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A Screaming Man

Mahamat-Saleh Haroun on ‘A Screaming Man’

‘A Screaming Man is not a Dancing Bear’ is the title of a poem by Aimé
Césaire, the French-Martiniquan poet, politician and champion of Négritude.
Was it his poem that inspired the film, or did your idea arise another way?

It was more the situation | twice found myself in, filming in Chad with my crew
of foreign technicians, who were French, Burkinabé, Belgian. In 2006, while
filming Daratt, we were caught in an attack by the rebel forces and couldn’t
move, and in 2008 the same thing happened when we were filming
Expectations, the short film | was making for a commission by the Jeonju Film
Festival in Korea. | felt completely responsible for all these people who were
around me — who had come all the way from Paris and from Ouagadougoul. |
wanted to scream my rage, but against who? And what would that have
changed other than making myself feel better?

It was then that | found | had a scream inside me that | couldn’t get out, and
afterwards | thought about Césaire. | reread the book [Notebook of a Return to
My Native Land] and found this extraordinary passage, and | said to myself,
‘Voila! Perhaps it's that — a screaming man is not a dancing bear.” There is a
form of civility in Africa that consists of showing the positive side even while
people are living incredibly difficult lives, and it is that idea that brought me to
the verses of Aimé Césaire.

When | was watching this film it felt like the end of a trilogy that you had started
with Abouna and Daratt, which both trace the stories of fathers and sons. The
first two are about the absent father, and this one is centred on the father who
sends his son away, so it is inverted.

Absolutely. It's like a triptych around the same themes. | centred A Screaming
Man around the father, but was really inspired by being taken hostage by this
civil war. Then | looked at how | could treat the theme with something very
intimate and familiar, and | took the situation of a Chadian family — and in
particular the relationship of father and son. Because in this situation [the civil
war in Chad], which has gone on for over 45 years, there seems to me to be a
transmission which is going on from father to son: the war is essentially fought
by men and young men, and it continues — we push them forward into it.

In A Screaming Man there is also the fascinating character of the Chinese hotel
owner, representing the way China is buying up Africa.

Well yes, things are happening quite discreetly, as the Asiatic idea of
propagation has it: we don’t make a lot of noise, we move in, install ourselves
discreetly. It's happening in Chad — there are lots of Chinese moving in, though
maybe not as many as in Senegal or in Mali. | was inspired by a Chinese
woman who lives in N'Djamena [the capital of Chad] and bought a hotel, and it
was in thinking of her that | created Madame Wong.

It is these different fronts of combat that little people like Adam are confronted
with. Not only is there the civil war, but there is also globalisation and how to
deal with the political, economic and social situation. People like Adam
become immobilised — simply because they live in societies that have no
organised unions, or any kind of organisation that gathers people in collectives.
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The more Africa — or at least Chad — embraces modernity, the more it loses
what solidarity in itself it had. Globalisation and capitalism isolate people, so
there is no common force [against it], and that’s how it wins. And in Africa this
goes against the fundamental culture of the society there, because people
show a lot of solidarity in their daily lives, and it is their solidarity — used against
the problems they are confronted with on a daily basis in many countries in
Affrica — that enables them to survive situations that would be catastrophic in
other countries and other cultures. If globalisation is putting that solidarity in
danger, the situation is serious enough for it to be filmed.

What's also very powerful in your films is the space you create with colour and
light, even in urban scenes, where you locate your characters in the enclosed
space of the domestic compounds — and here also the hotel’s enclosure.

This enclosure is also reality — it shows how my characters are caught in a trap.
And they are not sure how to escape from it. They are like lions in a cage, and
at some point lions who are kept locked up for a long time in a circus lose their
minds. We crack, and this is what happens to Adam. His horizon is limited, and
when our horizon is limited we are forced to invent something to escape from
this daily grind and imprisonment.

In the scenes around the [hotel] swimming pool with Adam, it’s like a theatre
stage with different actors, and it gives him the illusion that he is not enclosed
and not threatened. It creates a window for him that opens on to other things,
and he clings to it like a means of breathing. It’s his oxygen, and when it's
taken away from him he feels he will suffocate.

Who are the cinematic influences on your films?

In this film there are influences in the editing, in the sense of ellipsis, in the
stripped-down style of the directing, in the absence of artifice — there’s
something very bare which | really owe to Bresson. I'm really happy, as | was
given the Robert Bresson Prize during the Venice festival. I'm really proud of
that. But | also owe an aesthetic to certain kinds of Asian cinema. With the
meal scene with the father, son and mother, | render homage to Ozu.

The western is also an important genre for me, because it was all | could see in
the cinemas when | was growing up in Abéché. In westerns there is the sense
of space, and there is this same space in this part of Chad, which is so
desertified. In the last few years I've been rediscovering John Ford. His simple
stories are still quite layered. Even in films when he was given the story and told
to go and make it, he goes off like a good soldier to complete his mission. | am
like that: I've got a story to tell, and | go off with the same ethic.

Interview by Suzy Gillett, Sight and Sound, June 2011
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