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Abstract
Based on previously unexamined documents in Soviet archives, this essay shows Paulin 
S. Vieyra’s key role as a “cinematic internationalist” who used the socialist and Cold 
War film networks to advance African cinema. As a filmmaker, producer, scholar, and 
Senegalese government official, Vieyra took part in Soviet film life, beginning with the 
1957 International Youth Festival in Moscow. Vieyra participated in the making of the 
Soviet documentary about the First Negro Arts Festival in Dakar, African Rhythms; 
represented the Pan-African Federation of Filmmakers at the Tashkent Festival for 
African, Asian, and Latin American Cinema; and advocated for African films on the 
Moscow International Film Festival jury in 1971, 1973, and 1985. He also traveled to 
the United States, as a member of a FEPACI delegation in 1973 and as a participant 
in a major Senegalese cinema retrospective at the Museum of American Art in New 
York and the Pacific Film Archive at Berkeley in 1978. Vieyra’s advocacy connected 
two politically disparate film cultures that supported African cinema during the decol-
onization era—Soviet cinema and militant Third Cinema. He used Cold War infra-
structures in the Soviet Union and the United States to promote and establish African 
cinemas internationally.

A photo taken during the 1973 Moscow International Film Festival shows 
a bright summer day on a boat on the Moscow-Volga canal (fig. 1). 

It captures three people on a bench: Senegalese Paulin Soumanou Vieyra, 
Nigerian director Oumarou Ganda, and Estonian actress Eve Kivi. Kivi 
stares intently beyond the horizon, posing for the photographer. Ganda 
and Vieyra are engaged in a deep and comfortable conversation, ignoring 
both Kivi and the camera. That day on the boat, Vieyra was conducting an 
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interview, published in 1981, after Ganda’s death, in the venerable cultural 
journal Présence Africaine. They talked about financing filmmaking in Africa, 
about the Pan-African Federation of Filmmakers (FEPACI), and about audi-
ences for Ganda’s films—his Saïtane topped the box office in Niamey despite 
playing against a movie with French rock-n-roll star Johnny Hallyday. And 
they talked about going to film festivals—Carthage, Ouagadougou, Dinard, 
and Moscow.1 That year, the festival hosted over twenty African partici-
pants, including Djibril Diop Mambéty from Senegal, and guests from 
Ghana, Somalia, and Guinea. Mambety’s Touki-Bouki (1973) won a prize, 
while Sarah Maldoror’s Sambizanga (1972) played out of competition.2 The 
Moscow International Film Festival began as a one-off event in 1935, and 
then was re-launched in 1959 as a biannual festival. Another major Soviet 

Figure 1. VIII Moscow International Film Festival. From left: member of short film competition jury, 
director Oumarou Ganda (Nigeria); Soviet actress Eve Kivi; member of full-length feature film contest 
jury Paulin Vieyra (Senegal). Moscow, Russia. July 10, 1973. Photo credit Galina Kmit. Courtesy of 
Sputnik Images.
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international film festival, the Tashkent Festival of Asian, African, and Latin 
American Cinema was also biannual, alternating with Moscow. It launched 
in 1968, included Latin America from 1976 and ended in 1988. It also had a 
one-off precursor, the First Afro-Asian Film Festival (AAFF) in 1958. During 
the Cold War, international Soviet festivals in Moscow and Tashkent were 
part of African filmmakers’ festival circuit. 

Through Vieyra’s global travels, this article traces neglected socialist and 
Cold War circuits for African cinema.3 Paulin Soumanou Vieyra was what I 
call a “cinematic internationalist”: one of a cohort of peripatetic filmmakers, 
festival programmers, archivists, and critics who worked to make cinema 
an agent of global social change in the era of decolonization and the Cold 
War.4 This cohort of leftists, Third Worldists, and cinephiles included many 
of Vieyra’s collaborators. Some are the main characters in African cinema 
histories: filmmakers Senegalese Ousmane Sembène and Guadelupan Sarah 
Maldoror, or Tunisian Tahar Cheriaa, head of Journées Cinématographiques 
de Carthage (JCC), a festival of Arab and African cinema. Others are less 
known as allies of African cinema. American Jay Leyda, author of books on 
Soviet and Chinese cinemas, taught African cinema at the York University in 
Toronto, Canada in the early 1970s. Americans Adrienne Mancia and Tom 
Luddy hosted the first Senegalese cinema retrospective at the Museum of 
Modern Art in New York (MoMA) and the Pacific Film Archive in Berkeley, 
California (PFA) in 1978. Soviet cameraman Georgy Serov and African 
Russian Lily Golden (then Liya Khanga) worked on three Soviet documen-
taries about the First Festival of Negro Arts (FESMAN) in Dakar, Senegal 
in 1966. These cinematic internationalists conceived of “world cinema” not 
as an academic category but as a living idea and a work in progress.5 In one 
way or another they all crossed paths with Vieyra at congresses and festivals 
around the world, including those on Soviet terrain.

Vieyra’s socialist and Cold War encounters expand and amend early 
African film histories’ focus on Francophone West Africa and militant Third 
Cinema.6 As several critics have noted, French patronage of West African 
cinema obscured the development of film cultures elsewhere on the conti-
nent.7 As others pointed out, the militant Third Cinema program rejected 
commercial and state-sponsored film ventures that also advanced African 
filmmaking practice.8 More recently, research on African-Soviet cinematic 
exchanges showed both a wealth of contacts and influences and Soviet racism 
and neocolonialism that shaped these contacts.9 Vieyra’s itineraries bring the 
three fields together. Vieyra became a central figure in both West African 
and Third Cinema, yet he was open to contacts with other national cinemas 
and social systems, including those in the Soviet Union. “What also takes 
a lot of time is all the travel to festivals and everyone asking for advice but 
that is also an aspect of African cinema,” Vieyra confessed in one of his 
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interviews.10 As a pioneer African filmmaker, the head of a national news-
reel service, Actualités Sénégalaises, a cofounder of Pan-African cinematic 
institutions FEPACI and the Pan-African Film and Television Festival of 
Ouagadougou, and as one of the earliest historians of African cinema, Vieyra 
participated in a project of cinematic worldmaking, a kind of “cinematic 
international.”11 Several socialist and Cold War projects and forums allowed 
him to put African cinema in the global context, and shape the ways African 
films influenced the development of world cinema.

The Socialist Circuits for African Cinema

Global decolonization movements and Cold War rivalries enabled 
socialist circuits for African cinema. The 1955 Bandung Conference of Asian 
and African states and the emergence of the nonaligned movement spurred 
cold war superpowers’ competition over the so-called “third world.”12 From 
the beginning, socialist cinematic networks stretched beyond the “second 
world” of the USSR and its satellite states into the Global South.13 Between 
1958 and 1964, the People’s Republic of China, the Soviet Union, Indonesia, 
India, the United Arab Republic (UAR, now Egypt and Syria), and several 
other Asian and African states ran the peripatetic Afro-Asian Film Festival 
(AAFF), an anticolonial and leftist alternative to the commercial Southeast 
Asian Film Festival launched in Japan in 1954 with covert US funding.14 In 
1958, the USSR hosted the First AAFF in Tashkent, with Africa represented 
by UAR, Morocco, a delegate from Sudan, and a delegate and two docu-
mentaries from Ghana, Freedom for Ghana (1957) and Jaguar (1958), both 
directed by British filmmaker Sean Graham with a Ghanaian crew.15 In 1964, 
the Third AAFF in Jakarta showed films from UAR, Tunisia, Zanzibar (now 
part of Tanzania), Congo-Léopoldville (now the Democratic Republic of the 
Congo), North Rhodesia (now Zambia), Mali, Somalia, and Uganda.16 In 
addition, in 1961 the US Information Agency documented the earliest film 
festivals in decolonized African nations, the Fourth Festival lnternazionale di 
Cinematografia Africana in Mogadishu, Somalia and the First International 
Film Festival in Ibadan, Nigeria, featuring, among other pictures, Chinese, 
Soviet, and East European documentaries set in Africa, some of them  
coproduced with African filmmakers.17

The AAFF and Vieyra’s intellectual circle in Paris and Senegal repre-
sented two different strands of what Mariano Mestman called “cinematic 
Third Worldism.”18 Both coalitions worked to build independent film indus-
tries and national film traditions in decolonized states. Two years after 
Freedom for Ghana played at the Tashkent AAFF, Vieyra described it as an 
“extraordinary document … directed by Ghanaians with English assistance” 
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that “shows how an African people achieves its independence.”19 Vieyra’s 
call for decolonized filmmaking drew on his own experience, a well-known 
episode in African film history. Between 1955 and 1957, a French colonial law 
did not allow Vieyra and his friends Jacques Mélo Kane, Mamadou Sarr, and 
Robert Caristan to shoot in Senegal. For their seminal documentary Afrique 
sur Seine (Africa on the Seine, 1955), the group was forced to borrow shots of 
African scenes from French militant documentarian René Vautier’s Afrique 
50 (1950).20 In 1958, Vieyra held up national film units in Ghana and Sudan, 
with their own production facilities, to envision “in a totally independent 
Africa … a general organization for authentic African cinema.”21 The same 
year, the Tashkent AAFF communique called for Afro-Asian cooperation 
“in order to develop national film industries.” Much like Vieyra, many AAFF 
African and Asian participants understood anticolonial cinema as cinematic 
sovereignty: building a robust national film industry in collaboration with 
other nonaligned states.22 

Because of Cold War divisions, the AAFF remained unknown in Vieyra’s 
intellectual circles, spearheaded by Présence Africaine, the Paris-based 
journal headed by Alioune Diop. Diop, a Catholic Francophone African 
intellectual, also cofounded and directed Society of African Culture (SAC), 
founded in 1956 and affiliated with UNESCO from 1958.23 Vieyra often 
published in the journal alongside Frantz Fanon, and négritude thinkers 
Léopold Sédar Senghor and Aimé Césaire.24 Some African filmmakers and 
writers, such as Vieyra, director and novelist Ousmane Sembène, and poet 
Mário Pinto de Andrade, met up in Présence Africaine offices, attended its 
congresses, and also traveled to Eastern Europe, Soviet Union, and Maoist 
China.25 But many others, Césaire and Senghor among them, were wary of 
contacts with anticolonial institutions affiliated with the socialist bloc.26 Diop 
advanced a policy of nonalignment, but in the end leaned more towards the 
US-controlled Congress for Cultural Freedom.27 Sembène reported to his 
Russian translator that the Second Black Writers Congress in Rome, orga-
nized by Présence Africaine in 1959, refused to establish ties with the Afro-
Asian Writers Association, founded in Tashkent in 1958.28 Shortly after he 
became the president of Senegal, Senghor declared that his party “would 
never follow the Communist example.” He never visited the USSR.29 

Conversely, Vieyra adopted what could be called a policy of “dual align-
ment.” He combined his participation in Présénce Africaine, in French-
sponsored congresses and symposia, and his Senegal government service 
with frequent travels in socialist cinema networks. These networks included 
the Moscow and Tashkent festivals in the Soviet Union; Karlovy Vary and 
Leipzig in Eastern Europe; and, in the 1980s, Havana.30 Vieyra first came to 
a Soviet film festival in 1957, during the Sixth World Festival of Youth and 
Students in Moscow.31 In the 1950s, he also traveled widely in Eastern Europe: 
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Ousmane Sembène remembered accompanying Vieyra to Warsaw, Budapest, 
Prague, and Sofia.32 In 1962, Vieyra served as a cameraman in Senegalese 
prime minister Mamadou Dia’s delegation, visiting Moscow, Leningrad, and 
Tashkent in the USSR and, on the way back, Poland, Czechoslovakia, and 
Hungary.33 Apart from Vieyra’s frequent Moscow and Tashkent festival pres-
ence in the 1970s and 1980s, his film Une nation est née (1962) won a prize at 
the inaugural Symposium of Young and Emerging Cinemas of Africa, Asia, 
and Latin America at the Karlovy Vary festival in 1962.34 In 1985, Vieyra par-
ticipated in the “Meeting of African and Latin American Cineastes” at the 
Havana festival.35 In 1966, FESMAN provided another, less known, occasion 
for Vieyra to work alongside Soviet filmmakers.

Vieyra and the Soviets at FESMAN

The First World Festival of Negro Arts, a first global cultural event of 
its kind, showcased African and African diasporic culture. While scholars 
have long debated painting, sculpture, music, and theater at the festival, the 
cinematic competition has attracted little attention.36 At FESMAN closing, 
Vieyra received, on behalf of his nation, the Rome mayor’s “The She-Wolf of 
Rome” Prize, awarded to Senegal for “the importance and variety of its cine-
matic participation in the First World Festival of Negro Arts.”37 This honor 
acknowledged Vieyra’s many contributions to the event. He served on the 
preparatory cinema committee, la Commission intérafricaine du cinéma, 
which issued a call, renewed by African filmmakers at the FESMAN collo-
quium, for a Pan-African film organization, Office inter-africain de cinéma.38 
He competed in the cinema section with a color short about Senegalese wres-
tling, Lamb (1963), awarded an honorable mention in the category “docu-
mentaries about the black world.”39 He delivered a talk at the colloquium, on 
cinema “in search of its African expression.”40 He made a documentary about 
Senegalese contribution to the festival.41 Alioune Diop presided at the collo-
quium and film jury deliberations, and an Italian producer, Giuido Manera, 
headed the FESMAN cinema section. But Vieyra alone had a hand in all of 
the festival’s cinematic happenings, from diplomatic ceremonies to on-the-
ground camerawork. 

The festival became embroiled in Cold War superpower rivalries. Overall, 
the United States by far outstripped the Soviet presence at the festival. The US 
State Department showcased African diasporic culture with such greats as 
poet Langston Hughes and musician Duke Ellington, as well as dancer and 
choreographer Katherine Dunham, who helped organize the festival.42 The 
Soviet Union’s main contribution was a large boat, Rossiya, that hosted the 
overflow of festival delegates who were unable to find a hotel in Dakar. This 
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infrastructural contribution served FESMAN organizers’ aims to “reduce 
as much as possible the participation of the White World” to “technical” 
aspects.43 Russian poet Yevgeny Yevtushenko, as Senghor’s personal guest, 
met several times with the President, attended official receptions, helped host 
lavish parties on the Rossiya and at the Soviet embassy, and gave a public 
reading in Dakar after the festival.44 Yevtushenko bridged Soviet and US pres-
ence at FESMAN, cruising the streets in a limousine stocked with Georgian 
champagne in the company of Langston Hughes. The Soviets also sent three 
scholars to the colloquium, displayed Soviet literature in African studies, 
including translations of Senghor’s poetry, and mounted a photo exhibit of 
African art in the Soviet Union. Another exhibit, on Rossiya, devoted to the 
transatlantic slave trade, indirectly critiqued the United States.45 

Cinema represented the most substantial Soviet trace. Two filmmakers 
trained in the Soviet Union, Ousmane Sembène and Guinean Costa Diagne, 
won major prizes for their films, La Noire de... / Black Girl (1966) and Les 
Hommes de la dance / People of the Dance (1966), respectively. Diagne’s film, 
his graduation diploma from VGIK (All-Union State Institute of Cinema in 
Moscow), represented the USSR in competition. The Soviets kept one of two 
Diagne’s awards and later paraded it before Moscow cultural elites at an event 
devoted to the festival at the House of Scientists.46 Less known Soviet connec-
tion was Frenchman Jean Mazel, the director of Spectacle féerique de Gorée, 
a son et lumière show on the history of transatlantic slave trade through the 
Goreé Island off the coast of Senegal, written by Haitian poet Jean Brierre and 
enacted by over a hundred of Senegalese soldiers and local residents. Mazel’s 
color short La fille de l’Amrar / Amrar’s Daughter (1957), won a diploma for 
Morocco at the Tashkent Afro-Asian Film Festival in 1958, a fact he proudly 
reported in his FESMAN biography.47 Finally, the Soviet film crew produced 
the only cinematic record of FESMAN in color, capturing street scenes along 
with formal events, in three documentaries: full-length Ritmy Afriki / African 
Rhythms (dir. Irina Venzher and Leonid Makhnatch, 1966), and two shorts, 
Govoriat veka Afriki / Centuries of Africa Speak (dir. Georgy Serov, 1967) and 
Narodnoe iskusstvo Senegala / The Folk Art of Senegal (1967).48

The making of FESMAN documentaries depended on a minor status 
allotted to cinema among the arts in Senegal and at FESMAN. As Vieyra 
noted in his colloquium presentation, cinema did not fit neatly into 
Senghor’s vision of négritude: “A certain sculpture, or a certain form of 
dance or music can claim” to draw upon “an ensemble of values of a civili-
zation peculiar to Africa.” Conversely, as a modern art, the cinema “is still in 
search of its African expression, which would permit a certain film to be rec-
ognized immediately as a Negro artwork.”49 At FESMAN, African cinema, 
mostly short features and documentaries, screened only once a week in one 
movie theater, making them almost impossible to catch.50 During a private 
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audience with Senghor, Yevtushenko noted the success of Sembène’s La 
Noire de... at FESMAN, and suggested that African states should do more to 
develop national cinemas. At the time, Senegal devoted nearly thirty percent 
of its budget to the arts.51 Yet in response, the President “alluded to economic 
difficulties and proposed organizing a Soviet-African coproduction.”52 A 
joint documentary on FESMAN served that goal well. In 1965, Senegalese 
officials requested that a joint FESMAN film should fulfill the cinematic 
coproduction plan in the USSR-Senegal cultural cooperation agreement 
for 1966–1967.53 The most important function of cinema at FESMAN was 
not to project an “African expression,” but to chronicle the other arts that 
did showcase négritude.

Accordingly, FESMAN provided an occasion for a kind of rank-and-
file cinematic internationalism. In January 1966, Senegalese officials invited 
participating countries to document FESMAN. “We offer an opportunity 
for TV and cinema organizations of your country to film events during the 
Festival,” wrote Djibril Dione, FESMAN General Secretary, to Vladimir 
Yerofeev, the Soviet ambassador in Senegal. “We are counting on your active 
assistance in attracting proper attention to the Festival from interested organ-
izations.”54 While shooting his own documentary (fig. 2), Vieyra must have 
bumped into Soviet cameraman Georgy Serov, whom he had met in 1962, 

Figure 2. Paulin Soumanou Vieyra filming FESMAN. Image courtesy of PSV-Films.
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when both filmed the visit of Mamadou Dia to the USSR.55 Serov arrived 
with a small crew to make a color documentary on the orders of the Soviet 
government. Black American director William Greaves came to make a short 
documentary for the United States Information Agency, but upon arrival 
decided to make a full-length film. Greaves had no equipment apart from 
his camera and followed the Soviet crew to take advantage of their lighting 
setup.56 His The First World Festival of Negro Arts (1966) includes footage of 
Serov and another Soviet cameraman, Yevgeny Akkuratov, filming festival 
guests. The Soviets brought 300 kg of equipment but did not have full access 
to all festival events, so they joined the Italian TV crew to get into perfor-
mances, rewarding them with vodka for the favor.57 Somewhere along the 
line, all these filmmakers must have crossed paths with two Rumanians 
filming for UNESCO. These informal work-time encounters and collabora-
tions shaped FESMAN’s cinematic archive.

Senegalese representatives played a crucial role in the editing of Soviet 
FESMAN documentaries. In late October 1966, Senghor dispatched Vieyra 
and another Ministry of Information official, Babacar N’Dir, to Moscow 
to help edit African Rhythms.58 In December 1966, Nuritdin Mukhitdinov, 
Deputy Chairman of the Soviet Committee for Cultural Relations with 
Foreign Countries, met with Biran Wane, Chargé d’affaires a.i. of Senegal, 
after a screening of African Rhythms organized by Soviet filmmakers for 
Senegalese diplomats. Wane requested to correct the text and edit into 
the film “reserve materials” depicting festival activities, “so the film more 
precisely reflected the content and aims of the festival.”59 Sometime later, 
Muritdinov organized a screening of the film for Soviet Africanists, where he 
demanded changes from the film’s expert consultant Lily Golden (L. Hanga in 
the film credits), a scholar of African music.60 Before the war, Golden’s father, 
an African American expat John Golden, had been friends with Langston 
Hughes and Paul Robeson; Lily Golden knew Robeson and W. E. B. Du 
Bois.61 Golden went back to the editing room with Serov and other unnamed 
filmmakers, where they created two more shorts from “reserve materials,” 
The Centuries of Africa Speak and The Folk Art of Senegal.62 In January 1967, 
Goskino organized a final screening, with a champagne reception, for 
Senegalese embassy officials headed by the Ambassador Cheikh Ibrahima 
Fall, their guests, and officials from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the 
USSR and the Committee for Cultural Ties with Foreign Countries of the 
Council of Ministers of the USSR, altogether thirty-five to forty people.63 
A few days later, N’Dir left for Dakar with three copies of the three films 
dubbed in French, twenty-one film canisters in total. In early April, African 
Rhythms played at a celebratory screening of all FESMAN films in Dakar, with 
Senghor, government members, diplomats, cultural figures, and community 
leaders in attendance.64
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Soviet FESMAN films, then, were products of various international 
collaborations and diplomatic negotiations, from their contingent shooting 
period to their contested editing stage. To be sure, as Lindiwe Dovey, Gesine 
Drews-Sylla, and Joseph Underwood show, the patronizing voice-over and 
the overwhelming focus on dance in African Rhythms reflect long-standing 
Russian and European prejudices.65 Moscow documentarians also detailed 
Soviet contributions to the festival and emphasized the history of the slave 
trade through the Gorée Island. Given the Senegalese input on editing, 
however, the films may also reflect Senghor’s vision of négritude. African 
Rhythms emphasizes traditional arts, such as music, sculpture, and literature, 
rather than cinema, an art form Senghor did not patronize. It also praises 
Senghor’s poetry and ideas and ignores Ousmane Sembène, a leftist film 
and novel prizewinner and a friend of the Soviet Union, but also Senghor’s 
artistic rival and an opponent of négritude.66 It is impossible to tell conclu-
sively from the archival record how Vieyra personally influenced the making 
of the three Soviet FESMAN films. However, while other two films are cred-
ited to Soviet directors, The Folk Art of Senegal has no director credits and is 
titled as made “in collaboration with the Senegalese Ministry of Information.” 
It also focuses on the theme Vieyra explores in his own film Le Sénégal au 
Festival mondial des arts nègres. Vieyra’s documentary also shows Senegal’s 
artisans and artists, but emphasizes their labor in Dakar in preparation for 
the festival.67 Moreover, some of the footage from The Folk Art of Senegal 
ended up in African Rhythms, including an outdoor FESMAN performance 
of The Last Days of Lat Dior, a play by the Senegalese politician and play-
wright Amadou Cisse Dia. In this segment, with outdoors as the stage and 
the camera in the midst of the action, public reactions become part of the 
play alongside actors’ performances.68 Possibly, in this short film, and in this 
scene, Senegalese co-authorship comes into view in what until now seemed 
an entirely Soviet project. Rachel Gabara demonstrates that Vieyra valued his 
essay films as art, more so than newsreels for Actualités Sénégalaises.69 But his 
work on state-sponsored cinema such as the FESMAN films was a collabo-
rative internationalist art practice as well: thanks to him and his colleagues, 
a Soviet film series reveals traces of a Senegalese “expression.”

Cold War Circuits for African Cinema in the 1970s

In the 1970s, both militant Third Worldism and the Cold War shaped 
African cinema’s travels in the Soviet Union and the United States, routes 
less documented than its European, especially French, connections. In 1966, 
leftist observers lambasted FESMAN for excluding Arab African states and 
relying heavily on US and French support and authority.70 The same year, 



461Elena Razlogova / Cold War Circuits for African Cinema

more inclusive and militant events took place: the first Arab and African 
film festival, Journées Cinématographiques de Carthage (JCC), in Tunisia, 
as well as the Tricontinental conference in Havana, Cuba that formed the 
Organization of Solidarity with the People of Africa, Asia, and Latin America 
(OSPAAAL). In 1969, the OSPAAAL Tricontinental journal published a mani-
festo for revolutionary Third Cinema by Argentinian filmmakers Fernando 
Solanas and Octavio Getino.71 As is well documented, Vieyra participated 
in the long-term organizing of the Pan-African Federation of Filmmakers, 
formally founded at JCC in 1970.72 In 1975, the “Algiers charter of African 
cinema” passed by FEPACI, affirmed the need for an independent produc-
tion and distribution infrastructure—the goals Vieyra and AAFF delegates 
had expressed in different contexts back in 1958, and African filmmakers 
reaffirmed at FESMAN and at the Algiers Pan-African Festival in 1969.73 
But the 1975 Charter also declared that African cinema must act “in soli-
darity with progressive filmmakers who are waging anti-imperialist struggles 
throughout the world” and “contribute to the development of a critical under-
standing among the masses.”74 The Charter aligned FEPACI with the militant 
Third Cinema movement.

Along with militancy, however, in its early years FEPACI used the Cold 
War agenda to build African film production and distribution infrastruc-
tures.75 The two superpowers competed for the “hearts and minds” of decol-
onized nations, inviting African cineastes for festivals and visits.76 FEPACI 
officials attended every Moscow and Tashkent festival in the 1970s, their 
travel and stay covered by Sovexportfilm, the Soviet import-export organi-
zation. Upon returning from the 1972 Tashkent festival, Vieyra noted that 
it was only the second film festival, after Ouagadougou, where FEPACI par-
ticipated since it was founded.77 FEPACI representatives, Vieyra among 
them, also toured the United States in 1973 on the invitation of the African-
American Institute, affiliated with the U.S. State Department, visiting New 
York and Hollywood to discuss assistance for the production and distribu-
tion of African films.78

African filmmakers knew the political nature of these invitations. 
Among other signs, they were closely surveilled by their interpreters. In 
Moscow in 1967, Sembène complained that his interpreter never let him 
go anywhere alone.79 According to Tunisian film critic and filmmaker Ferid 
Boughedir, member of the FEPACI delegation to the United States, “poor 
translators-minders,” provided by the State Department, “descended on the 
telephone booths at the end of every interview.”80 But there were benefits 
to these relationships as well. Delegates at the Festival international du 
film d’expression française, in Beirut in 1973, noted that unlike prestigious 
European festivals, Soviet festivals were useful for selling films, to the Soviet 
Union, Eastern Europe, and Global South nations.81 In the United States, an 
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earlier trip to the First African Film Festival at UCLA, also overseen by the 
State Department, in November 1970 brought together West African film-
makers, including Sembène, Third Cinema theorist Teshome Gabriel, and 
his film students, in heated discussions about cinema and anti-imperialism. 
This festival became one of the founding moments of the “L.A. Rebellion” 
Black filmmakers’ collective.82 In 1973, Boughedir eluded US oversight—he 
knew English—and spent a day one-on-one with Elia Kazan in New York, 
talking cinema and showing Kazan his short film at the Museum of Modern 
Art.83 Both countries courted African filmmakers, but the Soviets unveiled 
their efforts on a mass scale.

In the 1970s, Soviet film festivals created a special, favorable, media 
ecology for African cinema.84 The official Soviet internationalist policy 
brought together an unprecedented variety of African cinemas, as well as 
militant and popular filmmakers from across the Global South, leading to 
alliances and collaborations unanticipated by Soviet organizers.85 “With its 
almost one thousand guests,” Vieyra wrote about the 1971 Moscow festival, 
“the most surprising encounters happen among filmmakers from Korea, Cuba 
and the United States; and between African and Vietnamese filmmakers.”86 
Soviet festival programmers did not share the bias for select Francophone 
African militant and art films that shaped African cinema studies in Europe 
and North America.87 The Tashkent festival hosted the first Somalian (Town 
and Village, dir. Hadj Mohamed Giumale, 1968) and Ghanaian (No Tears 
For Ananse, dir. Sam Aryeetey, 1968) feature films at its launch in 1968, 
welcomed commercial African films, such as Cameroonian Pousse Pousse 
(dir. Daniel Kamwa, 1975), throughout its existence, and featured Nollywood 
precursors, such as Yoruban Kadara (dir. Adeyemi Afolayan [Ade Love], 
1980) in the 1980s.88 When French militant critic Guy Hennebelle detailed 
styles of African cinema in 1972, he confined his examples almost entirely 
to Francophone cinema and declared, “to my knowledge, no good cinema 
is coming out of Anglophone Africa.” The only two non-Francophone 
films Hennebelle cited, by Aryeetey (Anglophone) and Giumale (actually 
Italophone), he saw at Tashkent in 1968.89 Vieyra encountered these two 
directors and their films for the first time at Tashkent.90 

Moscow cultural elites resented official Soviet internationalism. “Russian 
cynics,” Variety reported from Tashkent in 1968, “snigger that ‘the festival is 
one of our charity institutions.’”91 But Moscow and Tashkent festivals ran at 
a profit and admitted millions of ordinary spectators—“a random public,” as 
one Soviet Africanist derided working-class viewers who showed up for the 
La Noire de... Soviet premiere at the 1967 Moscow festival.92 Not as popular 
as Indian song-and-dance melodramas, African films at Tashkent attracted a 
smaller but constant stream of spectators. Lily Golden traveled to Tashkent to 
see African films at the festival every two years. “The larger halls were taken 
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up with Japanese and Indian films,” she remembers, “and the Africans were 
shown in smaller halls to smaller audiences. From early morning to late at 
night, I sat watching the small screen.”93 The detailed Tashkent budget reports 
for the 1970s show that festival screenings were usually ninety percent full.94 
In Tashkent, daily newspapers ran articles on African cinema in Uzbek during 
every festival.95 Cinema journals, Moscow newspapers, and festival newslet-
ters covered African films as well, including a dozen of Vieyra’s interviews 
and articles during the 1970s.96 Vieyra was invited to participate in several 
film symposia in Moscow and Tashkent, where he argued, among other 
things, that African cinemas need independent production and distribu-
tion systems and that oral tradition, no less than literature, can contribute to 
cinematic storytelling.97 Soviet critic Viktor Sytin, writing in a 1973 Moscow 
festival newsletter, introduced him as “a major theorist and critic of film 
art.”98 Vieyra represented and explained African cinema to the Soviet public.

Vieyra’s promotional acumen ensured a significant Senegalese presence 
at Soviet festivals in the 1970s, especially remarkable since President Senghor 
favored neither cinema nor the USSR. In 1967, on the heels of FESMAN, 
Vieyra curated a major Senegalese cinema retrospective in conjunction with 
the Moscow festival that opened with the La Noire de... premiere. The original 
plan, later abridged, also included shorts by Momar Thiam, Blaise Senghor, 
Ababakar Samb-Makharam, Yves Diagne, and Sembène, as well as ten of 
Vieyra’s own films.99 Although Senghor’s government at the last moment 
reversed its plans to send Vieyra to Moscow for the retrospective, Sembène 
made sure that Vieyra accompanied him as a Mandabi (1968) producer to 
Tashkent in 1968.100 From then on, Vieyra came, with films and colleagues, 
to almost every Moscow and Tashkent festival. On the Moscow feature film 
jury Senegalese representation included actress M’bissine Therese Diop in 
1969, director Ababakar Samb-Makharam in 1975, and actress Tabata Ndiaye 
in 1979.101 Vieyra was on the jury in 1971, when Sembène’s Emitaï won the 
Silver Prize, and in 1973, when Djibril Diop Mambéty’s avant-garde Touki 
Bouki played in competition. In the festival newsletter, Viktor Sytin praised 
Touki Bouki’s “progressive” message but remarked that Mambéty’s colorful 
symbolism “departed from the realist style” and “naturalistic” scenes at the 
slaughterhouse fell under the spell of the “Western cinema of violence.”102 
Vieyra dismissed a similar charge of “Western” influence voiced on the jury. 
“It is the most political film of the festival,” he argued, “It was very difficult to 
make.’”103 Touki Bouki won a diploma. In the same decade, the only African 
films Cannes accepted into competition were three pictures from Egypt, 
Tunisia, and Algiers.

 By the end of the decade, Senegalese cinema reached the United States 
en masse as well. Indirectly, Vieyra’s activities in the Soviet Union contributed 
to the event. In 1972 Jay Leyda came to Tashkent to find African films to 



464 BLACK CAMERA 13:2

show in his class at York University in Toronto. He reported his African finds 
to Adrienne Mancia, a film curator at the Museum of Modern Art in New 
York who was interested in organizing an African cinema program at the 
museum. Besides the award-winning Soleil Ô (dir. Med Hondo, 1970), Leyda 
selected “a group of Senegal newsreels, via Paulin Vieyra (B.P. 1499, Dakar), 
partly because Paulin is in charge of them, & partly because he employs 
Sembène to work on them.” He also saw a feature film by a “protege of 
Paulin”—Mahama Johnson Traoré’s Lambaye (1972).104 Mancia made a trip 
to the Carthage festival the same year, where she saw Vieyra, among others. 
“The best [African] films are made in Senegal,” she reported to MoMA after  
the festival. “The Senegalese filmmakers seem to be the most outspoken, 
the best organized, and the leaders in the Pan-African film movement.”105 
In 1978, after several more trips to Carthage and Ouagadougou, a MoMA 
retrospective “Senegal: 15 years of African cinema” introduced Vieyra, 
Sembène, Traoré, Ben Diogaye Beye, and several other filmmakers and their 
films to American audiences.106 

When the Senegalese retrospective came to the Pacific Film Archive, the 
legendary “guerrilla cinematheque” at the University of California, Berkeley, 
cinephiles, militant students, and African expats filled the theater.107 Sembène 
appeared as a revolutionary filmmaker, with Angela Davis especially selected 
to be his interpreter during conversations with the audience.108 Vieyra, not 
Sembène, was introduced by Black film scholar Albert Johnson as the father 
of African cinema, “the first to make short films and use film to express con-
crete Senegalese ideas.” Vieyra described the “great beginning” of this cinema: 
“We worked together; it was hard to know who was the director and who 
was the technician.… Now I feel the short ‘portrait films’ of the older gen-
eration are dying and I’m trying to preserve these traditions.”109 Tom Luddy, 
who hosted the cineastes as the head of the PFA, believes that Senegal had 
the strongest national cinema in Africa at the time because it alone sustained 
“enough filmmakers to compete with each other.”110 This would not have 
happened without Vieyra, who had trained, supported with work or film 
stock from Actualités Sénégalaises, or promoted at festivals most Senegalese 
filmmakers whose work appeared in the retrospective, and at Soviet festivals.

The extent of Vieyra’s travel, contacts, and internationalism will become 
clearer when his archives that his son Stéphane Vieyra donated to Indiana 
University are processed and available to historians. Still, I would like to 
propose two preliminary conclusions. First, the Soviet lives of African films 
force us to rethink a common argument, summed up by Philip Rosen, that 
African cinema has circulated as what Solanas and Getino termed Second 
Cinema: “limited distribution, often in international festivals and specialty 
exhibition house circuits outside of Africa.”111 The variety of African films 
playing to diverse Soviet audiences contradict this view. This includes Vieyra’s 
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pictures—apart from his many documentary screenings, his feature Under 
House Arrest / En résidence surveillée (1981) premiered at the Moscow festival 
in 1981. Several scholars, including Rossen Djagalov and Masha Salazkina, 
have been trying to document the contradictions and complexities of Global 
South cinema travels on Soviet terrain in the context of the Cold War.112 
Vieyra’s work on behalf of African cinema in the Soviet Union helps us do it.

Second, Vieyra’s career forces us to expand the idea of what cinematic 
Third Worldism and cinematic internationalism meant at the time of decol-
onization and the Cold War. Scholars have long embraced the vanguard 
“Guerrilla Film International” proposed by Solanas and Getino. But they 
have paid less attention to the more mundane work of building alliances and 
infrastructures that FEPACI conducted in the early 1970s, or to rank-and-
file internationalism of cameramen and editors in the process of working 
on films that FESMAN documentaries represent. Vieyra engaged in both. 
Some of his militant allies saw Vieyra as man of the state (“un monsieur de 
régime”) despite his anticolonial views.113 In fact, Vieyra used state institu-
tions in Senegal to develop a national cinema tradition apart from the state 
and used Cold War infrastructures in the Soviet Union and the United States 
to promote and establish African cinemas internationally. 
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