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worrying, about 
Randi, a teenager who 
plays the drums for a 
while then disappears. 
Other, even younger 
children are 
miniature Dadaist 
philosophers: one 
hops a lift on the 
underside of a train, 
grinning, and shouts, 
“I’m going to die!” 
Another, discussing Adam and Eve, gravely 
tells his friends, “I was here before they ate 
the fruit.”

We watch Staff Benda Bilili at their first 
studio session, at their first paid gig, at the 
release of their first album (“C’est 

magnifique… the new 
sound of the world”). 

The most thrilling 
scene is at Eurockéennes, 
the French rock festival 
where Staff play their first 
European show. It’s edited 
like that scene in The 
Birds with the school-
children singing and the 
climbing frame. One shot 
of the band on-stage, 
tuning up, then we see the 
empty field they’re facing. 
Then the band begins to 
play, and the camera skips 
back to a few dozen 
swaying people. 

Two more cuts back 
and forth, and the band is 
in full frenzy while a 
bouncing mass of people 
dance, clap and cheer. 
Roger sings a little, and 
then channels Hendrix 
with his satonge, on his 
back, legs akimbo, making 
that boiled-down 
Theremin sound.

The story of Roger is 
the most compelling 
aspect of this remarkable 
film. He begins as a 
subdued but sturdy child, 
absorbed by his home-
made instrument, and 
ends as a teenage rock star, 
playing on his new skull-
and-crossbones satonge. 
According to the others, 

Roger is the most affected by their success 
(“He bought a TV, a couch and a mattress”), 
but he’s also Staff Benda Bilili’s crown 
prince. “I guarantee you,” smiles Papa 
Ricky, “this kid will do great things.”

Benda Bilili!
HHHH
TriniTy Films

In DECEmBER 2004, Renaud Barret and 
Florent de la Tullaye were in Kinshasa 
filming their first documentary (this is their 
third) and while there they met Staff Benda 
Bilili, a band living on the streets, and 
Roger Landu, a 13-year-old also on the 
streets (“I haven’t run away,” he explains. 
“I’ll go back when I’m a success.”). Roger 
had made a satonge – a piece of wire 
stretched between a tin can and the end of 
a short stick – and taught himself to play 
extraordinary twanging melodies on it. 

Benda Bilili! follows Staff and their new 
soloist from that early footage to the 

summer of 2009, when 
success arrives. They make 
a deft and honest film, but 
Barret and Tullaye are also 
instrumental to the story – 
they introduce the band to 
Roger, and then to 
Congotronics’ producer 
Vincent Kenis who records 
the first Staff Benda Bilili 
album, Tres Tres Fort.

Sharp-dressed Papa 
Ricky leads the band – old 
friends who share musical 
talent, a serious work ethic and a clear-eyed 
attitude: “Luck shows up unannounced,” 
they sing. “I know we’ll succeed someday.”

Other characters pass across the film’s 
edges – you might be left wondering, or 

Ready Steady Congo!
Six Kinshasa street musicians, the blues, the funk  

and a satonge. By Anna Wood.
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