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MANDABI
Shot primarily in Wolof, this second feature 
by Ousmane Sembène was the first ever made 
in an African language—a major step toward 
the realization of the trailblazing Senegalese 
filmmaker’s dream of creating a cinema by, about, 
and for the inhabitants of his home continent. After 
jobless Ibrahima Dieng receives a money order for 
25,000 francs from a nephew who works in Paris, 
news of his windfall quickly spreads among his 
neighbors, who flock to him for loans even as his 
attempts to cash the order are stymied in a maze of 
bureaucratic obstacles, and new troubles rain down 
on his head. One of Sembène’s most coruscatingly 
funny and indignant films, Mandabi—an adaptation 
of a novella by the director himself—is a bitterly 
ironic depiction of a society scarred by colonialism 
and plagued by corruption, greed, and poverty.
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OUSMANE SEMBÈNE BIOGRAPHY
The son of a fisherman, Ousmane Sembène 
was born in 1923 in the Casamance region 
of southern Senegal. Sembène was expelled
from school in 1936 for insubordination 
and would never complete a formal 
education. After this, he was sent to Dakar, 
the capital of Senegal and the headquarters 
of French West Africa, to live with his 
father’s relatives. In Dakar, he worked at 
various manual-labor jobs, including as a 
bricklayer and a mechanic, but he also first 
discovered cinema in the city’s segregated 
movie houses. In 1944, like many other 
young Africans, he was called on to aid in 
the fight against the German occupation 
of France; his position was as a chauffeur 
for a colonial infantry unit in Niger. After 
a brief postwar return to Dakar, Sembène 
decided to migrate to France to work, and 
he resided in the port city of Marseille for 
over a decade.

Toiling at the city’s docks by day 
(unloading ships, which was literally 
backbreaking work: at one point he broke 
some vertebrae, necessitating a lengthy 
recovery) and attending political meetings 
at night, Sembène became fervently 
committed to left-wing causes while in 
Marseille. He enrolled in the country’s 
largest workers’ union, immersed 

himself in Marxist literature, and became 
intimately familiar with the city’s many 
museums and theaters. He also spoke 
passionately against colonialism and the 
ongoing French wars in Indochina and 
Korea, and he became obsessed with the 
idea of a free Africa—an Africa that had its 
own past and future. “I’m going to restore 
Africa’s stories to Africans,” he once said, 
and this became his mission. In 1956, 
at the age of thirty-three, he published 
his first work, Liberté, a long poem that 
is about his feelings of estrangement 
from art and beauty and imagines a 
postindependence Africa. In addition to 
more poetry, he soon began to write short 
stories, essays, and books. His first novel, 
Le docker noir, also published in 1956, 
concerns a labor strike and was based on 
his own experiences.

In 1960, Sembène left Marseille and 
returned to postindependence Senegal. 
Soon afterward, he decided to make 
films, realizing that he could reach more 
people that way. He traveled to Moscow 
and studied filmmaking at the Gorky Film 
Studio, as a student of Soviet director Mark 
Donskoy. Armed with an old Soviet camera, 
Sembène came home to Senegal once again 
and made his first two short films, Borom 

sarret (1963) and Niaye (1964). His 1966 
debut feature, Black Girl (La noire de . . .), 
broke new ground by being the first African 
film to be widely screened for Western 
viewers, even winning France’s prestigious 
Prix Jean Vigo. In 1968, he released 
Mandabi, whose dialogue is spoken in 
Senegal’s dominant language of Wolof; the 
film proved popular with African as well 
as international viewers, winning a special 
jury prize at the Venice Film Festival.

Throughout the seventies, Sembène was 
a cinematic force, directing Emitaï (1971), 
Xala (1975), and Ceddo (1977)—films about, 
variously, religion, sex, and war, each 
considered a major classic of African
cinema. He continued to remain relevant 
through the eighties and nineties and 
into the twenty-first century, with the 
Venice grand jury prize winner Camp de 
Thiaroye (1988), Guelwaar (1992), and 
two feminist works: Faat Kiné (2001) and 
Moolaadé (2004), his final film. Sembène 
died in 2007 at the age of eighty-four, 
with fourteen films, seven novels, and two 
short story collections to his name. He 
is today remembered as more than just a 
great filmmaker: he is a symbol of political 
progressiveness, radical independence, and
uncompromised art. • 

FILMOGRAPHY
1963    Borom sarret (short)

1963    The Sonhrai Empire (short)

1964    Niaye (short)

1966    Black Girl

1968    Mandabi

1970    Tauw (short)

1971    Emitaï

1975    Xala

1977    Ceddo

1988    Camp de Thiaroye

1992    Guelwaar

1999    L’héroïsme au quotidien

2001    Faat Kiné

2004    Moolaadé


