
 

 

Gasnier & Nezan: Zanzibar Musical Club 

 

This film insists on being a Film. From the very start. This is a story to be watched – according to the old mantra: don’t talk about it, show it. No 

commentary. No formatted tv. And oh yes, they succeed in this moderne and yet old-fashioned Film sentence. With other words it is pure 

seduction if you agree on the premise, that they, the filmmakers, will not give you a lot of background information to understand a context (you 

can search/google for that afterwards to read about Zanzibar and the taraab music tradition) just open your eyes, watch what we  the 

filmmakers saw and heard of wonderful music. If you accept that game, basically if you want a Film like this, you will have a joyful trip, where 

you will meet great characters and artists, who perform in an environment full of frivolity and religion (it is a muslim society) at the same time. 

Fishermen, music, the following of a man to his home, a violin player he is, a brick game in the street, street shots, no story but plenty of 

ambiance, and yet, there are many stories and impressions given through a fabulous camera work, sometimes in tableau-like images, 

sometimes with a dancing camera to accompany the songs, that are being song by young and old in clubs or in the streets or at more official 

events. The texts of the songs most often refer to Love, impossible love, there is a lot of melancholy, or abuse, but also more naughty hints are 

in the texts. It is obvious that the listeners should know about the songs and the women, who get up to dance. Seduction, music unites, this is 

an old culture and there are stories connected that need to be remembered. 

One who remembers, and who still performs is the almost 100 year old Bi Kidude, who with not many teeth in her mouth is a storyteller who 

knows so much and wants to convey it. She is filmed at rehearsals and at concerts. Magnificent! To rephrase one of texts in a song: I am drunk 

with tenderness. 

France & Germany, 2010, 85 & 52 mins.  

 

Tue Steen Müller, 25 août 2010 

(He worked with short and documentary films for more than 20 years at the Danish Film Board – as press secretary, head of distribution and information and as a commissioning 

editor. He wrote articles for national and international newspapers and magazines. He's the co-founder of Balticum Film- and TV-Festival, Filmkontakt Nord and Documentary of the 

EU. Since 1996 when it started, director of EDN (European Documentary Network). He's also tutor at other training programmes like Archidoc, EAVE, ZagrebDOXPro and Discovery 

Campus.) 



Après le heavy-metal norvégien, les échappées de Fred Frith, les déhanchements du baile-funk ou la pop prolo de Liverpool, le cycle 
musiquepointdoc vous invite ce mois-ci à explorer la culture millénaire de l'île de Zanzibar, où les traditions se transmettent en 
musique. Un monde à part, nourri de tonalités arabes, de rythmes latins, de mélodies indiennes et de percussions africaines, 
splendidement capté par ce documentaire, qui sait prendre son temps et garantit une échappée vers l'ailleurs. 

« Ancienne étape de la route des épices, lʼîle de Zanzibar se situe à la croisée dʼinfluences venues de tous les bords de lʼOcéan indien. Elle est 
ainsi le berceau du Taarab, musique traditionnelle dont les accents évoquent tour à tour lʼAfrique, lʼInde et lʼOrient. 

Une heureuse combinaison de poivres et de miels, de percussions, de cordes et de voix, que révèle cet ample documentaire, dont les meilleures 
séquences, magnifiquement cadrées, mettent en scène la doyenne des chanteuses zanzibari : Bi Fatuma Baraka, dite Bi Kidude (Madame Petite 

Chose, en swahili). Il faut voir cette nonagénaire au visage impassible et au port de déesse sʼavancer sur la scène et se planter crânement face 
au micro, hiératique, édentée, attendant que lʼorchestre ait terminé de jouer ses phrases dʼintro pour sʼexprimer. De son corps chétif surgit alors 
une voix étonnante, déchirante et profonde, que Philippe Gasnier et Patrice Nezan prennent le temps de nous faire apprécier. 

De répétitions dans un café en gros plans sur des joueurs de dominos et des marchands ambulants, ce documentaire nous embarque dans un 
monde idyllique où la vie est guidée par des chanteurs dont les fables évoquent l'amour et les trahisons. Dépaysement immédiat, au plus près 
des ambiances de rue, chamailleries comprises en swahili ponctuées de mots en français. Sans s'alourdir d'explications, Zanzibar Music Club 
nous plonge pourtant dans lʼâme du Taarab – rien dʼautre que son âme. » 

Benoît Hické, 16 novembre 2011
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Zanzibar Musical Club: Cine Lumière

In the newly-refurbished (and looking rather sparkly) Lumi• re at the Institut Francais, this surprising Þ lm was partially, it seemed, a Taarab  
music video, and partially an extended interview with legendary midwife, healer and singer Bi Kidude, there is very little interference from  
the Þlmmaker; no voiceovers, no direct interviews, no talking heads, no background information on what youÕre seeing. In fact, the role of  
the panel that sat onstage afterwards consisting of a Research Fellow studying questions of identity in Zanzibar amongst of the places,  
and an Ethnomusicologist from SOAS, seemed to be to enlighten us as to what we had spent 85 minutes watching and enjoying; the  
instruments, traditions and languages of the amazing Taarab singers and musicians. Much of the Þlm reßected the slow pace of life in 
Zanzibar: playing dominoes with other musicians; cycling along the not-too-busy market streets; Þshing in the azure sea, before later 
images reßected the professional life of the musicians, originally court players until the revolution in the 1920s when this heavily-layered  
style of music was reinvented for the people with similarly lavish court-style-size orchestras of violins, basses and zithers, playing at large  
gatherings, weddings, and street concerts. At all times, fun seemed to be being had. The Þrst female singer was a woman who sang a 
sad song about happiness, a typical Taamar subject, occasionally opening her beautiful violet eyes and gently dancing. The next was Bi  
Kudude herself, a tiny, wizened old lady with the voice and presence of Nina Simone, and a stereotype-cracking personality, blowing  
cigarette smoke unevenly through her remaining teeth set in a permanent, hollow-cheeked grin. The violinists seemed to enjoy nothing  
more than practising, practising, and wherever they went people danced, carrying money in their hands to hand to the players as an  
excuse for crossing the danceßoor in an otherwise modest and courtly situation.

The ridiculously comfortable cinema seats and the constant music were hypnotic; the audience had to be awoken to take part in the  
discussion; we were right back there in the view of the cloudless sky and shimmering sea, zithers humming the in backgroundÉ

Laura Jenkinson April 28th, 2010

http://www.lidf.co.uk/news/author/laura/
http://www.lidf.co.uk/news/2010/04/zanzibar-musical-club-cine-lumiere/


Zanzibar Musical Club

This is the kind of documentary that serves as a vicarious form of tourism, immersing you in a remote and exotic culture without an apparent 
agenda. There is not a word of  narration, or explanation. The movie begins and ends with rhapsodic images of dhows plying the turquoise 
waters off the Indian Ocean. Immediately you want to be there. As the title implies, the film could be construed as an East African counterpart to 
Wim Wenders’ Buena Vista Social Club. It’s about a loose collection of folk musicians who date back to the 1970s. But in this case, there’s no 
Carnegie Hall concert at the end of the rainbow. There’s no formal portraiture of the players. And the film unfolds as a work of pure, languid 
impressionism, fly-on-the-wall verité that bathes us in the manners and rituals of an arcane island culture where life and music are inseparable. 
From the first shot of a blue-eyed black woman with a strong and sinuous voice, you get picture: Zanzibar is a unique crossroads. Powered by 
drums, violins and various mongrel instruments, the music swirls with Arabic cadences, African rhythms and Indian melodies to form the 
infectious hybrid known as Taarab. One of the performers is a scary, toothless woman who looks very, very old and sings a folk ditty about a 
man taking a woman into the bushes and raping her. (She reminded me of  Leonard Cohen’s Closing Time: “She’s a hundred but she’s wearing 
something tight.”)  Beyond that, I find Zanzibar Musical Club impossible to  to describe. It’s a you-had-to-be-there experience. A movie that 
exists in the moment. The likelihood of it finding distribution seems  slim, which makes the experience that much more precious. It’s the kind of 
film that festivals were made for, a buried treasure you may never glimpse again.

Brian D. Johnson, 12 octobre 2010

http://www.filmkommentaren.dk/default.asp?page_id=2&blog_id=1288
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Dubai Readies for 6th Outing with World Cinema Focus

[…] The sixth DIFF takes place December 9 - 16 in the United Arab Emirates.

[…] The Cinema of the World segment also features five music-themed films including director Gergely Fonyo s “Made in Hungaria,” the s’ tory of 

a U.S.-raised teenybopper who teaches his Communist-era peers about rock n  roll when the family moves back to Hungary in the 1960s.‘ ’  

“Zanzibar Musical Club”  is described by the fest as “a superb documentary exploration of Zanzibar s rich musical heritage by Patrice Nezan,”’  

while “Oil City Confidential” is Julien Temple s “loving and amusing documentary on Dr. Feelgood,” the 1970s UK band which revolutionised’  

rock music with energy, passion and excitement. “The White Stripes Under Great White Northern Lights,” meanwhile, is a road movie and  

concert tour film that follows the legendary band across their Canadian expedition, fi lmed by Emmett Malloy. […]

[…]“We are very pleased to once again offer an outstanding slate of feature fi lms, documentaries and shorts from around the world to our  

diverse audience groups across the UAE,” commented DIFF Artistic Director Masoud Amralla Al Ali in a statement. “Despite the intense  

competition this year and radical changes in our industry, the stronger and larger DIFF 2009 programme is a measure of our global reach and  

reputation and the unmatched calibre of our team.”

Brian Brooks, November 17th, 2009

The largest news source for independent fi lm online.


