
AFRICA IN THE MOVIES: Red Dust (Victor Fleming, 1932); 
Mogambo (John Ford, 1953); Hotel Rwanda (Terry George, 2004); 
The Constant Gardener (Fernando Meirelles, 2005); The Last King of  
Scotland (Kevin Macdonald, 2006); Blood Diamond (Edward Zwick, 
2006); and White Material (Claire Denis, 2009)

  

Mogambo is very entertaining, as long as you abandon all memories of Jane Goodall 
and Jomo Kenyatta.

(Clark Gable is taking Ava Gardner, Grace Kelly, and Donald Sinden on an expedition 
upcountry in East Africa. They’re in a canoe. He has just explained, by remote  
implication, what female circumcision is for).
KELLY: Oh, I think I understand.
GABLE: Sorry to be so blunt about it.
KELLY: No, no, no – it was my denseness – I should have realised –
GARDNER: Brother! I can take your Cook’s tour round the zoo, but when you come to 
this mental striptease and (glances at Kelly) hiding behind Louisa May Alcott, I wanna 
powder.
GABLE: Watch it! Hippo!
(Hippo attacks canoe. Gardner falls backwards with legs in air.)

John Ford is interested in the natives in Africa the way he’s elsewhere interested in 
redskins in Monument Valley.  African people are on a level with African animals. 
Gable’s a  big game trapper  (not hunter – he brings ’em back alive,  for zoos and 
circuses) and Ford films the scores of men whom he employs the same way he films 
the elephants and gazelles: without making any distinction between the men and the 
animals.

The animals are never seen in the same shots as the artistes. Often the artistes 
are acting against blue screens. Their drama is a conventional four-sided thing which 
could be happening in Kensington, or Albuquerque. The ladies have different frocks 
for every sequence. Africa has nothing to do with it.

Gable,  being  American,  rules  the  roost  –  talks  the  lingo  –  is  master  of  the 
environment. Sinden, being a Brit,  is sexless, and knows only the Latin names for 
things. Kelly is a Brit, too – she conveys this by saying her flat “a”s as flat “e”s – 
“that” is “thet”. Gardner is the real heroine. She bonds with the beasts, especially the 
baby ones (though not with the Africans, of course). She’s a wounded woman – her 
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husband  was  killed  over  Berlin.  She’s  witty  –  seeing  a  bull  elephant  with  ears 
flapping wide and massive trunk erect, she says he reminds her of Gable. It takes two 
viewings  before  we  realise  she’s  talking  about  the  animal’s  ears.  She’s  also  a 
conscientious catholic, which puts Ford on her side.

Both women fancy Gable like crazy, and poor old Donald Sinden’s nowhere in 
sight. Gable, an American imperialist in sex as in everything else, has already had 
Gardner, and has Kelly too (as he did, we’re told, on the shoot).

Gable (greying and a bit puffy, but still looking very respectable when he takes 
his shirt off) remains upright and calm when attacked, by either Africans with spears, 
or gorillas with growls. The African Other holds no fears for him.

Mr Kurtz he isn’t.

——————————

Circus and zoo animals, the developed world could live without: rubber, it couldn’t. 
Red Dust – the film which, twenty-one years later,  Mogambo rips off (same writer, 
same  star),  is  set  on  a  rubber-plantation  in  Indo-China.  Some  place  pronounced 
“Sayggun” is three days away. The opening sequence has a much younger, sweatier, 
in-yer-face crudely grinning Clark Gable sampling the drips from a rubber-tree by 
sipping them, throwing them to the ground in disgust when his taste-buds tell him 
they’re poor quality, thrashing a load of coolies to work when he finds them taking an 
oriental siesta, and trying to fix the roof of his house when a hurricane looks like it’ll 
blow  it  off.  He’s  a  real  paternalistic  imperialist:  he  swears  at  his  workers  in 
Vietnamese when they’re bad (or swears, at least, in something); and binds their cuts 
up with expertise when they’re injured on the job.

Victor Fleming was even more of a man’s director than John Ford, and had no 
pretensions to being an artist: as a result of this last, no-one delivers papers about him. 
He’s just that guy who directed … what were they? Oh yeah – er –  Gone With the  
Wind, and – what was that other one? Oh yeah – The Wizard of Oz. He directed them 
both in the same year. He’s of no interest to academics.

Gable and Harlow. Neither of  
them is ever as clean as this in the  

movie.

In  Red  Dust,  no-one  questions  Gable’s 
authority. He has a fat house-boy with buck-teeth, 
who laughs all he time even when he gets a black 
eye, and, as in Mogambo, he’s assisted by a trusty 
and  experienced  older  partner,  who’s  there  to 
highlight his sexiness. Also as in Mogambo, he has 
an  available  woman  dumped  on him by destiny. 
This  being  pre-Hays  code  days,  however,  she’s 
Jean Harlow as a tramp from “Sayggun”, not Ava 
Gardner as a jet-setter with a catholic conscience.
      Gable and Harlow are soon joined by Mary 
Astor,  who  has,  as  Grace  Kelly  will,  a  wimp 
husband who collapses with fever on arrival. He’s 
played by an American (Gene Raymond),  not by 
Donald  Sinden,  and  doesn’t  know any  Latin,  so 
when the marriage is under threat, there seems a bit 
more   at   stake.   The  sex  scenes  as  directed   by

Fleming in 1932 are twice as hot as those directed by Ford in 1953. Gable – much 
more embarrassed to be associating with Harlow in the sight of a lady like Astor than 
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he will be with Ava Gardner in front of Grace Kelly – dunks Harlow under the water 
in  a  bath  scene.  Carrying  Astor  home  when  she  collapses  with  terror  in  another 
hurricane, he gets soaking wet, and so does she. When the inevitable clinch arrives, 
with their wet shirts clinging to one another, Fleming holds it for much longer than 
John Ford ever would – and in medium close-up. Not only was he a man’s director, 
but a woman’s one, too. Maybe John Ford really was a pansy on the quiet after all.

The dialogue is as frank as the visuals:

ASTOR: Oh, it’s too silly. What do I mean, I was scared? It was just one of those
excitement-of-the-moment things.

HARLOW (shuffling cards): Well watch out for the next moment, honey – it’s longer
than the first. (They stare at one another. Fade.)

The  last  remarkable  thing  is  that  whereas  in  1953  Ford  insisted  that  Gable 
should propose to Gardner before the final cuddle, no-one in 1932 does anything of 
the kind when Gable gets together in the last reel with Harlow. They start in sin, and 
end in it. An extraordinary shot – totally unFordesque – is an over-the-shoulder one of 
Gable gritting his teeth in agony while Harlow, with an iodine swab on a stick, probes 
the  bullet-hole  which  Mary  Astor  has  made  in  his  side  –  sticking  it  in  him, 
metaphorically.

You can see why Gable insisted on George Cukor (a woman’s director) being 
replaced by Victor Fleming on Gone with the Wind.

——————————

To return to Mr Kurtz.
Even Mr Kurtz – who thinks he’s experienced everything Africa has to offer – 

might stare at the (very brief) shots in The Last King of Scotland, showing the body of 
one of Idi Amin’s wives (whom the film’s white hero has been bonking) lying on a 
hospital trolley, having had her arms cut off and sewn back on her hips, and her legs 
vice versa, sewn back into her shoulders.

3



It’s still  East Africa, but oh, how changed both the country,  and the filming, 
fifty-three years on from John Ford’s easy and unreflecting imperialist  gestures in 
Mogambo. In Mogambo, the white man goes to Africa to exploit and study it. There 
are no English-speaking Africans: the idea that some of them might be doctors and 
lawyers,  teachers  and politicians,  cannot  be entertained.  In  The Last  King …, the 
white man goes to Africa after a spin of the globe and a blind stab at it indicates that 
he  should  go  to  Canada,  so  he  spins  again,  because  Canada’s  boring,  and  finds 
Uganda. In Mogambo, a girl goes to Africa lured by the promises of a Maharajah. In 
The Last King …, you go because the alternative is to stay and assist your dad in his 
rural Highland practice, a prospect which reduces you to night-time yells of despair. 
When you get there, you find the Africans are in charge. “You have stepped deep into 
the heart of my country, Uganda …” says the very big, very dark brown Idi Amin, 
hugging the relatively small,  extremely white, and by now extremely compromised 
and corrupt hero to him: “Uganda … embraces you!” A close-up of the Scotsman’s 
white and worried face enveloped in Amin’s arms says volumes: but he hugs Amin 
back.

Soon Amin is killing people by the thousand, and the Scotsman’s nickname is 
“Amin’s  White  Monkey”.  The  Brits  demand  that  the  Scotsman  arrange  Amin’s 
assassination as the price of his freedom. Amin has become an aboriginal version of 
Mr Kurtz.

In Mogambo, the natives are supernumaries, like the crocs and hippos. They stay 
in medium shot, and you never touch them. The most memorable shots in  The Last  
King,  (and  there  are  many  others  almost  as  memorable)  are  close-ups  of  Forest 
Whittaker’s terrifying Idi Amin, laughing, looming, leering, beaming, and boiling … 
A newsreel shot of the genuine article,  spliced in at the end, growling to camera, 
reveals the flaw in Whittaker’s astounding interpretation, which is, that the real Idi 
Amin was mean and stupid. The reason why Whittaker’s is a performance of genius, 
is  because  he  creates  a  baby-monster  whom  you  really  can  love  and  detest 
simultaneously. The lazy left eye is, as always, a great help.

The stereotypes of Mogambo are an ocean away. Near the end of The Last King, 
the Scots protagonist is given the Richard Harris /  Man Called Horse treatment in a 
shop at Entebbe airport, while the hijacked Israeli passengers wait nervously in the 
lounge next door. As with Harris, cords are inserted through his pectoral muscles, and 
he’s lifted up by them. This is his punishment for bonking the wife of the dictator who 
had thought he was one of his most trusted friends, and then obeying his imperialist 
masters in Whitehall, and trying to poison him. If the natives had tried this on Donald 
Sinden, now! Clark Gable would have been there in an instant,  high-velocity rifle 
blazing away – even though he’d been fucking Sinden’s wife. But such is the skilful 
balance that James McAvoy brings to his performance as the Scotsman – neither hero 
nor creep, but a mixture of both – that, as he stifles his screams, you can see, even as 
you suffer with him, that he’s been asking for it.

And yet, at the end of Mogambo, Gable and Gardner are going to stay in Africa. 
At the end of  The Last King, McAvoy’s adrenaline-junkie has no alternative but to 
leave it.

I’m told Uganda is a very friendly country, full of gentle Christian people.

——————————
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Like  Forrest  Whittaker,  Djimon  Hounsou  is  a  charismatic  actor;  unlike  Forrest 
Whittaker, he’s a charismatic actor of great physical beauty. He’s also African. We 
like him because we want to think of Africans as being charismatic and beautiful 
(white men can’t jump, after all), despite the evidence that they’re a normal mixture 
just like us.

You never see a comedy set in Africa, with Africans and African life satirised. 
Either  they’re  monstrous,  like  Whittaker  /  Amin,  or  they’re  nobly  suffering,  like 
Hounsou in Amistad, or in Gladiator, or in Blood Diamond. In the two latter movies 
he’s  separated  from his  family,  whom he  loves.  In  Gladiator,  of  course,  Ancient 
Rome being what it is, he knows he’ll never see them again. But in Blood Diamond 
we’re in the twenty-first century, with helicopters and mobile phones; and our interest 
lies in wondering, will he ever be reunited with his wife and daughter? and – will his 
son,  if  he’s  ever  reunited  with  him,  acknowledge  him,  or  will  he  have  been 
brainwashed by the guerrillas (who’ve trained him to kill), and reject him? Hounsou is 
contrasted with Leonardo di Caprio, who’s white, unattached, opportunist, ruthless, 
profit-orientated … everything we want to think the white man in Africa is: though 
the movie does finally concede that he’s African as well, so although he could leave 
he doesn’t want to.

di Caprio’s Sath Effrikan Ekksent seems to me first-class – better observed even 
than the first ever Sath Effrikan Ekksent, the one done by Anthony Quayle in  Ice 
Cold in Alex.

Blood Diamond needs such an ideal African as Hounsou to keep its balance, 
because for most of the time it depicts modern Africa as Hell – di Caprio says at one 
point that he thinks God deserted the place. The action sequences are frightening – 
I’ve never seen either urban violence or helicopter attacks on villages so well done 
(with the obvious exception, in the case of helicopter attacks).

It’s a propagandist piece, with a thinly-disguised de Beers Corporation as the 
bad guys, exploiting conflict zones, financing terror, killing people, keeping prices 
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artificially high. We’re assured – though not by the film – that they don’t do this 
anymore.

What the film doesn’t say is that diamonds aren’t rare at all, but are ten-a-penny. 
Pretty, yes – hard to come by, definitely not.

But it’s very powerful. It’s a chase movie,  an Odyssey movie (father tries to 
reunite his family in the teeth of great opposition); and the White Man’s love interest, 
between di Caprio and Jennifer Connolly as a journalist – is understated.

John Ford could never have made it.
But Victor Fleming could.

——————

Leonardo di Caprio, being a white African, doesn’t want to leave Africa, and (we 
infer), dies there. James MacAvoy, being a Scotsman, can’t, in the end, wait to leave 
Africa,  does  so,  and  (we  infer),  survives.  Ralph  Fiennes,  at  home  in  England  a 
Constant Gardener, elects to stay in Africa – in order to die, a sacrificial lamb. These 
films get more and more grim the closer to contemporary Africa their scenarios creep.

The unusual look The Constant Gardener possesses seems to be the work of its 
lighting cameraman, César Charlone (he filmed  City of God for the same director), 
who  uses  filters  and  off-centre  colour  balances  to  favour  rust-brown  and  dirty 
turquoise  –  the  latter  shade  appearing  in  almost  every  shot.  Sometimes  even  the 
whites of people’s eyes have a turquoise tint to them. Africa being in cinematic cliché 
a place of lush greens and golden browns, it has an alienating effect, in keeping with 
the picture’s horrible theme.

Whereas we’re assured that Blood Diamonds are a thing of the past, few have 
disputed the way  Gardener portrays how the big pharmaceutical companies exploit 
Africa’s diseased and dispossessed. Doubt has been cast on whether they would really 
conduct such important T.B. experiments as are here depicted in such an unhygienic 
and uncontrolled environment; but the effect of the film is to cast such a load of doubt 
on their ethics, that doubts about their professional efficiency seem of little moment. 
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Given what we understand to be the truth behind the Avian Flu scare1 (remember 
that?) nothing need surprise us.

Post 9 / 11 – thanks to the Bush-Blair Axis of Evil – everyone’s so paranoid that 
film-makers can get away with anything, confident that next weekend’s supplement 
will manage to find a conspiracy still more evil than last weekend’s. It’s a way of 
acclimatising  us.  What  Fiennes  and  Rachel  Weisz  as  his  wife  find  themselves 
confronting  in  Gardener isn’t  just  the  sort  of  Foreign  Office  sleaze  which  James 
MacAvoy gets  from slimy Simon McBurney (here  duplicated  by still  slimier  Bill 
Nighy).  They  confront  an  all-seeing,  multinational,  corporatist  Big  Brother,  from 
whom you  can’t  escape  for  a  second,  no matter  what  remote  corner  of  whatever 
godforsaken continent you try to hide in.

In this Africa,  everyone is on the make,  everyone’s integrity is for sale, and 
nothing’s  impossible:  that  the  crew  should  have  been  welcomed  in  Kenya  is 
remarkable,  given  the way Kenya  is  portrayed.  In  The Last  King of  Scotland,  Idi 
Amin is an aberration, and it’s only hinted that big bad white men are riding him. In 
The Constant Gardener (set for much of the time, like The Last King, in East African 
hospitals), every black person you meet is a potential, small-scale, tin-pot Idi Amin, 
and everybody’s being ridden by big bad white men – all except the actors in the 
township HIV play,  and the gay doctor, who’s Belgian anyway,  and who ends up 
crucified with his penis in his mouth. That, says the film, is what happens if you don’t 
allow big bad white men to ride you. It’s the fate which, in the end, Ralph Fiennes 
elects to share.

Now,  ultra-realistic  as  is  the  style  of  acting  which  Fernando  Meirelles 
encourages,  and charismatic  though Rachel  Weisz may be,  we can’t  quite  see the 
pressures on Fiennes to abandon his domestic horticulture in London and elect instead 
to die horribly in Africa.  The gardening isn’t built up enough anyway,  nor is the 
marriage. We can’t help thinking that a better alternative would be to stay at home 
and continue his wife’s work exposing the big bad white men, rather than leave that to 
his brother-in-law and go and be Jesus.

—————

Hotel Rwanda has been described cruelly as a Walt Disney trip through the Rwandan 
genocide, and it’s true that its hero is about as typical an hotelier as Oskar Schindler 
1: “Bird Flu”: Do you know that ‘bird flu’ was discovered in Vietnam 9 years ago? Do you know that barely 100 
people have died [of it] in the whole world in all that time? Do you know that it was the Americans who alerted us 
to the efficacy of the human antiviral TAMIFLU as a preventative. Do you know that TAMIFLU barely alleviates 
some symptoms of the common flu? Do you know that its efficacy against the common flu is questioned by a great 
part of the scientific community? Do you know that against a SUPPOSED mutant virus such as H5N1, TAMIFLU 
barely alleviates the illness? Do you know that to date Avian Flu affects birds only? Do you know who markets 
TAMIFLU?  ROCHE LABORATORIES. Do you  know who bought  the  patent  for  TAMIFLU from ROCHE 
LABORATORIES in 1996? GILEAD SCIENCES INC. Do you know who was the then president of GILEAD 
SCIENCES INC. and remains a major shareholder to this day? DONALD RUMSFELD, the present Secretary of 
Defence of the USA. Do you know that the base of TAMIFLU is crushed aniseed? Do you know who controls 
90% of the world’s  production of this tree? ROCHE. Do you know that sales of TAMIFLU were over $254 
million in 2004 and more than $1000 million in 2005? Do you know how many more millions ROCHE can earn in 
the coming months if the business of fear continues? So the summary of the story is as follows: Bush’s friends 
decide that the medicine TAMIFLU is the solution for a pandemic that has not yet occurred and that has caused a 
hundred  deaths  worldwide  in  9  years.  This  medicine  doesn’t  so  much  as  cure  the  common  flu. In  normal 
conditions the virus does not affect humans. Rumsfeld sells the patent for TAMIFLU to ROCHE for which they 
pay him a fortune. Roche acquires 90% of the global production of crushed aniseed, the base for the antivirus. The 
governments of the entire world threaten a pandemic and then buy industrial quantities of the product from Roche. 
So we end up paying for medicine while  Rumsfeld,  Cheney and Bush do the business. ARE WE CRAZY or 
WHAT? AT LEAST PASS THIS ON SO THAT IT CAN BE KNOWN!!
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was an entrepreneur. He has a hotline to the local Hutu general, and, via the head of 
Sabena (which owns the hotel he manages), a hotline to the President of France. The 
head  of  Sabena  (a  very  small  role),  is  played  by  Jean  Reno,  so  flattery  may  be 
suspected. But they set out to make a commercial film, and compromise is part of the 
game. Suspicions that they may have overstated Sabena’s role in it all don’t deflect 
from the horror  of  the moment  when,  driving  down a  foggy river  route  on Hutu 
advice, the hero finds it unexpectedly bumpy, and getting out discovers the road to be 
piled high with corpses. It’s comparable to the moment in  The Killing Fields when 
Dith Pran finds himself  in a trench full  of  skeletons  – worse,  if  anything,  for the 
Rwandan corpses are still warm.

The dreadful power of Hotel Rwanda (it sent a friend of mine sobbing to the loo 
afterwards), depends on two factors. Firstly, your confidence that it’s all true – even 
with the small  doubt registered above,  and even though you sense there are more 
truths, both more complex and more horrible, which it chooses to ignore.2 Secondly, 
the way its formulaic plot (family is torn apart – family struggles – family reunites) 
works as well as ever it did in a Shakespeare comedy: you’re desperate for husband, 
wife and children to make it out of Hell together. The knowledge that husband is 
played  by  Don  Cheadle,  a  black  actor  from  Kansas  City,  and  wife  by  Sophie 
Okonedo, an actress from London, one of whose parents is Jewish and who’s also 
expert at playing Pinter, only seems a pity in a very long perspective. Originally they 
wanted Will Smith, but neither he nor Djimon Hounsou were available; and, Hounsou 
apart, what African movie-stars are there?

Perhaps one day … meanwhile, Hakeem Kae-Kazim, formerly of the RSC, is an 
impressive villain – just as, in Blood Diamond, is David Harewood, whom I saw only 
last year playing Hotspur at the National. (I wonder what South African Equity said 
about all these Brits monopolising the supporting roles?)3

2: Only the director’s commentary tells you how many well-connected politicians were holed up in the hotel along 
with the nuns and orphans. Their networking was a big help in saving everyone.
3: The answer seems to be that there is no South African Equity.
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What the film doesn’t do is pull its punches about the big bad white man and his 
virtual collusion in the one million Rwandan deaths (the big yellow man, too – the 
one million  machetes,  with which they hacked people to  pieces  gradually,  over  a 
period of hours,  were imported from China).  We get Christine Shelley,  American 
State Department  spokesperson, spluttering on the soundtrack about  the difference 
between “genocide” and “genocidal acts”, and we get Nick Nolte as Roméo Dallaire 
of  the  U.N.  peace-keeping  force  (minus  the  moustache,  and  minus  the  Canadian 
diphthongs), who explains deadpan to the hero that, as far as Whitey is concerned, 
“You’re not one of us – you’re not even a nigger – you’re an African”.

If the film is to be believed, there never was any difference between Tutsi and 
Hutu until the Belgians decided there should be. Taller Africans, with paler skin and 
straighter noses were declared to be Hutu, and the all rest Tutsi.

Who says we live in a post-colonial era?

——————

Claire  Denis  obviously  does.  “He  loves  this  place,”  says  someone  of  Isabelle 
Huppert’s  son  in  White  Material.  He’s  been  stripped  naked  and  threatened  with 
mutilation  by  two  child-soldiers,  has  gone  psycho,  shaved  his  head,  got  on  his 
motorbike and joined them. “He loves this place – it’s all he knows – he was born 
here, and now it hates him”.
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This is an Africa (in fact, Cameroun) from which the whites are fleeing. Huppert 
is told to do so by loud-hailer from a helicopter in the opening sequence. But she 
can’t. Her sense of selfhood is one with her status as a coffee-grower – “mediocre 
coffee, of the sort we’d never touch,” says a radio broadcast directed against her. Her 
workers  flee  the  tide  of  child-soldiers  and  insurgents  coming  towards  them;  she 
recruits some more, only to have them, firstly demand to be taken back, and then get 
slaughtered. Her son joins the soldiers, kills her husband (Christopher Lambert in a 
part  so  small  you  wonder  what’s  happened  to  his  career),  gets  the  kids  high  on 
promiscuously-chosen medications, and in turn flees when the government forces find 
the kids doped-out unconscious, and silently bayonet the lot.

Huppert,  seemingly  small,  feminine,  lonely  and  vulnerable  (see  still),  is  in 
reality hard as rock,  with all  the monofixated insanity which that  implies.  Only a 
headcase would stay on and try to keep things going the way she does: but the film’s 
power lies in the way it shows Africa to have no left her no alternative but to stay on 
and go crazy.
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