
23UPFRONT Words MIRIAM BOUTEBA Photography JASPER CLARKE

For his second directorial outing, filmmak-
er, actor and Nataal founder Alassane Sy is 
telling the story of Fallou. A young man sent 
from Senegal to the UK by his marabout —  
a West African spiritual leader — who has 
links to extremists. Fallou is on a mission to 
make his mother proud. We see him arrive in 
east London with the nebulous notion that he 
will “defend Islam”; a lost soul who appears 
willing to sacrifice his happiness in this life 
for the promise of paradise in the next. 

The 30-minute work is a follow up to 
Sy’s debut short film, Marabout, which re-
veals the ways in which some of the poorest 
Senegalese youngsters can be exploited 
by the leaders of Koranic schools. As Sy 
says, “There is a connection between the 
films, but what I see in Fallou is in some 
ways the next step. We left Marabout with 
children and I feel as though one of them 
could become Fallou — if you grow up in 
that environment, why would you not be 
like Fallou?”

The title character, played by newcom-
er Fallou Galass Dia, is a representation 

of any young immigrant living in the UK. 
His life is at a junction, torn between the 
pressures of his religious education and 
the enticements that London has to offer, 
yet trapped without the proper visa to be 
in the country. “Without that piece of pa-
per you aren't allowed to do anything at 
all, so young immigrants can turn either to 
something positive like art, which doesn’t 
require papers, or to something a lot more 
negative,” Sy explains. 

London-based Sy, who was born in 
Mauritania and grew up in Senegal, has 
starred in films including Andrew Dosun-
mu’s Restless City, Jonas Carpignano’s 
Mediterranea, and Joseph A. Adesunloye’s 
White Colour Black. His own storytelling 
has been well received on the film festi-
val circuit and he is currently developing 
his first full-length feature, Talibes. Fallou 
was shot on a budget of just £3,000, which 
means that, like Marabout, the majority of 
the cast are not formally trained actors. 

“What I needed more than anything 
else was people who would do it for the 

love and also to try something new — that 
was priceless to me,” Sy says. Equally for-
tuitous was a recording of French radio 
he found on which Senegal’s President 
Macky Sall talks about the radicalisation of 
African youth, who, due to a lack of pros-
pects, fall prey to fundamentalist propa-
ganda. Playing in the background as the 
screen pans across beautiful Senegalese 
scenes, these words drive home wider 
societal and political concerns.

Ultimately, Fallou is a story of accept-
ance, freedom and the power of being 
made to feel welcome. The film shows how 
a sense of community and positive person-
al relationships can shape someone’s path. 

“The best way to protect nations or people 
from this new form of terrorism is not neces-
sarily in the hands of the police officers, or by 
closing borders and checking up on people,” 
Sy says. “Negative ideas sometime come 
from the fact that people can't find their 
place. I think it's about re-teaching them 
how to live together because people are the 
biggest weapon against these threats.”
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Alassane Sy’s new short film explores the resilience of the African 
community in London




