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FAYA DAYI

A sublime work of trance-state cinema, the debut feature

by the Mexican Ethiopian filmmaker Jessica Beshir is a
hypnotic immersion in the world of rural Ethiopia, a place
where one commodity—khat, a euphoria-inducing plant once
prized for its supposedly mystical properties—holds sway
over the rituals and rhythms of everyday life. As if under the
intoxicating influence of the drug itself, Faya dayi unfurls as a
hallucinogenic cinematic reverie, capturing hushed, intimate
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moments in the existences of everyone from the harvesters of
the crop to people lost in its narcotic haze to a desperate but
determined younger generation searching for an escape from
the region’s political strife. The film’s exquisite monochrome
cinematography—each frame a masterpiece sculpted from
light and shadow—and time-bending, elliptical editing

create a ravishing sensory experience that hovers between
consciousness and dreaming.

Ethiopia, United States, Qatar | 2021 | 120 minutes | Black & White | In Amharic, Harari, and Oromo with English subtitles | 1.78:1 aspect ratio
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PRODUCTION HISTORY

A film ten years in the making, Faya dayi was conceived by
director Jessica Beshir as an act of reconnecting with the
Ethiopian homeland she left at the age of sixteen, when her
family fled to Mexico to escape the chaos and oppression of the
Mengistu and Derg political regimes. Later, in 2011, during one of
her return trips to Ethiopia, Beshir began collecting observations
and impressions of the country by shooting footage that told

the stories of several Ethiopians and the social, religious, and
economic forces influencing their lives.

Among those forces was the ascendency of khat as a national
cash crop. A plant with hallucinatory properties that has been
traditionally harvested and chewed for ritualistic purposes, khat
was, in Beshir’s youth, one of many lucrative crops bolstering the
Ethiopian economy. But in the intervening years, climate change,
along with other factors, had forced farmers to grow khat to the
near exclusion of all other plants, and its excessive presence in
the country increased recreational khat usage among the younger
generations. Climate change had also dried up lakes, while
economic necessity and political tumult had forced people living
in rural areas to look for new prospects overseas or in the capital
city of Addis Ababa.

Through friends, family, and various encounters in the Oromo
region, Beshir connected with Ethiopians who, in lending
themselves to her camera, embodied the many dimensions of the
country’s hopes and concerns. For instance, while shooting in
Harar, Beshir met and befriended Mami, one of several children
who followed her filming excursions. Mami became one of the
film’s main subjects as Beshir recorded his conversations with a
friend named Ibrahim about the latter’s migratory experiences.
Beshir also captured the activities and voices of khat packers,
khat addicts, and, in the labyrinthine walled city of Harar Jugol,
Sufi mystics adhering to the myth of Maoul Hayat, whose journey
toward divine revelation centers on the discovery of khat.

Faya dayi’s long gestation resulted in part from the need for
Beshir to finance the project herself prior to receiving funds from
grants and private investors. One of the major stepping-stones
toward securing outside financing was the creation of the short
film Hairat (2017) as well as several self-contained sequences
from the Ethiopian footage that Beshir could show to investors to
demonstrate her intentions for the project. Eventually, Faya dayi
obtained support from the Sundance Institute, the Doha Film
Institute, and the Jerome Foundation. e
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INTERVIEW WITH JESSICA BESHIR

Growing up, what did you experience of
cinema, and how did you come to work in
that medium?

I grew up in a military camp next to a
Russian military base that was separated
[from us] by barbed wire. In the Russian
camp, there was an open-air movie theater.
Us kids dug a hole under the barbed wire
and snuck through it to the movie theater.
We’d go there every night to watch Russian
films—mostly war films that were meant to
elevate the morale of the Russian soldiers
stationed in Ethiopia. One of our friends
was trained by the Russians to project the
films. He would change the reels of the
films in the back of a Land Rover, and his
leverage with the other kids was that if
you were nice, he would show you how

he changed the reels. Before that, it never
occurred to me that movies were actually
made by people. Seeing something of the
magic of how movies are constructed,

and experiencing the communal aspect of
moviegoing, made me feel less alone and
transported me during a time of war and
trauma. I gravitated to filmmaking in large
part because of that.

What do you remember about your
childhood and early adolescence in
Ethiopia, and how did those memories
inform the conception of Faya dayi?

I remember everything that happened up
to the time I was sixteen and my family
left Ethiopia. My generation reached
adulthood a lot sooner than we otherwise
would have because we grew up during

a cold war. My father was director

of a military hospital—war was ever-
present, and that couldn’t help but shape
our outlook.

In returning to the country many

years later, I didn’t set out to make a
documentary on khat. I returned to
reconnect to my family, especially my
grandmother, who was getting very old.
And in reconnecting with family and
friends, I noticed that everything in the
country now revolved around khat, which
had always been around but not in such an
all-encompassing way. What had changed
was that all of the country’s social and
economic life centered on this drug, and

I wanted to ask why this was and why so
many people were medicating themselves.

What was clear was that the country

was in a state of decay. There was new
infrastructure in Harar and other cities,
but mostly the country was falling apart
due to the misrule of an oppressive
governmental regime. And that regime
had also limited freedom of speech, which
led to people’s retreat into private worlds.
Even after this regime faced protests and
was ultimately unseated from power,
there was a huge disillusionment when
substantial change did not come about.

So, there was a desire for khat, due to its
ability to foster a state of insularity, but
then many factors influenced the rise of
khat as a cash crop. Climate change altered
which crops the farmers were able to
cultivate, and inflation made it impossible
for the farmers to cultivate coffee and
other crops. Before, khat was relegated to
the Harar region, but now its development
had spread to the rest of the country, so
my filming concentrated on the farms and
land in Harar, around the area where I had
grown up. I felt it was important to be very
specific—there are more than eighty ethnic
groups and languages in Ethiopia. The

specific Oromo identity in Harar—I’d never
seen that reflected on film, and I wanted

to transmit the people’s intonation of
language, their cadences. This was crucial
to the overall tapestry of the film.

To what extent did you predetermine or
spontaneously arrive at the film’s sounds
and images?

When I began shooting, I had a specific
intention for what I wanted—one that
would allow for multiple possibilities that
could reveal themselves in the editing
room. And I was excited to discover those
possibilities, those forms. For example,

I knew I wanted to convey a sense of
interiority, but through evocation rather
than through a direct telling. I also wanted
the locations I shot to speak through
images. One was the labyrinthine space

of this close-walled city, Jugol; another
was comprised of the vast farms. I wanted
the vastness of the farms to correspond

to the vastness among the experiences I
shot, with different people having different
experiences within the same geographical
space. I thought, If voices were to emerge
from these farms, what would these
voices say?

In conversations with my editors, I
conveyed that the film’s form should be
alive, that it should have its own mode

of expression. At times this form didn’t
always make rational sense, but it was
transmitting something—something more
elliptical, perhaps. This elliptical mode was
probably influenced by the oral tradition
of storytelling with which I grew up. Oral
tradition is about the journey and all the
things you see and experience before you
arrive at a narrative destination. I wanted



the structure of the film to be like an
octopus, where one story strand was like a
tentacle, and if something occurred in that
strand it would reverberate throughout the
entire body of the film.

Faya dayi took ten years to make. How did
that decade-long process start, and what
were some of the major milestones along the
road toward completing the project?

The first thing I wanted to do upon my
return to Ethiopia was to spend time

on the farms. My grandmother is not a
farmer—she lives far away from where I
filmed—but there was a certain kinship
there because I was listening to her
language, the Oromo language. I met
most of the farmers by spending time
with them at a café that was owned by a
friend. That’s how I started talking with
them and learning about the khat farms.

I also befriended the children of these
farmers, and over the years of shooting I
saw and recorded the way these children
became political and participated in the
peaceful protests, in 2014-15, against the
government. That was an invigorating leap
in the filming process, in seeing these kids
come of age and getting involved in what
was occurring throughout the country.

A major moment in the shoot was seeing
the drying up of the lakes. The first time I
saw this, I couldn’t take it. I was heading
down in a van to Haramaya, and I asked the
driver if we could stop to take a picture of
this sacred lake, and when we did, it wasn’t
there—grass had grown over it, cows were
herding there, it was gone. There was
always new information I was obtaining

and through which I learned about the
changes that were unfolding throughout
the country.

Another one was interviewing a university
professor who did his PhD on khat studies,
who had spent his whole life with and
around this plant. He doesn’t appear

in the film, but one thing he said stuck
with me, that once in a while a visiting
professor from the West would teach at
the university for a few months and then a
while later would publish a study on khat.
All of a sudden, he had to read about khat
from out there. What I picked up from that
was: Where’s our voice in this? I wanted to
do justice to the story of the people who
live here, their stories and their dignity.
Khat came from a religious, ritualistic
practice of imams, just like peyote for the
shamans. It’s not just a plant for kids who
want to get high.

What research in the areas of politics,
sociology, religion, and myth informed the
production of Faya dayi?

Alot of the time I spent during my return
to Ethiopia involved research. My friend’s
grandfather, who lived in the labyrinthine
city, was the one who first spoke with me
about khat’s roots in the Sufi tradition.
And not just in a religious sense but also
in a social sense—it was what united
people coming back home from work to
have lunch, since they would chew khat
and then go on with their day. It provided
a boost of energy for people like farmers,
who performed physical labor. It was a
means to an end, but now it’s become the
end itself, especially for the youth.

From my friend and her grandfather, I
met several Sufi imams. These imams who
you see in the film, I spent a lot of time
learning from them about Azurkherlaini,
about whom Ethiopians have their own
individual perceptions. That myth is

so alive in the people’s imagination

and thought process, it’s alive in the
recitation and prayer of the imams. I
wanted to somehow visualize the various
conceptions of Azurkherlaini, and, to get
to that interiority, I wanted to represent
the people’s reality on the ground as
opposed to casting some weird guy who
looks like Azurkherlaini.

How did you achieve the film’s distinctive
black-and-white cinematography?

I knew I was going to shoot in black and
white, but at times I questioned myself
about that, because khat is a green leaf and
obviously that wouldn’t come through in
black and white. But in the end, I decided
to go with black and white because so
many elements of the film refer to light
and darkness. For example, the fable of
Azurkherlaini talks about “the black”

and the darkness of night—there were

all of these dichotomies in that myth

that could be evoked through black and
white. Plus, the nature of khat and the
trade of it, and many of the film’s stories,
contain the sides that black-and-white
photography evokes. I wanted to focus on
the interiority of the people in the film
instead of the potential sensationalism of
the subject of khat, and so the dreaminess
of the cinematography evokes the people’s
frustration, dread, loneliness, impotence,
resignation, and so on. e




