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Moussa Sene Absa, born in 1958 in Dakar, Senegal, is a director, painter, singer, song-writer, and actor.  Regarded by many as Senegal’s most innovative director, one of his first short films Le Prix du Mensonge won the Silver Tanit award from the Carthage Film Festival, ushering in an era of international success with films like Tableau Ferraille, which won an award for best cinematography at the 1997 Pan-African Film Festival.  Absa continues to make films and exhibit his paintings in Senegal, Europe, and North America.

Excerpt from “Moussa Sene Absa on finding Waru in Barbados” an interview with Jane Bryce, Black Camera, Winter 2009:

…I ask whether Moussa is himself planning to shoot a film while he’s here, and he responds by giving me the rough cut of a new documentary, The Lost Wings of the Angels [which will eventually become Yoole: The Sacrifice]. In 2006, a Barbadian fisherman came across a small boat adrift off the east coast of the island. The discovery on board of eleven mummified African bodies electrified the community, and the incident was reported as a tragedy of African migration. The boat had set out from Senegal some four months earlier, towed by a larger vessel which had apparently cut it loose and left it to drift. It may have had up to fifty people on board, whose bodies would have been thrown over as they died. Before he expired, one passenger had written a note with the phone number of a relative in Senegal which was found on his body. A Senegalese resident of Barbados took it upon himself to call the number, and pieced together the story of the doomed migrants. It is this story that Moussa has chosen to tell, in the form of a documentary which moves back and forth across the Atlantic.

…Modou, the Senegalese businessman who called the number, is heard in the film expressing his failure to explain why his fellow countrymen took the risk. His bafflement is instructive. He recalls his homeland as he remembers it, vibrant and dynamic. Next to the horror of the way the passengers died, the hurt he feels is patently that of the African confronted with a new stereotype he is unable to dispel.

Moussa takes the viewer from Barbados back to Senegal to explore the context of illegal migration. The film has the hallmarks of Moussa’s features—acute awareness of color, a love affair between the camera and the physical beauty of its subjects, their vigor as they stride through the narrow alleys, their stillness as they sit in a group and listen while one person speaks. He has dispensed with voice-over or any kind of intervention to guide the viewer, instead allowing the story to be told cumulatively by the different speakers. Their eloquence is undeniable, their political acumen acute, their analysis unflinching. Led by the fishermen’s accounts of their loss of livelihood, the film shows us monstrous foreign megatrawlers which sweep the sea bed and destroy the spawning grounds, decimating fish stocks. Angry and articulate young men lay the blame clearly at the feet of their political leaders. A woman holding two children on her lap speaks of losing her husband, a father his son, a village chief three boys from his village, all to illegal migration.

As Moussa has said in this interview, music is also key to his praxis. Barbadian audiences were swept away by the Baye Falls chorus marching onto the screen in Madame Brouette. The use of music in this film bears out his assertion as to how “important, meaningful and educative” music is in Africa, cutting from a scene of couples dancing to recorded pop music at a rum shop in Barbados to a street in Dakar. Here, a Wolof rapper intones a rhythmic chant detailing his country’s shortcomings and why people would choose to leave. Women perform intricate movements to drums played in the street. Finally, a musician sits on a beach, singing in English of his fears for the future of Senegal. Yet this is not the desperate country of Barbadian popular imagination in the wake of the boat story. This is a country which displays, in the words and the bodies of its people, the effects of a global financial system of which Barbados too is a part, linked by more than simply deep-sea Atlantic currents.

Here then is the conundrum of a myth of diaspora. The descendants of Africans often choose either to reject all things African as primitive and other, or to celebrate “Africa” as a universal concept transcending time and place. Neither of these responses speaks to the reality portrayed by Moussa in The Lost Wings of the Angels...
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