
viewed in terms of a mature militancy. 
A renowned filmmaker who was an in-
tegral part of the Brazilian new cinema 
movement and had great international 
prestige, he sought to redeem his ab-
sence from the country during the 
struggle for independence. However, 
Ruy Guerra affirmed that he did not 
wish to provoke any friction: “During 
revolutionary processes, military ele-
ments always clash with artistic ele-
ments; they are different paths, clash-
ing with the powers that be.”5   

But years later, Ruy Guerra did not 
hide his nostalgia for his film on the 
massacre, the original MUEDA. Guerra 
was not interested in the assumed and 
unequivocal position in the voices of 
those who witnessed the massacre: “I 
was interested in knowing what they 
thought about individual stories in re-
lation to collective fact.”6 The play’s po-
litical thrust was translated into an ar-
tistic proposal in the film by means of 
fragmented glimpses relating to the 
day of the massacre. Ruy Guerra called 
this the “accumulation of memories.”7 
MUEDA shows the testimony of one of 
the real protagonists of this episode 
(the proto-nationalist Faustino 
Vanombe), while others describe 
events seen from the perspective of the 
Portuguese forces, such as the sepoy 
Ernesto and the former Portuguese 
colonial administrator, who only ap-
pears in the first version of the film. 
The presence of a narrator providing a 

historical context for the events exists 
only in the early versions. The narrator 
was re-filmed and was later substi-
tuted by an actor before being defini-
tively removed in the final version.

Ruy Guerra viewed the testimony of 
the former administrator of Mueda as 
a sign of the party’s political generosity 
and non-dogmatic openness. This 
erstwhile colonial administrator had 
been arrested immediately on the first 
day of independence but was later 

“pardoned” and released by President 
Samora Machel himself. His testimony 
in the film, however, deprived the day of 
the massacre of an important element 
of its mythical construction. Starting by 
questioning the number of dead (600 
dead in the official version), it reduced 
a violent massacre to a simple riot 
caused by unrealistic expectations of 
claims emanating from Tanganyika.

III Ruy Guerra argued that the didactic 
sense of MUEDA, MEMÓRIA E MASSA-
CRE functioned by opening the process 
up to the unknown: “We here at the In-
stitute [the INC] were not the people 
who decided to make a full-length fea-
ture film about a piece of fiction. In 
light of this knowledge, we decided to 
experiment within an existing reality. 
We went to film without even knowing 
what the show was all about, how it 
unfolded and without any parameters 
a priori, neither in terms of aesthetic or 
political judgments.”8 It is interesting 
that Ruy Guerra presents the process 
of the film’s construction as heralding 
the work’s language. The fact that it 
was considered the first fiction film of 
the People’s Republic of Mozambique 
clearly indicates the open concept with 
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which it set out, by articulating fic-
tional and non-fictional elements. 
Apart from the programmatic needs 
associated with the historical moment 
when the film was made, part of the 
film’s interpretation is due to the 
transparency of its production process 
and to its didactic purposes (and isn’t 
this the real plane for an encounter 
with a political vision?).

The project for this film mobilized a 
large part of the staff of the National 
Cinema Institute in an effort to use ex-
clusively national resources, influenc-
ing the use of available technical 
means. Black-and-white film was 
chosen so that it could be developed at 
the Institute’s laboratory. As the date 
of the commemoration of the massa-
cre drew closer, Ruy Guerra travelled 
to Cabo Delgado with the team so as to 
record a journalistic view of the play, 
camera in hand, “a cinema-document,” 
since the team was keenly aware that 
this commemoration would not be re-
peated many more times in the future 
since, owing to independence and 
greater mobility among the population, 
migration away from rural areas was 
inevitable. It was only during his sec-
ond trip to Cabo Delgado, about two 
months later, that a decision was 
made to compile the testimonies of the 
survivors and film them. During this 
second journey, Guerra tried to im-
prove the technical aspects of the rac-
cord, the sound and image, always 
without altering the original structure 
of the play. The succession of takes im-
plies that the play is repeated en bloc, 
until the actors gradually become 
aware that they are participating not 
only in the play but also in the film, 

where their role is to be actors and the 
role of the crowd is to be the crowd. 
Guerra strove to demonstrate how fic-
tion could appear by recording ele-
ments of reality and thus to contribute 
towards breaking the taboo of being 
incapable of producing fiction during 
that difficult period, with the absence 
of technical preparation. Later, in 1985, 
the institute would produce a fictional 
film, a co-production with Yugoslavia, 
with actors and scenography clearly 
within the conventions of the genre. 
The attribution of the status of first fic-
tion film to MUEDA, MEMÓRIA E MAS-
SACRE was then contested. However, 
for many of the young filmmakers of 
the National Cinema Institute, the ex-
perience of MUEDA was in fact an ini-
tiation into the technical and narrative 
procedures of fiction.

IV No other myth of the history of na-
tionalism in Mozambique involved so 
many paradoxes as the massacre at 
Mueda on 16 June 1960. This perhaps 
explains why MUEDA, MEMÓRIA E 
MASSACRE was rarely seen within the 
country when compared to the inter-
national circulation the film enjoyed 
from the outset in the years after it was 
released for distribution (it won awards 
at Soviet film festivals, was screened 
in Europe, India, Brazil, Australia, and 
the USA). 

The preoccupation with working 
with the print in the best condition was 
raised in technical terms by the pro-
moters of this digitization project, but 
was also of historical interest, since it 
entailed research in the archives of the 
National Cinema Institute, consulta-
tions with documentation produced  

Poster, “Mueda, Memória e Massacre:  
first fiction film of People’s Republic of Mozambique”

DNPP – Direcção Nacional de Propaganda e Publicidade, 1980
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at the time, and surveying opinions 
among local audiences. It was impor-
tant to understand the aspects that 
could be worked upon in this project. 
Hence, the dialogues in the Makonde 
language and the lyrics of the songs 
chanted by the crowd were translated 
and subtitled in the film. The narrative 
power of the songs was now restored 
by means of the film editing options.

In the film, while meeting with the 
Portuguese administrator, the Portu-
guese governor discusses the imperial 
cartography of the African continent, 
being divided up in Berlin among the 
major colonial powers. Continuing, he 
dismisses Julius Nyerere, the national-
ist leader of the country next door, who 
in 1960 negotiated Tanzania’s indepen-
dence from Great Britain. The scene 
filmed inside the Administrative Sta-
tion is imbued with songs that can be 
heard coming from outside. Tensions 
rise. The crowd chants the refrain, a 
preamble to the conflict, since its mes-
sage describes a paradigm that is op-
posed to that of the colonizers. Free-
dom is claimed on the basis of a far 
broader cartography, which is much 
more ambivalent than national borders.

After the whites are dead in Mueda / 
Nyerere will come to govern … /  
Nyerere’s ideas fly high / as though they 
were airplanes … / The ideas of the na-
tives fly high / as though they were kites.

At the time the film was produced, 
an article by Licínio Azevedo was  
published in the magazine Tempo: 

“Something dangerous is happening in 
Mueda.” The text spoke of the asser-
tiveness of the lyrics of the songs being 
chanted at the theater in Mueda. The 
songs are a parallel plot to the action 
unfolding in the film, which is hidden 
from those who do not understand the 
Makonde language. However, they al-
low access to layers of historical devel-
opments linked both to the day of the 
massacre as well as to past and future 
times, revealing the overlapping of 
past and future aspirations within a 
time frame chalked out by the film. 
These more subtle aspects permeate 
the story that is being recounted by the 
actors, expanding their significance.

While these small dissonances vex 
the official interpretation of MUEDA 
(evident in the texts of the intertitles, in 
the univocal interventions of the wit-
nesses, etc.), they pave the way for 
other possible interpretations of the 
film or for interpretations which per-
meate the work; especially when the 
question returns to its point of origin: 
to the condition of bearing witness to a 
massacre. Something terribly violent 
happened to us: the “us” being those 
who bring the play to life. So “we” are 
the ones who can bring (colonialism 
to) justice, through theater.

Catarina Simão
Lisbon, December 2017

Translated from Portuguese  
by Roopanjali Roy.

After having overthrown the colonial 
yoke in 1975 the new government of in-
dependent Mozambique embarked on 
a strategic mission as part of the inter-
national alliance against apartheid. 
The film ESTAS SÃO AS ARMAS served 
as a tool to denounce apartheid at the 
United Nations, proving the illegal ag-
gression wrought by the Rhodesian 
apartheid regime within Mozam-
bique’s borders. These incursions oc-
curred because Mozambique contin-
ued to be profoundly involved in the 
processes of decolonization taking 
place in the neighboring country, sup-
porting the guerrilla faction led by 
Robert Mugabe, who later won the first 
elections held in independent Zimba-

bwe in 1980. The film sought precisely 
to explain to the entire population the 
reasons to continue to support the 
guerrillas who were opposing the rac-
ist Rhodesian regime, even though it 
meant suffering the effects of war and 
destabilization. “Mozambique is at war 
with those who exploit our brothers, 
the people of Zimbabwe, at war with 
those who are killing our own people.” 
However, while the film introduced a 
sense of urgency and sought to mobi-
lize viewers by focusing on these cur-
rent events, it also served to consoli-
date a historical narrative of power. 

ESTAS SÃO AS ARMAS was pro-
duced by the National Cinema Institute 
(Instituto Nacional de Cinema – INC) 

Estas são as armas.

Film still ESTAS SÃO AS ARMAS

1,2 In Tempo no. 436, 1978. 
3 In “Le retour de Ruy Guerra”, Positif, 268 (1983).
4    “Ruy Guerra: paixão escancarada,” by Vavy  
 Pacheco Borges, Edit. Boitempo, São Paulo, 2017.

5   The direct quotes are from the interview with  
Ruy Guerra by Catarina Simão made in  
September 2011, Maputo.

6,7,8 In Tempo no. 512, 1980.



ESTAS SÃO AS ARMAS    1716   ESTAS SÃO AS ARMAS

and was released on 25 September 
1978, the day that commemorated the 
start of the armed struggle (1964–
1974). The film was directed by a young 
Brazilian photographer, Murilo Salles, 
albeit with significant input from the 
FRELIMO party’s Department of Infor-
mation.

In the film, the process of Mozam-
bique’s independence is depicted com-
pletely in the context of the dynamics 
of the region of southern Africa, rele-
gating relations with the Western 
world to a collateral plane. The collu-
sion between the Portuguese colonial 
authorities and their allies (South Rho-
desians and South Africans) is shown 
by means of a broad selection of films 
documenting the armed struggle sup-
porting the FRELIMO, which were pro-
vided by journalists and foreign direc-
tors who lent their weight to the 
FRELIMO cause. The work also in-
cludes excerpts from newsreel type 
films, summarizing news from the co-
lonial period. This material, which was 
Portuguese and had been “national-
ized” with independence, was appro-
priated anew to highlight other facets 
of the white conspiracy more candidly: 
commercial and diplomatic aspects. 
Other colonial sources, such as radio 
archival material, contribute towards 
creating a spirit of disruptive appropri-
ation, whether by means of songs from 
the period or the speech by the last 
president of the Estado Novo Council, 
Marcelo Caetano. 

The splicing of older and more re-
cent archival images shows vestiges of 
significant physical differences while 
switching between different formats. 
More than accidental defects, they re-

veal how the violence of such aggres-
sion can respond to the violence of a 
visual montage. The film opens with 
two very violent Rhodesian attacks. 
The first took place during the armed 
struggle period in the province of Tete, 
in the northern part of the country. The 
images used are from a militant Soviet 
film made in 1971 entitled Viva Frelimo! 
(Long Live Frelimo!), which already de-
nounced the violence of the Rhodesian 
aggression against the defenseless 
populace. The Soviet film explained 
that the attack took place in retaliation 
for the blockade caused by guerilla  
activities in accessing the construction 
of the Cabora Bassa dam. This was a 

“white line,” considered to be vital, lo-
cated between the Rhodesian border 
and access to the sea. The film’s text 
while describing the extent of the white 
collusion is particularly insightful: 

“However, the power lines transmitting 
electricity in the future were already 
paving the way for a spiritual union of 
the Portuguese colonizers with the 
racist citadels – the Republic of South 
Africa and Southern Rhodesia. […] This 
made the dam a symbolic element, 
since it would rupture the waves of the 
national freedom movement. It is noth-
ing more than a conspiracy and a strat-
egy to ensure control. And the Selous 
Scouts from South Rhodesia will enter 
into Mozambican territory, without 
their work clothes, without their shov-
els and diggers.”

The film then follows a “current 
events” approach, with images of one 
of the most atrocious Rhodesian mas-
sacres that had taken place until then. 
This attack occurred in Nyazonia, in 
August 1976, in one of the protected 

areas beyond the frontier, inside Mo-
zambique. Dubbed “Operation Eland” 
by the Rhodesian Selous Scouts, this 
was an attack where hundreds of refu-
gees from Zimbabwe were slaugh-
tered by “Ian Smith’s illegal and racist” 
government troops. The images are 
from reports covering the destruction 
caused by the attacks, which threat-
ened the territory along the border 
from early 1976 onward. In March 1976, 
Mozambique closed its borders with 
Rhodesia and the latter retaliated 
swiftly: not just via attacks but also by 
creating an insurgent group of sabo-
teurs which began to act within Mo-
zambique. This was how the Resistên-
cia Nacional Moçambicana (RENAMO) 
faction, an armed movement which 
sought to destabilize the Maputo re-
gime, came into being. The clashes 
continued even after Zimbabwe’s inde-
pendence and ultimately escalated 
into a civil war (1977–1992). 

The film becomes more complex 
when it discovers the potential of the 
images of the armed struggle to rein-
terpret Mozambique’s post-indepen-
dence problems – and not just proof of 
who the enemy was and who van-
quished the nation’s foes. The editing 
used these recycled images first to 
narrate a history of the legitimization 
of power and to then construct an ar-
gument for mobilization: Samora Ma-
chel, the FRELIMO leader, gripped two 
small Uzi machine guns and uttered 
the slogan that structured the film: 
These are the weapons! “These are the 
weapons that began the war here in 
Cabo Delgado! The trucks you have are 
due to these weapons. The bazookas 
and the guns you have today are due to 

these weapons. The crops you have to-
day, peanuts, sesame, and chestnuts, 
are due to these weapons.” Because 
not only did the weapons free the peo-
ple from colonialism, they also en-
abled them to rebuild their lives. 
Hence, the future of the people de-
pended on weapons to safeguard 
against each new threat to the nation’s 
development. Those images of Samora 
Machel in Cabo Delgado were from a 
1970 report by Rob de Vries for Dutch 
TV called Viva Frelimo. The other films 
cited, apart from the Soviet film Viva 
Frelimo! (1971) by the Leonid Maksi-
mov/Yuri Yegorov collective, are A Luta 
Continua (1971) by the American film-
maker Robert Van Lierop, the film  
Venceremos by the Yugoslav Dragutin 
Popovic (1967), and Behind the Lines 
(1971) by the British filmmaker Marga-
ret Dickinson. Despite the diversity of 
the cinematography, a common narra-
tive line is discernible in them – the 
ideological and revolutionary line of 
the FRELIMO. The excerpts are chosen 
according to the situations that best  
illustrate the nature of the narrative: 
the interaction between military suc-
cesses and changes in social life, the 
importance of discipline and respon-
sible governance, education and 
health in the Liberated Zones, com-
munal production, solidarity and sup-
port from the people, etc; in short, 
preparation for a socialist society, op-
posed to the abuse and exploitation of 
colonial capitalism and to imperialism. 
The film’s editing nonetheless reflects 
this more pragmatic aspect, in which 
the history of the freedom struggle 
serves as a guide for actions to bring 
about a post-independence socialist 
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transformation. Hence, the second 
part of the film unfolds from the reso-
lutions adopted at the III Congress in 
1977, where the FRELIMO declared it-
self to be a single party and formally 
adopted a Marxist-Leninist orientation. 
In the images showing popular support 
for Zimbabwe, we can see the people 
marching while brandishing slogans 
against Ian Smith. They perfectly re-
flect the vision of the dominant party. 

The director, Murilo Salles, lived in 
Mozambique for two years and person-
ally witnessed one of the turbulent 
phases of the nation’s reconstruction. 
When I met with him at his production 
studio in Rio de Janeiro in August 2012, 
he spoke vividly of his memories.1

“I ended up in Mozambique when I 
was 27 years old, in 1977, I don’t recall 
what month it was. At the time I was 
just a photographer. Ruy Guerra had 
contacted me while I was here to go 
and make a documentary in Mozam-
bique on the III FRELIMO Congress […] 
At the time I was a militant and as I had 
not participated in the armed struggle 
here, since I was much younger at the 
time, I felt I had an ethical debt to repay 
to myself. So I went there … I went with 
Ruy. When we arrived in Mozambique 
we found that there was no material … 
there was nothing. Once there, the di-
rector of the Institute [INC], Américo 
Soares, invited me to give workshops 
and I then stayed on to teach classes, 
as a volunteer. I even ended up becom-
ing part of the media team document-
ing President Samora Machel’s travels.”

Between 1977 and 1978, Murilo 
Salles taught a course in photography 
and directing for a group of young  
photographers and cameramen at the  

National Cinema Institute: Amade Ali, 
Luis Simão, João Costa (Funcho),  
Vicente Bai Bai, and Chabele. Luis 
Simão had already worked with archi-
val material documenting the armed 
struggle and it was felt that it would be 
good to make a film based on this foot-
age to conclude the course. However, 
the film quickly assumed far greater 
proportions, involving more people at 
the Institute as well as senior party 
members.

“The writer Luis Bernardo Honwana 
worked with me on that film. He struc-
tured the text for the film; he was 
Samora’s trusted lieutenant. And also 
Jorge Rebelo, who was the Minister for 
Culture. The editing was done with 
Luis Simão, he made the film with me. 
Except we didn’t film anything, be-
cause in the beginning there was no 
film stock, we only used the footage 
that was there in the archives! Fer-
nando Silva, who was a very important 
guy there at the Institute, he filmed … 
and I filmed, yes I did, with him … that 
was when Rhodesia invaded the 
camps of the guerrillas who were 
fighting there, led by Mugabe. The film 
has those scenes. […] Nobody knew 
about those camps, I didn’t know 
where they were … I only learnt about 
them when those attacks took place 
and I would go there to film … I would 
first vomit, I filmed with my eyes closed 
and I would count: 1, 2, 3, … 10.”

Concentrating on the screen and on 
the space button on the keyboard, Mu-
rilo Salles allows the images of the 
film to whir past, looking to pause at a 
specific point which illustrates what he 
is preparing to explain. The lesson be-
gins with the “ideological codes” that 

“We Mozambicans are fed up with Smith's taunts – sucker banker. We are determined to fight  
against him for good! The struggle continues!” Demonstration in support of the closing of borders 
with Rhodesia, March 1976, Baixa, Maputo. Photo and courtesy of João Costa (Funcho).

. 

Mass rally in which President Samora Machel announced the closing of borders with Rhodesia  
at the stadium of Sporting Clube de Maputo (today Clube de Desportos do Maxaquene), March 1976, 
Baixa, Maputo. Photo and courtesy of João Costa (Funcho).
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are discernible in the alignment of its 
editing: “Here, you have something 
with which the people can identify. The 
FRELIMO wanted to form military cad-
res. And the key question after coming 
to power was to organize, reform, and 
create a popular army which could ir-
revocably ensure the FRELIMO’s power, 
so that there was no going back. That 
is why you can see, right at the begin-
ning of the film, there are some guer-
rillas walking in individual rows. Then 
they start to organize themselves 
some more, carrying things, they are 
already dressed better, and here 
(pauses) is the transition which I men-
tioned; that is already to show the or-
ganization within the armed struggle. 
And then you can see progress, there 
is already an army. You will now see a 
sequence of community work … here 
they are: that was on a collective farm, 
it was to prove that the soldiers wield 
arms and they also wield hoes. There, 
oh … the film is entirely edited with this 
preoccupation that the organization 
developed gradually. […] Here you can 
see Samora Machel, right there at the 
start he made a point of showing the 
weapons. Those are the weapons that 
provided the title for the film, nothing 
is symbolic …, those are real weapons, 
they are literal weapons! If the FRE-
LIMO won the war it was because the 
FRELIMO was armed. That is Marx-
ism-Leninism, isn’t it? … One cannot 
have a revolution without weapons, it 
really is seizing power. […] The images 
of the Liberated Zones caused a stir 
there, when the Portuguese people 
saw those images … it was an armed 
struggle, with organized armies! This 
had an incredible power. And I filmed 

those images there, or rather I pro-
jected them onto a white wall and 
filmed them again with a 35mm cam-
era. I synchronized everything thanks 
to the energy cycle. It was very rudi-
mentary, but it worked! […] Samora 
Machel would say: the people don’t 
know how to read, the people speak lo-
cal languages, they can barely under-
stand Portuguese, the film has to en-
thrall them by means of the images. I 
found that to be quite incredible! That 
was a challenge. And I used a lot of 
music too. I even used the music of 
Jean-Michel Jarre and a lot of similar 
music by … by bourgeois bands! How-
ever, the greater concern was to use a 
lot of images, because the film was to 
be screened in the machambas. It was 
shown all over the country, it was even 
screened in the bullring … it wasn’t 
shown in a cinema hall even once! And 
the people remembered and knew 
those Portuguese authorities, but they 
were still not familiar with their repre-
sentatives, those who came later. So, 
as you see, that was very important. 
[…] That was the purpose of this film, 
to show the people and explain what 
imperialism was and it had to be as 
simple as possible … Samora was very 
uncomfortable when he used to say: 

“Down with Imperialism!” He was sure 
that nobody knew what it was. In truth, 
that was the quest. He said to me: “My 
Brazilian comrade!” (that was what he 
called me), I say, “Down with Imperial-
ism!” and everyone says, “Down with 
Imperialism!” and then I ask, “What is 
Imperialism?!” and everyone is silent. 

“Imperialism is colonialism! […] The 
film is absolutely a political film … I did 
not like Stalinists much, even though  

I complied with a task. And making ES-
TAS SÃO AS ARMAS really was a task!  
I wasn’t even mentioned in the credits! 
But the film was sent to festivals. In 
fact, the National Film Board has re-
cords of a review of the film and a fes-
tival in which it participated in Leipzig, 
where it won an award in 1979. I re-
member that the check came in my 
name, they asked me to endorse it on 
the back and I did. I was just a photog-
rapher, I wanted to become a director 
and I became a director with this film.”

Catarina Simão
Lisbon, December 2017

Translated from Portuguese  
by Roopanjali Roy.

Film still ESTAS SÃO AS ARMAS

1   The following quotes are taken from an  
interview with Murilo Salles by Catarina Simão  
on August 18, 2012, Rio de Janeiro, Brazil. 
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In her debut film, Trinh T. Minh-ha tried 
to break the ethnographer’s “habit of 
imposing a meaning on every single 
sign” by exposing everyday images of 
rural life in Senegal to a self-reflexive 
voice-over, which starts with the claim 
to “not speak about, just speak nearby.”  
While at first sight the images in REAS-
SEMBLAGE are scarcely different from 

a conventional anthropological film, 
disorientation sets in when one notices 
the apparent lack of a narrative, when 
sequences are interrupted, then re-
peated, elements singled out by close-
ups, sounds and voices looped in what 
seems like a constantly pending dra-
maturgy. “A film about what? A film 
about Senegal; but what in Senegal?”

Bérénice Reynaud1:
A woman of many talents and many 
cultures, Trinh T. Minh-ha embodies 
with a rare ethical elegance the contra-
dictions of a “postmodern” condition: 
the fractures of a dominant discourse, 
questioned by categories of people con-
veniently labelled “Others:” women, 
people of color, inhabitants of the Third 
World. This is sharply described by the 
director herself: “What is at stake is not 
only the hegemony of Western cultures, 
but also their identities as unified cul-
tures; in other words, the realization 
that there is a Third World in every First 
World, and vice versa. The master is 
made to recognize that His Culture is 
not as homogeneous, not as monolithic 
as He once believed it to be. He discov-
ers, often with much reluctance, that 
he is just an Other among Others. In 
this ‘horizontal vertigo,’ identity is this 
multiple layer whose process never 
leads to the True Self, or to Woman, but 
only to other layers, other selves, other 
women.” […]

What struck me when I first saw  
REASSEMBLAGE at the New York Film 
Festival was its voice-over: unmistak-
ably feminine, unmistakably foreign, 
hesitant yet resolute, ironical yet poetic, 
it slightly irritated me. When I related 
this experience to a group of students 
at Ann Arbor, I was asked to explain my 
discomfort. “It is because, at the time, I 
was not very comfortable with my own 
femininity,” I quickly free-associated. 
The truth is, the first encounter with 
Trinh’s films is often unsettling for the 
viewer, because it decenters his/her 
positioning as a subject. Instead of cen-
tering the subject/viewer with the com-
fortable notion that a quantum of 

“knowledge” about something was pro-
vided by the film, it sends him/her back 
to his/her own essential displacement 

– what Trinh calls “the trial of the sub-
ject.” So this soft, disquieting female 
voice was saying, “A film about what? 
my friends ask. A film about Senegal; 
but what in Senegal?”REASSEMBLAGE 

Woman is depicted as the one who possessed fire. Only she knew how to make fire.  
She kept it in the worst places: at the end of the stick she used to dig the ground with, 
for example. (from the voice-over of REASSEMBLAGE)

A text assemblage on “Reassemblage”

was also unsettling for the viewer be-
cause it could not be pinned down to a 
genre: was it documentary, diary film, 
experimental venture? In a seminal text 
published in 1984, “Mechanical Eye, 
Electronic Ear, and the Lure of Authen-
ticity,” the filmmaker particularly  
explained: “Some call it Documentary.  
i call it No Art, No Experiment, No  
Fiction, No Documentary. To say some-
thing, no thing, and allow reality to  
enter. Capture me. This, i feel, is no 
surrender. Contraries meet and mate 
and i work best at the limits of all  
categories.”

This definition of “intertextuality” is 
often applied to feminine writing that 
takes place “(in) the interstice: that 
banned place, which remains unheard, 
opaque, incomprehensible to the dom-
inant’s here.” For Trinh it has many 
other functions as it defines the “meet-
ing and mating” of such “opposites” as: 
Asia/Africa, First World/Third World, 
filming subject/filmed subject, film/ 

music, voice/text, natural/fictional, West- 
ern thinking/Eastern thinking, subject/
object – and finally, i/you: it is because “I” 
is generically used to express a white 
male unitary subject that, as a woman 
of color, a “non-unitary subject,” Trinh 
feels its inadequacy and often uses the 
alternate form i, or even I/i. [...]

After spending her first seventeen 
years in Vietnam, Trinh T. Minh-ha 
came to the United States, where she 
continued her studies in music compo-
sition (she has composed a number of 
musical pieces), ethnomusicology, and 
[French and] Francophone literatures. 
She then went on to teach musical 
composition at the Dakar (Senegal) 
Conservatory of Music from 1977 to 
1980, while doing research at the Na-
tional Cultural Archives. During these 
three years, she traveled extensively in 
Senegal, Mali, and Burkina Faso and 
became passionately involved in the lo-
cal culture, especially music and archi-
tecture. [...]

Trinh T. Minh-ha at work, courtesy of Trinh T. Minh-ha
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Greg de Cuir Jr.³:
My personal highlight at the 63rd Rob-
ert Flaherty Film Seminar in 2017 was 
meeting the theorist and artist Trinh 
Minh-ha. […] It seems fitting she is such 
a diminutive woman with a soft voice 
and a modest, inviting manner of 
speaking and relating to people. At first 
it seemed a slight disappointment to 
see her REASSEMBLAGE projected in a 
low-quality digital version. Then again, 
I do not think I’ve ever seen this work on 
celluloid. At least for me, a degraded 
REASSEMBLAGE is better than no RE-
ASSEMBLAGE at all. No deficiency in 
image quality can mask the poetic and 
political resonance of this film. Further-
more, hearing Minh-ha speak about 
REASSEMBLAGE was worth the sacri-
fice in technical quality. Perhaps that is 
also fitting.

As she recounted to the assembled 
audience, when she was invited to the 
Flaherty more than thirty years ago to 
present REASSEMBLAGE, she was given 
stiff rebukes about the technical (and by 
implication artistic) qualities of her 
work. Seminarians attacked her use of 
silence, as if silence is not an essential 
component of music! They questioned 
her use of black frames, as if the cin-
ema is not also an art of absence and as 
if REASSEMBLAGE is not embedded in 
black experience. They complained that 

“this is not a film,” as if that is not among 
the highest compliments that can be 
paid to any artist that works to disman-

tle and decolonize “their” notions of 
what a film is, of what “they” stand for, 
and what “they” subject Others to. The 
grand old founding fathers of our disci-
pline in attendance at that screening 
must have felt their hegemonic tradi-
tion of quality being chopped down to 
size, then set on fire.

As we see an image of a burning 
field, Minh-ha asks, “What can we ex-
pect of ethnology?” Her film answers: 
the charred remains of the natural 
world. REASSEMBLAGE refused to sub-
mit, refused to play by the rules, and re-
fused to “speak about.” Her film indeed 
speaks nearby. It must miss the mark of 
the totalizing quest of meaning, offering 
instead a chance to reassemble the 
world of ethnographic representation in 
a more humane and generous manner.

Cut to 2017 and the post-screening 
discussion of REASSEMBLAGE. I sit in 
the back of the room taking notes, curi-
ous to observe the effect of the film on 
new audiences in this new century. His-
tory repeats itself. The film is attacked 
for its representation of Africans and 
African culture, for its perceived inco-
herence, and again for its technique.  
All these years later the film has not 
lost its avant-garde edge, its ability to 
stir bodies and souls, the sincere inso-
lence of its documentary refusal.

Text assemblage by Tobias Hering

1   Excerpts from the foreword to “Jumping into the Void,” 
a public interview with Trinh T. Minh-ha at Hatch-Bil-
lops’s Artist and Influence series in New York, May 1992; 
first published in “Artist and Influence,” ed. James V. 
Hatch and Leo Hamalian, Vol. XII, 1993. Republished in 
Trinh T. Minh-ha: “Cinema Interval,” New York/London, 
Routledge, 1999, pp. 50–73. Courtesy of Bérénice Reynaud.

2  Excerpts from “Jumping into the Void,” a public interview 
with Trinh T. Minh-ha by Bérénice Reynaud, published 
in Trinh T. Minh-ha: “Cinema Interval,” op. cit., pp. 53f.

3   Excerpts from a text published on the Ithaca College 
Blog in September 2017. Courtesy of Greg de Cuir Jr.

Trinh T. Minh-ha²:
The thought of making a film in Senegal 
came to me quite unpredictably after I 
had lived and taught there for three 
years. The time spent in Senegal and 
in several other West African countries 
was partly marked by the almost  
routine encounter with the normative 
discourse of cultural expertism and of 
anthropology, whose authority made 
itself felt in the smallest daily events, 
whenever people talked about the cul-
ture – whether they were African city 
dwellers (that is, insiders to the cul-
ture) or local outsiders (mostly foreign 
researchers, administrators, busi-
nessmen, and technical assistance). 
Hence, the necessity immediately to 
question my own position as outsider 
and as a “hybrid insider” because,  
despite the differences, I recognize 

acutely the ethics and the experiences 
related to colonialism’s aftermath, 
which I myself grew up with in Vietnam. 
[...] The encounter with African cul-
tures thus became a catalyst to think 
about questions of subjectivity and of 
power relations. 

Why Africa? Why do we have to  
always limit ourselves to the boundar-
ies that are marked for us? Whose in-
terest do we serve when we abide by 
them? I think there is something to  
be said again and again about the  
complex issues involved in the way 
dominant identities maintain the flex-
ibility of the boundaries while those 
marginalized are expected to remain 
within well-divided, well-defined  
frontiers set up “for their own good.”

Film still REASSEMBLAGE
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Viktoria Metschl: The beginnings of an 
internationalist archive of Algerian  
cinema testify to a security related need 
to conserve the archives in several loca-
tions. This is a direct result of Algeria’s 
armed revolutionary struggle for inde-
pendence, accompanied and supported 
by anti-colonial cinema: “For reasons of 
security and conservation, the negatives 
of films shot in the maquis were re-
moved to Yugoslavia, a country that 
stood in solidarity with the cause of the 
Algerian people. This is how the first ar-
chives of Algerian cinema were estab-
lished.”1  In this context, this cinema’s 
physical materiality forces us to reflect 
on the unity of the struggles of colonized 
peoples, without losing sight of or deny-
ing local differences and their values – 
an essential demand of Third Cinema’s 
founding manifestos. MONANGAM-
BEEE and LA ZERDA ET LES CHANTS DE 
L’OUBLI, produced in Algeria in 1969 and 
1982, both address pan-African and 
pan-Arab internationalization of combat 
and the fundamental ambivalence of 
national yet solidary borders of a united 
anti-colonial front. The placing of film 
reels in archives throughout Europe re-
minds us of seas to be crossed on the 
different levels of space, body, and the 
imagination – knowing that these wa-
ters are structured by a dominant bru-
tality that continues to speak of the im-
measurable difference between the two 
places as a perpetuation of colonial-
ism’s “world cut in two.”2  To repeat a 
phrase by Édouard Glissant, I hear 

echoes in both films of a “Sea to cross, 
between reality and memory. A people 
extradited to the vertigo of oblivion.”3

Echo in MONANGAMBEEE: “Monan-
gambeee” was a rallying cry and warn-
ing to the Angolan population when Por-
tuguese slave-traders disembarked on 
the Angolan coast. At a later stage, the 
MPLA, the People’s Movement for the 
Liberation of Angola, used the same ral-
lying cry as a slogan of resistance; un-
der the same title they co-produced the 
film with the C.O.N.C.P. (The Confer-
ence of Nationalist Organizations of the 
Portuguese Colonies), funded by the 
FLN (The National Liberation Front of 
Algeria).

Echo in LA ZERDA ET LES CHANTS 
DE L’OUBLI: Assia Djebar and Malek Al-
loula delved into the colonial archives to 
challenge the colonial and orientalist 
gaze with polyphonic and pan-Maghreb 
narratives. Toward the end of the film, a 
female voice says: “All our dead, eyes 
open, are slowly coming back to us, 
floating on the waters of our forgetful-
ness.”

Through the cinematographic eye of 
Sarah Maldoror and Assia Djebar, what 
stories, what characters, what dreams, 
ideals, ideologies will populate the “ver-
tigo” or intransigent margin of oblivion 
in the context not only of Algerian, but 
also of pan-African and pan-Maghreb 
film production?

Habiba Djahnine: In both MONANGAM-
BEEE and LA ZERDA, there is a kind of 

Des regards libres du cinéma algérien.  
Uncovered Eyes of Algerian Cinema. A Conversation on 
“La Zerda et les Chants de l'Oubli” and “Monangambeee”

razor-edged observation that uncom-
promisingly exposes us to colonial real-
ity. More than showing, these films ana-
lyze, construct new representations, 
and superimpose various discourses so 
as to propose a fresh interpretation. 
These two films, however, were pro-
duced in different periods in quite differ-
ent political contexts. In my opinion, the 
post-independence history of North  
Africa, and more broadly of the African 
continent, gave rise to an experience of 
acceleration. After more than a century 
of domination by colonial empires, the 
arrival of independence by dint of vio-
lence engendered several types of 
emergencies: nation building, crafting a 
means of self-representation, creation 
of national narratives to rally countries 
round this new condition of independ-
ent peoplehood. Such a long-awaited 
change-over for the peoples. But ... does 
being independent mean being decolo-
nized? This acceleration of history inev-
itably left a large place for colonialism’s 
impensé (unthought elements of colo-
nial domination). Frantz Fanon laid the 
theoretical foundations for this future 
work by introducing notions that to this 
very day require consideration. Thus far 
it has been paramount to develop, feed, 
cure, eradicate serious diseases and 
epidemics, to train, educate, build 
schools and hospitals outside the big 
cities, and so forth. Post-independence 
Algerian cinematographic productions 
are all marked by a uniquely national 
narrative, with a form of Arabic that vac-
illates between literary Arabic and ver-
nacular Arabic. It was paramount to cel-
ebrate the people’s heroism, the heroes’ 
courage, and to radically denounce the 
abuses perpetrated under French colo-

nization. These films do not necessarily 
dwell on the complexity of what hap-
pened during the (Algerian) War of  
Independence. Their denunciatory and 
accusatory tenor functioned like a ca-
tharsis for Algerians who, moved and 
astounded, discovered images of their 
gruesome national history that they had 
just lived through. To cite some exam-
ples: Mohamed Rachedi’s L’Opium et le 
Bâton (Opium and the Stick, Algeria 
1969), Mohamed Lakhdar-Hamina’s Le 
Vent des Aurès (The Wind of the Aures, Al-
geria 1967), Chronique des Années de 
Braise (Chronicles of the Years of Fire, Al-
geria 1975), and even Gillo Pontecorvo’s 
La Bataille d’Alger (The Battle of Algiers, 
Algeria/Italy 1966), produced by Yacef 
Saadi’s Casbah Film, in which Saadi 
would play himself and Sarah Maldoror 
was production assistant. By 1960, the 
independence movements across the 
African continent, followed by the pan-
African trend in the wake of Algeria’s in-
dependence in 1962, had begun to stim-
ulate a huge cinematic and literary 
output throughout the world. This cre-
ative output sought to show the suffer-
ing endured by colonized peoples. René 
Vautier, Pierre Clément, Cécile Decugis, 
Mohamed Lakhdar-Hamina and so 
forth in cinema, and Kateb Yacine, 
Frantz Fanon, Aimé Césaire, Assia Dje-
bar, Jean Amrouche, Mohamed Dib and 
so forth in literature.  They were all com-
mitted to denouncing the abuses perpe-
trated under colonial empires by putting 
themselves on the side of the oppressed, 
the colonized, the dispossessed, and the 
tortured, all while trying to describe for 
some and to dissect (analyze) for others 
the empire’s mechanisms of enslave-
ment. It was paramount to showcase 
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Malek Alloula wrote a reference book, 
“Le Harem Colonial” (The Colonial Harem), 
Assia Djebar wrote “Femmes d’Alger 
dans leur Appartement” (Women of  
Algiers in Their Apartment). To mention 
but these two.

VM: Both films refuse to adapt or as-
similate to an aesthetic standard of her-
oism that plays on a colonial-hege-
monic and binary difference between 
sexes and genders. After the debut 
screening of MONANGAMBEEE, Sarah 
Maldoror was accused of having made 
a “women’s film” because she refused 
to “realistically” show colonial violence, 
and torture in particular, instead in-
venting a way that is at once poetic and 
clearly subversive-revolutionary, for it 
deconstructs several levels of colonial 

violence: physical brutality, racism, and 
institutional domination, and the im-
possibility of communication in the co-
lonial world. Basically, she also attacks 
what could be called, as Fanon did,  
the “epidermalization”4  of racism. LA 
ZERDA transforms her camera’s lens 
into the eye of a woman veiled by the 
haïk: “only her uncovered eye stares at 
our present.” Based on re-appropri-
ated silent images, the camera-eye 
montage creates a pantheon of North 
African heroes – Emir Abdel Kader, 
Jugurtha, Abdelkrim Al Khattabi, Omar 
Ibn El Mokhtar – while women’s voices 
sing, speak, whisper, scream, bemoan 
their lives and tales and those of these 
heroes. This coexistence as a counter-
voice leads to the destabilization and 
decentralization of the colonial gaze  

the birth of the nationalist spirit and the 
ensuing demand for independence. And, 
perhaps, to launch a phase of reflection 
about colonial alienation, as well.

Sarah Maldoror shot MONANGAM-
BEEE, the first film she shot as a direc-
tor set on the African continent, in 1969. 
It was co-produced by Algeria barely 
seven years after the country’s inde-
pendence, and six years before the in-
dependence of Angola. The cinemato-
graphic form (fiction) is quite classic, 
the narrative is linear, the acting at 
times accentuated. But what strikes 
me as essential is to analyze what this 
film tells. For Maldoror, it is a case of 
highlighting misunderstandings and 
colonial violence through the prism of 
carceral conditions. Everything is con-
densed in this one place, and the film’s 
scenario is created in such a way so as 
to converge at this very violent moment 
where prisoners are shattered and 
starved out. Apart from that she also 
films that which builds solidarity: the 
prisoner’s wife who brings food and 
clean linen, and those prisoners who 
care for their tortured and wounded 
companion and feed him. Here, vio-
lence is never shown directly; it is sug-
gested. And yet, that which will serve as 
a counterpoint to violence is clearly 
shown: solidarity, resistance discourse, 
and determination. Music by the Art En-
semble of Chicago will also play a vital 
role in the film’s narrative and drama-
turgy, underpinning its most somber 
moments.

Assia Djebar’s film, co-written by 
Malek Alloula, was shot in 1982, and 
produced by the Algerian Television Ra-
dio (RTA). It is projected in an utterly dif-
ferent social and political context from 

the ‘60s and ‘70s. At that time, Algerian 
society was crippled by questions of 
identity. The question of re-appropriat-
ing the memory of the Algerian War of 
Independence informs various works by 
artists and intellectuals. Re-appropri-
ating ancestral Algerian culture was the 
order of the day, as was that of the ver-
nacular languages (the demand in 1980 
for the recognition of Amazigh [Berber] 
and popular Arabic). In my view, LA 
ZERDA ET LES CHANTS DE L’OUBLI re-
sponds to a yearning to bring an inner 
gaze to what has befallen our scarred 
memory by relying on archival footage 
so as to reveal the ferocity of that which 
African peoples and lands endured. The 
archival images, painstakingly chosen 
by Djebar and Alloula, are of unfading 
strength. The soundtrack builds around 
multiple male and female voices, with 
sounds, songs, whispers, screams, and 
sighs bespeaking the audacity to look 
beyond history. And that, even if only 
one eye remains to look into the depths 
of our painful memories. Who are these 
veiled women who introduce the film? 
Who are they and in what direction are 
they walking? “Memory is a woman’s 
body.” They are not invisible. They are 
looking at the world through the one eye 
they have left, like the gaze of a photog-
rapher or a filmmaker. Reality is invari-
ably partial; it is reconstructed through 
these blinkers that witness the world. 
But “only her uncovered eye stares at 
our present.”  

For a long time, the two co-authors 
have individually and over their careers 
grappled with issues of representation, 
war, violence, memory, modernity, re-
construction, the presence of women, 
emancipation, speech, and language. 

Sarah Maldoror during the shooting of Des fusils pour Banta (Guns for Banta) in Portuguese Guinea, 1970.  
Photo by Suzanne Lipinska. Courtesy of Sarah Maldoror.
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nization: lamenting for a nation that con-
tinues to seek its birth, its liberation, its 
decolonization. The cinematographic 
form is compelling in its experimental 
nature. Some sections of the film are 
worked as a form of trance. They offer a 
sort of effusiveness of liberation. At 
times the form can go beyond the con-
tent and reveal to us by means of the 
misappropriation of images that which 
will befall these peoples. 

What do the women do while men go 
to war? They tell stories so as not to for-
get. They craft an intimate account of 
wars. Some of them also participate by 
taking up arms, cameras, and carrying 

“the three-course,” and so on. It strikes 
me in these two films that the question 
of heroism is highly present, but it is 
handled differently than in films di-

rected by men dealing with the same 
subject. It seems to me that the ques-
tions of failure, sagas, quests, retreat, 
war, suffering, disappearance are im-
plicitly treated in these heroic situations. 
This heroism becomes a demand to 
claim one’s lineage; to revive memories 
that have been killed or erased.

VM: In relation to the erased memories, 
I hear another resonance between Glis-
sant’s idea of the archipelago and the 
two films: “And when the nation makes 
itself possible, it also denies itself.”5  LA 
ZERDA and MONANGAMBEEE strike me 
as being akin to cinematographic pas-
seurs, who defend the uncompromising 
independence of African nations, and at 
the same time aspire to broader and 
smaller forms of belonging, which do 

in a very different but no less poetic  
way than the techniques employed in  
MONANGAMBEEE.

HD: The very essence of cinema is to 
suggest rather than to proclaim. In both 
films there is the openly admitted 
choice of using a form of lyricism. In 
Maldoror’s film, this lyricism can be ob-
served in the film’s slow-paced rhythm, 
in the choreographic approach to the 
tortured man, in the poem he recites in 
his cell, in the emphatic actions by his 
co-prisoners and even his torturers. In 
my view, that which has disturbed those 
who described this film as a “women’s 
film” is not the fact that torture is not 
clearly shown, but rather that this whole 
situation of imprisonment, of torture is 
carried out on the basis of a misunder-

standing based around “le complet,” 
which can mean a three-course dish in 
Angola or a man's three-piece suit in 
Portugal. It is as if the prisoner is not re-
proached for being rebellious and de-
manding independence or liberation, 
but rather for exchanging words with his 
wife in this misunderstood language. 
Like the misunderstood language of 
peoples colonized by colonizers. This 
subtlety, which at the same time is the 
language of “deflection” and of meta-
phor, brings something fresh to the ap-
proach.

In Djebar’s film, lyricism is omnipres-
ent. First in the poetic voices, in the text 
and its meaning, in the metaphors they 
suggest, in the rhythm of the editing of 
archival images, in the way of presenting 
North African heroes who resisted colo-

Film still MONANGAMBEEE Film still LA ZERDA ET LES CHANTS DE L’OUBLI
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not negate the heterogeneities inside as 
well as outside a given country. This in-
evitably brings to the fore the question of 
the various institutions that regulate and 
monitor memory by producing “the ver-
tigo of oblivion” along the lines of a 
power and command chain (often in the 
form of funding) that have not really 
changed their direction of oppression 

“North”–“South” ...

HD: I think that when one comes from 
the “South,” and hence from “domi-
nated countries” or formerly colonized 
lands, there is a marked sensitivity to 
everything that could be universal. To 
claim universalism is first of all to know 
and be deeply aware of where we come 
from, and hence from where we’re 
speaking. The strength of a singular 
word is that it implicitly holds an unfail-
ing respect for and recognition of all 
other peculiarities and singularities. It 
effectively challenges us to take into ac-
count heterogeneity so as to counteract 
hegemony. A work whose mission is to 

“save” our memory from those who 
want to condemn us to eternal oblivion. 
This process of condemnation is re-
peated in all dominating systems, and 
continues to be repeated faced with the 
totalitarian and dictatorial regimes in 
countries that have regained their inde-
pendence.

On the other hand, the “North” lends 
assistance to creative projects that re-
spond to its simplistic and Manichean 
vision of filmmakers from the “South” 
(while not a generality, it is often the 
case). Any work with a certain complex-
ity in its gaze or a critical and a self-as-
sertive vision is scarcely acceptable. 
This selection obviously is made by  

institutions and their choices of what 
they will finance or not.

In both films, the two directors pro-
pose a radical critique of history and of 
the colonial past; they each in their own 
way deconstruct the discourse of good 
and evil as conveyed by colonial thought. 
The civilizing proposal is severely put to 
the test in the face of the colonial em-
pire’s savagery and destructive abuses. 
Moreover, these films also offer to 
monitor the present. What has hap-
pened to all of this? Constructing im-
ages within a system of de-alienated 
thought, free from any hint of domina-
tion, is a path toward redefining the self. 
The self disdained by a colonial night 
that lasted way too long. And yet, it is 
difficult to deny that this North/South 
relationship still lingers; it is still pres-
ent. Nowadays, it seems difficult to en-
ter into negotiations to transform this 
relationship. But it’s not impossible. 
The only way to get rid of it (to transform 
it) is to know where we stand and to 
whom we are talking. Only independent 
films can accomplish this.

Translated from French by John Barrett.

Produced during an advanced stage of 
the Independence Struggle, the film 
DEIXEM-ME AO MENOS SUBIR ÀS PAL-
MEIRAS was the first fiction film in Mo-
zambique which reflected the political 
mindset of the nationalist urban elite. 
The film avidly absorbs the revolution-
ary purpose of the clandestine  
literature produced in Angola and in 
Mozambique and finds therein the aes-
thetic references of a rupture with the 
regime’s stereotypes. The aspirations 
of the negritudists, reconciled with other 
antinomies of the Marxist-inspired so-
cial struggles, the anti-assimilation 
stance, nationalism, and anti-colonial-
ism together shaped a complex space 
where various struggles converged. 
The common element, apart from their 
clandestine nature, was the intellectual 
militancy working in favor of an armed 

resistance to achieve the nation’s inde-
pendence. 

The film’s director, Joaquim Lopes 
Barbosa (LB), even today keenly relives 
the episodes relating to his film, about 
which he still has precise and disquiet-
ing memories. A Portuguese filmmaker, 
he grew up in the town of Vila Nova de 
Gaia during the 1940s and 1950s under 
the “New State” (Estado Novo) regime. 
He was a self-taught journalist, cinema 
critic, and film club aficionado. He be-
gan by making amateur films in 8mm, 
then became a reporter during his mil-
itary service and filmed in 16mm. When 
he went to Lourenço Marques from Lu-
anda in 1970 he began to film in 35mm, 
while at producer Courinha Ramos’s 
SOMAR studio. Three years later, he 
concluded his first fiction film – and his 
only such work to date. From Portugal, 

Deixem-me ao menos subir às palmeiras.

Film still DEIXEM-ME AO MENOS SUBIR ÀS PALMEIRAS

1    “Images et Visages du Cinéma Algérien,” Alger,  
ONCIC 1984, p. 7.

2    Fanon, Frantz. “The Wretched of the Earth,”  
New York, Grove Press 1963, p. 38.

3    Glissant, Édouard. “L’Intention poétique,”  
Paris, Seuil 1969, p. 187.

4    Fanon, Frantz. “Black Skin, White Masks,”  
New York, Grove Press 1967, p. 11.

5    Glissant, Édouard. “L’Intention poétique,” p. 219.



DEIXEM-ME AO MENOS SUBIR ÀS PALMEIRAS   3534   DEIXEM-ME AO MENOS SUBIR ÀS PALMEIRAS

he returned to Mozambique in 1998, 
where he currently lives. 

In 1972, when he began to make this 
film, LB was 28 years old and he applied 
everything he had learnt until then to 
this work: “I had already read Marx and 
Lenin and was aware that what was 
happening in Mozambique was an ex-
ceptional situation. There were contra-
dictions that had to be explained and 
that could not be maintained forever.”¹ 
He continued, saying that, “It was nec-
essary to revolt,” but then corrected 
himself, “No, a revolt was inevitable, it 
was necessary to find an aesthetic way 
to speak about an inevitable revolt!” 

In DEIXEM-ME AO MENOS SUBIR 
ÀS PALMEIRAS LB was the director, the 
director of photography, screenwriter, 
editor and he even handled the sound 
and lighting. That was not his objective, 
since the names of the technicians ap-
pearing in the final credits were in-
vented on the spur of the moment. LB 
also wrote the initial poem which 
summed up the denunciation ex-
pressed in the film: the oppression of 
black workers by white colonists. The 
poem was set to music by the guitarist 
Jaimito, who declaimed it from start to 
finish, in a shot where LB said he exper-
imented with a dual cinematographic 
influence: the film António das mortes 
by Glauber Rocha, as it allowed him to 
concentrate at length on a single scene, 
and Soviet cinema, reflected in the 

“hard” black-and-white photography he 
chose for the film, which he managed to 
perfect with the backlit silhouettes in 
that scene. This was followed by other 
fundamental references, such as neo-
realism: “The film had to have real peo-
ple, it had to be as close as possible to 

the culture of domination and it also 
had to be as close as possible to the 
culture of subjugation.” Even though 
the Mozambican short story used as 
the script for the film was in Portu-
guese, the film innovates and is in the 
local language (Xironga) because, “It 
rejects assimilation, which we know 
was imposed and is thus artificial … 
they have to speak their own language.” 

The film also has scenes in direct 
cinema, which are interspersed among 
the fictional scenes, where there is no 
divergence between the reality shown 
within the film and the reality outside it. 
This is such a porous connection that LB 
is sometimes surprised to see the re-
sults of his daring. “It was a miracle that 
everything was in the right place; in the 
casting for the film, people seamlessly 
adopted the personalities of their role, 
without any prior preparation, apart 
from representing their own lives. With 
the exception of the foreman, played by 
a black actor, all the other black actors 
naturally adopted their state of submis-
sion. It goes without saying that nobody 
was paid for their work, everything was 
the result of mobilization.” LB could not 
be the one mobilizing the actors. The 
Mozambican painter Malangatana Va-
lente, who had already spent time in jail 
as a political prisoner due to his ties 
with the FRELIMO, was like the “second 
producer” of this film. He brought in all 
the black actors in the film, involved the 
community in his village, and accepted 
the role of a guerrilla fighter in the film’s 
most enigmatic scene: “The legacy be-
queathed to black workers is to be born 
and to die. The crucifixion scene in the 
film signifies the destruction of their po-
tential. Black workers are born to be hu-

miliated and crucified. It is the ruthless 
crushing of a culture and a people!” LB 
also filmed men being transported to 
work on the vast sisal plantations of the 
Zambézia region. In banana plantations 
on the outskirts of Lourenço Marques, 
he filmed lines of child laborers who we 
see trampling over each other to receive 
a brick of xima (maize pap) as their meal 
for the day. The scenes filmed on the 
Umbelúzi agrarian station correspond 
to the machamba farm scenes where, 
apart from Djimo, Madala, and the fore-
man, all the men we see working on the 
land are prisoners from the Machava 
jail, forced to serve their sentences 
there toiling for the state.

Inspired by the Angolan poem “Mo-
nangamba” (1961) penned by the poet 
António Jacinto, he found a portrait of 
the lives of forced laborers, which the 
colonial regime used and abused for its 
own benefit, in a clear usurpation: 

“When I read Angolan literature and po-
etry, especially this poem, it says it all. I 
was lucky in that when I arrived at Lou-
renço Marques I found exactly the same 
thing as depicted in the book containing 
seven stories by Luís Bernardo Hon-
wana entitled ‘Nós Matámos o Cão-
Tinhoso’ (1964), in the story entitled 
‘Dina.’ However, I couldn’t take things 
further without his consent. Honwana 
was a militant member of the FRELIMO, 
who was living a clandestine existence 
on the run, so the meeting was over in 
a minute:  ‘May I use it? Yes, you can.’” 
LB needed a story, since the poem was 
just a denouncement. So he merged 
the two aspects and knew he was going 
to make a work that was simultane-
ously an anti-colonial film and a de-
nouncement, with the war taking place 

in the northern part of the country and 
having to contend with unavoidable in-
stitutional censorship, which had abso-
lute power to ban the film.

The film’s producer, Courinha Ra-
mos, “did not know anything about this. 
He had not read any works by Bernardo 
Honwana.” However, he did know that 
he could earn some money producing a 
full-length film in exchange for some 
film stock and a 35mm camera, which 
he placed at LB’s disposal. Courinha 
Ramos essentially produced advertise-
ments and newsreel films. He was an 
astute and highly regarded entrepre-
neur. His clients included colonial in-
dustrialists and he stayed relatively 
aloof from the regime’s ideology (just 
like he seems to have remained aloof 
from LB’s progressive ideas). The fact 
is that LB felt totally free to make the 
film just like he did, with all the shots he 
had written into the storyboard, such as 
the stills in the scene depicting the at-
tack against the foreman and during 
Maria’s rape. That is where the film 
evokes Portuguese “Cinema Novo” 
(New Cinema), using something he saw 
in the film by Fernando Lopes about  
the boxer Belarmino (1964): when the 
image freezes, the scene is then edited 
according to the pace of the action dur-
ing the fight – in the boxing ring. That is 
the mechanism used to depict the 
struggle on the ground in the bush 
where the foreman lures Maria. “I shot 
the rape directly but then I created an-
other rape from it,” by editing a mon-
tage of fragments of the images, with-
out sound. “It was a real experiment, to 
innovate like that!”

The film depicts a series of non-re-
volts, almost driving viewers to despair. 
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The key sequence of the film, which de-
finitively sets the revolt in motion, is Ma-
ria being raped by the foreman. It is the 
humiliation this means for Madala, her 
father, who sees everything. In the writ-
ten tale the workers urge Madala to re-
volt, but he caves and does not do so. 
However, in the film this possibility is left 
to the imagination as being a feasible 
option. “It did not make sense not to 
have a revolt … illiterate blacks, who 
were the majority, were submissive and 
accepted the oppression of the struc-
ture that crushed them. They did not 
have a choice, except for that which I 
showed later in the film: either they 
leave, giving up on and renouncing ev-
erything, or they seek freedom, resist-
ing and fighting.” This is what the most 
incisive of them all, Djimo, the hero of 
the film, does in the end. We do not 
know the reason for his incisiveness, 

“Because he is just like all the others.” 
So what caused the revolt? “We also 
don’t know: it could be an emotional 
reason or a political reason. But it would 
probably have been political, because at 
the time when the film was made the 
guerilla forces had already reached the 
Zambézia region.”

In one of the concessions he made to 
try and get the film past censors (the 
other concession was made during the 

editing, dubbing the words uttered by 
the landowner into English), LB used a 
black actor to play the part of the fore-
man – who was white in the written tale. 

“I thought that this would deflect the at-
tention of censors, but without compro-
mising the relationship of domination, 
which I wanted to keep intact.” Here too 
we do not know if this is a rape or pros-
titution. We know that the foreman used 
Maria, he managed to seduce her, but 
there is no explanation of how he did so. 
The black foreman only further height-
ens this enigma that the film creates. 
Honwana’s text is silent on this point – 
and so is LB.

Just like in the written tale, Madala 
dies. However, in the film we also see 
the funeral rites in which the entire vil-
lage participates and where LB in-
cludes, “a comprehensive portrait of 
Mozambican society, guerrillas boots 
marching and a frieze of figures who 
represent the colonial city: the clerics, 
civil society, the PIDE, the Governor. If 
there is something going on there apart 
from the funeral, it has to be unobtru-
sive … because I could not be more ex-
plicit. What the film wanted to say was 
that there was an entire dynamic pro-
cess that was happening at the same 
time that the film was produced.” The 
day when the film would be viewed by 
the censors dawned in August 1973. The 
political implications of the frieze where 
the key agents of colonial society were 
caricatured were so obvious that the 
only question the censor asked was: 

“Who are those white people who at-
tended the funeral of the old man?” LB, 
clearly caught off-guard, said: “They 
aren’t people, they are symbols! And 
that was the end of that. The film was 

Production photo, courtesy of Joaquim Lopes Barbosa.

doomed! When we reached the SOMAR 
studio, Courinha Ramos summoned me 
and fired me.” At the end of the day that 
wasn’t the result expected by someone 
who thought he was making a profitable 
investment. Fearing even worse reper-
cussions, LB returned to Portugal. 

However, DEIXEM-ME AO MENOS 
SUBIR ÀS PALMEIRAS was subjected to 
further violence at the end of the re-
gime’s rule, set against the backdrop of 
the transitional city of Lourenço 
Marques. The fascist regime was top-
pled in Portugal on 25 April 1974 and 
with it fell the structure of control which 
had condemned the film a few months 
ago. This meant a new opportunity for 
the producer, who could now recover his 
investment by screening the film in the-
aters. In possession of the negatives, 
Courinha Ramos went to Portugal and 
proposed to LB to debut the film in Lou-
renço Marques. The film needed subti-
tles for the dialogues in the Xironga lan-
guage, which LB knew by heart. This 
helped the producer make two positive 
prints in Lisbon: one in 35mm, subtitled 
to be screened in theaters, and another 
in 16mm, without subtitles, which re-
mained with LB and would allow the di-
rector to use that print independently 
(until he lost track of it). Strapped for 
funds, LB enrolled as a new settler to 
avail himself of a free air ticket to Mo-
zambique so as to attend the release of 
his film. In reality, LB did not arrive in 
time to attend the film’s debut. But he 
was able to piece together the event 
years later in the archives of the Notí-
cias newspaper, where he found a news 
item describing the pre-release preview 
of his film at the São Miguel Cinema in 
Lourenço Marques on 4 September 

1974. This was just a few days before 7 
September 1974, the day when the Por-
tuguese government formally handed 
over power to the FRELIMO after the 
Lusaka Agreements.

The euphoria of the end of the colo-
nial regime and the open clashes be-
tween the groups that were for and 
against the FRELIMO revived the mem-
ories of colonial humiliations, which the 
film denounced. Thus, the context of an 
inevitable revolt spread through the 
streets of the capital, where a great 
wave of violence was unleashed by Afri-
cans between 7 and 10 September. This 
happened in response to the even more 
violent actions of extremist paramilitary 
colonial groups, who set off bombs at 
various sites around the city. The owner 
of the São Miguel cinema hall feared 
that the mob could set his theater on fire 
for showing a film against the regime or 
for screening a film made by a Portu-
guese director and withdrew it, after 
which the film was definitively archived. 

“Only very recently, just a few years ago, 
Maria do Carmo Piçarra, a researcher, 
discovered a copy that the producer had 
given to the Portuguese Cinema Mu-
seum [Cinemateca Portuguesa – Museu 
do Cinema] before he died and con-
tacted me.” From then on that print has 
been shown around the world and has 
gained a second lease on life. 

Catarina Simão
Lisbon, December 2017 

Translated from Portuguese 
by Roopanjali Roy.

1    Direct speech excerpts are taken from three  
different interviews with Joaquim Lopes Barbosa by  
Catarina Simão in Maputo in 2011, 2013, and 2017.
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“At least let me climb the palm trees.” This film, too, 
has its long history. Produced during colonialism, 
when PIDE-DGS [political police] had sowed and 
was still to be sowing for two more years, in its slow 
agony, one of the most hideous waves of repression 
in history, it was in this context that Lopes Barbosa, 
almost isolated but resolute, decided to cinematize 
the extraordinary short story by Luis Bernardo 
Honwana, “Dina,” inserted in his anti-colonialist 
work “We Killed Mangy Dog.” Several changes 
were made in relation to the original text and much 
of the strength that Honwana lent to certain situa-
tions went lost. The circumstances of the period 
forced him [Barbosa] to do so because there was, 
above all, the need to bring to the Mozambican 
people, in their overwhelmingly illiterate majority, 
an extraordinary human message. Hence the film's 
dialogue is almost entirely in Changana (Tsonga). 
[...]

The action of the film takes place on a large farm 
where a foreman, agent, and lackey of the colonizer 
subjects the workers to painful and endless hours of 
forced labor, which often only end with the weaken-
ing of the weak. The foreman, who in the original tale 
was white, appears in this film portrayed by a black 
actor. Although this constitutes a distortion of the 
story, a product of the constraints of the time, this 
detail, contrary to what may seem at first glance, 
does not distort the general content of the work. We 
would even say that, at the moment, in Mozambique, 
it raises a timely problem. In this way it is possible to 
clarify that the exploration knows neither colors nor 
races. It is not an opposition between whites and 
blacks but between exploiters and exploited. They 
are exactly the foreman-type lackeys whether they 
are white or black, who, selling themselves to the 
oppressor, are the ideal vehicle for the penetration 
of neo-colonialism. [...]
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Article in Tempo, September 29, 1971

Translation (excerpts):
AT LEAST LET ME CLIMB THE PALM TREES – New perspectives 
on Mozambican cinema
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Since its founding in 1963, the Arsenal 
– Institute for Film und Video Art has 
collected around 10,000 films from all 
genres, lengths, and formats. Through-
out the history of the institution that is 
unique in its combination of cinema, 
festival, distribution, and archive, Arse-
nal has reflected the emergence and 
expansion of independent cinema 
worldwide.

Four of the six films on this DVD ex-
ist as analogue distribution prints in 
the archive of the Arsenal: MONAN-
GAMBEEE by Sarah Maldoror, MUEDA, 
MEMÓRIA E MASSACRE by Ruy Guerra, 
LA ZERDA ET LES CHANTS DE L’OUBLI 
by Assia Djebar, and REASSEMBLAGE 
by Trinh T. Minh-ha. The first three of 
these were presented at different times 
at the Berlinale Forum, a section of the 
Berlin International Film Festival orga-
nized by the Arsenal. 

The selection is complemented by 
two rare and important films from Mo-
zambique, DEIXEM-ME AO MENOS 
SUBIR ÀS PALMEIRAS by Joaquim 
Lopes Barbosa and ESTAS SÃO AS  
ARMAS by Murilo Salles, the first pro-
duction of the Instituto Nacional de 
Cinema – INC (nowadays: Instituto Na-
cional de Audiovisual e Cinema – INAC).

MONANGAMBEEE was screened at 
the Berlinale Forum in 1971. At the 
time of digitization, this 16mm film 
print was the only available source ma-
terial. It has a variety of damages and 
flaws. The right side of the image is 
blurry due to an analogue printing er-
ror. The quality of the optical sound-
track is very poor, which significantly 

impairs the comprehensibility of the di-
alogue in certain spots. By taking re-
course to the original French dialogue 
list, however, the selectable English 
and French subtitles make legible 
those parts lost on the soundtrack. 

MUEDA, MEMÓRIA E MASSACRE was 
presented at the Berlinale Forum in 
1981 in a 35mm print with German sub-
titles. MUEDA was originally shot on 
16mm. The original elements and other 
prints have been researched by Cata-
rina Simão as part of her investigation 
on this film. For this DVD publication 
two prints could be considered as a 
source material: the print from Cine-
mateca Portuguesa – Museu do Cin-
ema, which contains Portuguese sub-
titles, and the one from Arsenal’s 
archive. Due to the fact that both prints 
were circulating in distribution, both of 
them show considerable optical dam-
age. After a comparison the decision 
was made to digitize the Portuguese 
version. Due to certain defects on the 
soundtrack, however, a large part of the 
soundtrack has been replaced by the 
optical track from Arsenal’s print. The 
subtitling in English for this DVD edition 
is based on a revision of the translation 
of all dialogues and lyrics of the songs. 

LA ZERDA ET LES CHANTS DE L’OUBLI 
was presented at the Berlinale Forum 
in 1983 in its French language version 
with German subtitles. This 16mm print 
was produced on a color printing stock. 
The investigation for source materials 
for the digitization brought to light an 
Arabic language version in the archive 
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of Établissement public de télévision 
(EPTV) in Algiers that is printed on 
black-and-white stock. The original el-
ements of the film remain untraceable. 
Since the film contains a color se-
quence in the middle of the film, the 
digitization was conducted on the basis 
of Arsenal’s print. In addition, Arsenal 
holds a separate magnetic soundtrack 
of the film that was used for this digiti-
zation. 

REASSEMBLAGE was shot on 16mm 
and mainly circulates without subtitles. 
A print from Arsenal’s archive was used 
as the source material for this digitiza-
tion. The optical soundtrack has been 
replaced by a former digitization. 

DEIXEM-ME AO MENOS SUBIR ÀS 
PALMEIRAS was digitized by Cine-
mateca Portuguesa – Museo do Cin-
ema at their archive (ANIM – Departa-
mento de Arquivo Nacional das 
Imagens em Movimento) in 2009. It is 
based on a 35mm distribution print. For 
this DVD publication the subtitles were 
revised and expanded based on a Por-
tuguese dialogue list.  

ESTAS SÃO AS ARMAS was produced 
on 35mm. For this DVD edition, a Beta 
SP could be used (courtesy of Catarina 
Simão). The subtitles have been re-
vised for this DVD edition.

Film still LA ZERDA ET LES CHANTS DE L’OUBLI
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LA ZERDA ET LES CHANTS DE 
L’OUBLI
Algeria 1982, 59 min*

Directed by Assia Djebar
Produced by Radiodiffusion-télévision 
algérienne (RTA)
Premiere July 20, 1982 (Algerian  
Television)
Original format 16mm, color and b&w

Scan (2K) and color grading  
Kornmanufaktur, Berlin
Digital restoration ARRI Media, Munich
Sound digitization Omnimago,  
Ingelheim 
Sound processing Poleposition d.c., 
Berlin

DEIXEM-ME AO MENOS SUBIR ÀS 
PALMEIRAS
Mozambique 1972, 71 min*

Directed by Joaquim Lopes Barbosa
Produced by SOMAR filmes 
Premiere September 4, 1974  
in Lourenço Marques 
Original format 35mm, b&w

Telecine (SD) Cinemateca Portuguesa 
– Museo do Cinema

MONANGAMBEEE
Algeria 1969, 15 min*

Directed by Sarah Maldoror
Produced by C.O.N.C.P. (Conférence 
des Organisations Nationales des  
Colonies Portugaises)
Premiere May 16, 1971 in Cannes
Original format 16mm, b&w

Scan (2K) and color grading  
Kornmanufaktur, Berlin
Digital restoration ARRI Media, Berlin
Sound digitization Omnimago,  
Ingelheim 
Sound processing Poleposition d.c., 
Berlin

*  The duration refers to the original  
projection speed of 24 fps.

MUEDA, MEMÓRIA E MASSACRE
Mozambique 1979–80, 75 min*

Directed by Ruy Guerra
Produced by Instituto Nacional  
de Cinema (INC)
Premiere February 3, 1980 in Maputo
Original format 35mm (shot on 16mm), 
b&w

Scan (4K) and color grading Cinemateca 
Portuguesa – Museu do Cinema, Lisbon
Digital restoration ARRI Media, Munich
Sound digitization Cinemateca Portu-
guesa – Museu do Cinema, Lisbon  
and Kornmanufaktur, Berlin
Sound processing Poleposition d.c., 
Berlin

ESTAS SÃO AS ARMAS
Mozambique 1978, 59 min*

Directed by Murilo Salles
Assistant director Luis Simão
Produced by Instituto Nacional  
de Cinema (INC)
Premiere September 25, 1978  
in Maputo
Original format 35mm, b&w

Telecine (SD)

REASSEMBLAGE
USA 1982, 40 min*

Directed by Trinh T. Minh-ha
Produced by Jean-Paul Bourdier
Premiere September 24, 1983  
in New York
Original format 16mm, color

Scan (2K) and color grading  
Kornmanufaktur, Berlin 
Sound processing Poleposition d.c., 
Berlin
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Sarah Maldoror (center left) during the shooting of  
La Bataille d’Alger directed by Gillo Pontecorvo, 1965.  

Courtesy of Sarah Maldoror.


