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Having already chronicled aspects of Congolese culture in many previous
documentaries, Belgian filmmaker Thierry Michel returned to the Congo once
more, choosing this time round to focus on the river that shares the country's
name. Following in the footsteps of Stanley, Michel travels the length of the great
river to its very source but this is no mere travelogue. Contemporary interviews,
stunning photography and fascinating archive footage combine to tell the history
of one of Africa's most troubled countries, from its exploitation at the hands of
Leopold and Mobutu to the everyday experiences of those who still rely on the
river for their livelihood today.
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Interview with the director

Why the film “Congo River”?

Congo River is the continuation of other films I made in
Africa, particularly in the Congo. I made 8 African films in a
little over a decade, 5 of them in the Congo/Zaire. In these
other films, I captured specific moments in modern history.
With Mobutu, King of Zaire, I attempted, through an
eminently cinematic and symbolic man, to go back through
40 years of history in post-independent Africa.

With Congo River, I wanted to go even farther, beyond a
world I knew well – the urban world of the large Congolese
cities of Kinshasa, Kisangani and Lumumbashi. Through this
sort of initiatory journey to the river’s source, I wanted to
discover Africa in its timelessness and the return to its origins, but also in history’s turbulence because a river always witnesses history.
Everywhere in the world, civilisations were built up around rivers and seas (the Nile, the Tigris, the Euphrates, etc).

This great river – among the largest in the world – has a very cinematic dimension of beauty and majesty. Thus, there is the historic
dimension with memory’s traces on the river. There is discovery and the journey as well as the encounter with a people who lives off
the river and on its banks.

Why this river?

I wanted to take this great, several month-long journey through Africa, a geographic one following the footsteps of the great explorers
Stanley and Livingstone, but also of Conrad who wrote the magnificent novel, The Heart of Darkness. The river is also history’s memory.
I crossed a country that no longer had other routes. The river and its rhythm forced me to go beyond the immediateness of everyone’s
own personal experience, to take time in a sublime place in search of myself of course, since every film is always an initiatory path and
every journey a trial. Yet I also wanted to encounter others in the heart of Africa. I wanted to understand how this forgotten continent,
which underwent a total disaster and all sorts of tragedies – slave trade, colonial domination, independence, wars and dictators – is
now beginning to reconstruct itself again on its debris. This is all the more true that the river will be the reconstruction cement and
unity of life.

Why the Congo?

I made films in Brazil, in the Soviet empire, in Iran and in Morocco. I made films in Somalia and in Guinea. I began to travel around the
world with my camera, to question the state of the world with my camera. But, for 10 years now, I regularly go back to the scene of
the crime, that is where I had made a film in unbelievable circumstances, a film very important to me – Zaire, the Serpent’s Cycle. At
the time, I fell upon a page in history that fascinated me, a country going through drastic changes, a country as large as a continent,
fabulous in the diversity of its countryside and turbulent in its history. I grew a passion for this Congo. I made friends there and I
became a privileged observer of its life. Since then, it has become a vital necessity for me to be submerged in the heart of Africa
through this country and its river since the river is evidently the main artery.

Without these films, would there be nothing left on the Congo in 30 years?

I think so. I feel like a privileged witness having the chance to shoot images that will remain in the continent’s collective memory. It
will be the portrait of a large African country at the end of one century and the beginning of another. In the Congo, my films – Mobutu,
of course, and now Congo River – are truly a reference in the imagination of the Congolese. And since I also integrated archives in my
films – thus another memory – they can also preserve the memory in the future. Cinema, and even more so documentary cinema, is a
fight against death, loss and oblivion. It preserves memory. An African proverb says that memory is like a gourd: when its empty, it floats
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on the water’s surface and smashes on the rocks, but when it’s full, it
submerges to the bottom of the water to keep this memory for a far-off
future.

There are some rather extraordinary moments in the film, particularly when
we see a colonist supervising woodcutting. Then we see the same thing
today, 50 or 70 years later.

The interaction of the archives works in both ways of History. I knew these
archives, so I searched for a contemporary image so as to create a link
between the past and present. In the same way, after having shot images
from today, I looked for equivalent images and recollections of them in
archives. Through this juxtaposition, the archives are an image within an
image and a questioning about colonial history in relation to the present. In
this example, I wanted to show the continued deforestation and exploitation

of nature and also the relationship of the white man, the boss, and the black man, the worker. As for the magical moments in the film,
the river is magic. At a certain point, we set up the camera and we capture the river’s beauty, its majesty, its greatness and its mystery.

One unbelievable moment shows the boat run aground. A boat doesn’t run aground every week. You’d think it’s destined to be
there for Thierry Michel who has to film these images. Is it luck or did you have to spend 2 years waiting for these events?

Every time I go on a shooting, in this case on this trip, I draw up an imaginary programme, a work schedule and a list of sequences I
hope to film that will touch on all aspects of life along the river – life, death, a wedding, a birth, someone dying, an accident, a boat
getting stuck, a war, a rebellion, a religious ceremony, a traditional ceremony or sleeping sickness. Then the flow of the river will take
me at its rather slow pace to encounter – or not – these events. Why do I encounter them? Maybe it’s the question of chance and of
necessity. I don’t know. A kind of alchemy makes things happen. Of course I didn’t wish for a barge accident that would leave 250 dead.
That happened because this kind of accident happens quite regularly; this is a dangerous river and death is always present. To reach
a destination is a starting hypothesis, not a certainty. There must be a little luck, but you have to provoke it. You have to be at the right
place at the right time. That is maybe the filmmaker’s and documentary filmmaker’s capacity. I think that chance and necessity make
it so that you’re bound to come upon what you’re looking for, through alchemy where the unconscious comes into play and especially
intuition. I trust my intuition enormously. That’s decisive.

How was the trip organised?

Our aim during the entire trip was to use public transportation. Barges, whaleboats and pirogues. When people travelled on barges
with building materials stocked in the hold on those loaded platforms where everyone set up shelter with a piece of wood and some
cloth or tarpaulin for protection against rain, heat and wind, we travelled with them. We settled in with them. That was important. I
had other possibilities and logistic solutions, but we wanted to share the same mess and same ordeals in a real dialogue with the
population. At the same time – and this can seem paradoxical – we were carrying state-of-the-art material with us, a High Definition
camera, modern and sophisticated spots lights and all the logistic, technical material. We needed a generator to recharge our batteries
and fuel to make it run… 1000 litres of petrol. We had all our camping material, mosquito nets and… But we washed ourselves in river
water, we shared food, we ate the fish from the river and shared life with all the people… That allowed us to be as near as we possibly
could to the local people and reflect their living conditions and their truth.

How long did the initial preparation and the shooting of the film last?

We went on the river and this was no small adventure, neither from a production standpoint nor from a purely logistic one. The trip
was long, for the river is extremely long – 4,371 km. The trip was going to be long not only because of the river’s length, but because
of all the obstacles, since it is not navigable the whole way. There are rapids, falls and cascades in seven places, so you have to go around
by land. You have to do that in a country where there are no longer other infrastructures besides the water; there are no more trains.
So we had to take this weighty logistic along with us, for example fuel, water and generators. We had our cutting-edge technology,
the High Definition camera with batteries to charge. Our crew was large too because I wanted, besides the sound and photo
technicians, Congolese people working with us – assistants, journalists, a logistician and all the local guides and translators in each
province, in each region who spoke the language and knew the local reality. It was really a long-term journey. I went part of the way
with just my Congolese colleagues and a lighter camera for 4 months. For the second part of the shooting, which lasted 3 months, we
continued with a more complete crew and European technicians. Thus, all together I spent 7 months along the river.

Yet the main difficulty was not just a logistic one. It had to do, of course, with authorisations since we were filming in a country at war.
A country? No, several countries, rather, since each rebellion has its own territory, sometimes with sub-rebellions fighting each other.
Then there are resisters like the Mai Mai militia who resist the rebels. I had to negotiate not only for the government authorisations
beforehand – and there were already a great number of them – but also for the local ones. We had to negotiate with governors, the
foreign and Interior State security, military intelligence, naval forces and the customary authorities of each province, then of each
region, each sub-region, and each territory. At least half our time was spent in these negotiations to get permission and in obstacles
such as arrests, identity controls, police custody in barracks, etc. That, of course, was a very complex and arduous aspect of the trip,
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which explains why we needed 7 months of shooting.

More than once there is danger on the boat, in the plane or with a Mai Mai general, for you don’t know what could go on in the minds
of people capable of the worst as well as the best. What do you do?

We were in difficult living conditions, but that wasn’t the hardest thing because we had quite a lot of questionings; administrative, police
and military hassles with 3 arrests and custodies in the barracks. There were times when we became weak on this shooting. When you
look at the making-of, you realise how much this shooting was surrealistic and extremely difficult. For the scene with the Mai Mai, we
got an agreement to enter the Mai Mai circle and film their traditions, that is their initiation so that they explain to us how they fight
wars and about their gris-gris. But to attend these sessions, we had to be enthroned as Mai Mai. Thus, the director of photography and
I had to accept the initiation by fire and sword, sweat and blood.

When you see this film, you get the impression that it was easy to make.

That’s true. When you see the film, you see the beauty of the land; you take part in a journey that seems obvious, that follows the
water’s flow. We move ahead and the images go by one after the other, day after day, village after village. Yet when you see the
making-of the film and what goes on behind the scenes, if you will, you discover all the difficulties, the obstacles and the challenges.
Those are the two very different realities of the Congo. I think that on the one hand you have a country being sublimated by a film
director, an artist and a poet who wanted to pay tribute to a people, a country and its river. And on the other, there is the much more
trivial reality of a shooting that really shows how things are played out, the bargaining, the corruption, the power struggles, the arrests,
the complications and the multitude of authorisations. Half of the production process was spent in what we sometimes call “protocol”,
which in fact are endless discussions and negotiations with the numerous authorities. Fortunately, with the local people our relationship
was a truly excellent one because the people were aware of what I did before. Every Congolese has heard of Mobutu, King of Zaire.
And when I arrived at a village on the river, I came to project that film and to shoot a scene at the same time. That created a unique
event. The village people got together – children, grandparents and all – to see their own country and its history. It was totally magic.

You also see all those boats beached on the river’s edge and you sometimes get the feeling that you’re in a fiction film, that there is
a dramatisation yet which is not directed. There is a frightening situation in which people survive. How can you survive that? Do we
end up being hopeless for the Congo or do we remain optimistic?

In the film, we say that we are stuck with a curse, even though the river cleanses the blood of the victims. For sure, I can’t hide the fact
that there are some extremely hard moments. I even went through a moment of total sadness that made me stop my camera. I lost
it. I lost it there for a moment. I couldn’t go on filming for awhile during the interview with the raped women. It was too much. We really
descended into the heart of darkness, into the most appalling thing in human nature. It was extremely hard to take. It was the women
who comforted me and insisted that I go on filming their testimonies. Don’t get this scene wrong; some will say, “Why show that? Isn’t
that voyeurism?” Yet these raped women told us, “Be our witnesses. Someone will finally hear us and listen to our words and our
suffering”. They wanted me to film them and I did. I always wanted to see where light could be found in the heart of this darkness and
these African tragedies. I wanted to see how the river could lead us to light, to the source. That was the path we took.

At the same time, in this scene that is very strong, are there other testimonies that weren’t used?

There are images that I didn’t show and not only because I had way too many. Some are so horrible that they can’t be shown. With
the raped women’s testimonies, we’re in the story and each person imagines the horror. Yet to show rebels exposing cut off heads or
arms is really very difficult. In his book The Heart of Darkness, Conrad tells of life at that time and we found ourselves plunged in it again
today, in the heart of the same horrors to which his book lead us almost a century ago.

In this film, we can feel the mark of the book The Heart of Darkness.

Yes, once I began shooting my first films in the heart of Africa, one of the novels I had with me was Joseph Conrad’s The Heart of
Darkness, which was a long descent of the river toward the unknown and toward its darkest part. This journey ends with the
unbelievable character, Kurtz – personified in Apocalypse Now by Marlon Brando – who dies and says, “Horror, horror”! But I didn’t
want my film to end in horror. On the contrary, I wanted it to end, thanks to the river and to the cleansing of the water, by a revival

not only of the Congo, but also of the African continent in this beginning of
a millennium.

To come back to the episode with the raped women, one remarkable
person is that doctor of extraordinary humanism and intelligence and who
restores the image of the Congolese.

In the film, there are many very noble and dignified images of Congolese
resistance. There are of course the doctor and the nurse who take care of
the raped women. There is also another, every important person on a
symbolic level and that is the commandant of the boat. This commandant
has to go up a river where all possible dangers lie, survive, avoid obstacles
while standing by others and managing 300 passengers on this floating
village, this Noah’s Arc. In a certain sense, he has to direct his people. He
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had to make others respect him because he is in charge and has to arrive safely. Like he says, “We made the trip with no accidents, no
one wounded nor drowned”. That doesn’t stop them from having fun. He is like a child when he hears that he has a 3rd son. This is a
beautiful, noble and responsible image in relation to today’s African leaders. He is responsible; he can assume things, overcome
obstacles and is trusted by those for whom he is responsible. Another positive person is the master of that abandoned train station
where no train has passed for 15 years and which is why the Kisangani region is totally enclosed and cut off from the world. His staff
no longer gets paid and without any resources he makes sure the tracks are kept up to make them accessible, he makes sure the
station is weeded and creates the all the necessary conditions for trains to run again. All of Africa can identify with these people
because you can count on them. They are the ones who will allow this continent to be built up again. 

Did these obstacles prevent you from filming what you wanted?

No, I even shot more than I needed to. I shot from the mouth to the source of the river along its 4,370 km. But I knew the legs of the
river; I had developed each story in each city or place. The whole editing process consisted of finding a story line and a cinematic
structure for following the river’s course. Yet in the film, there are differences compared to the geography since the important thing
for me was to make sense. I gave priority to the reflection, the itinerary and the film’s story over geographical precision. This isn’t a
journalistic, nor an educational film. And even though I thought about inserting maps to show where the places were, I quickly dropped
the idea. We are in the parable, in what is universal. The river is metaphoric. I didn’t want to get into educationalism; that would have
killed the initiatory journey of the viewer through the film.

It’s frustrating because you get the impression that the film is short even though it lasts 2 hours. What is very long goes by so fast.
Will there be, for instance, a Congo River 2?

There will be a 3-hour television series that will be very dense. I probably could stretch that to 5 hours. I’m thinking of developing a more
geopolitical, journalistic and geographical point of view with lots of archives and archive counterpoints that make the Congo’s history
and the colonial memory reflect each other. I can have access to many yet unseen archives of great aesthetic, political, geographical
or historic value. I am even thinking of making a 52-minute long film with only archives, making up the memory of the river.

A question about the problem of religions and sects: there are at least 3 or 4 places in the film that bring up this question.

I very quickly sensed that religion became really fundamental for the Congolese. Today, there is a very clear phenomenon of a tired
people – more than tired – they are exhausted from waiting. They waited for independence that waited for the end of dictatorship,
they waited for democracy to emerge. They believed in independence, some believed in Marxism, others in democracy and nothing
materialised. Today, there is an introverted assertion of identity toward religion, tradition, fetishism and the most ancestral practices,
which sometimes combine. In all acts of life, the return to religion is there like a survival and resistance force. I think that it is neither
positive, nor negative. It is a source of revitalisation, for finding energy and to reaffirm belief in life. That goes through religion today
because the Congolese haven’t seen other solutions. From my point of view, there is a need to soothe the suffering.

The last image is magnificent, that source…

A source is nothing, it’s never any more than a trickle of water coming out of somewhere. It’s the farthest point in distance away from
the mouth, the first place from where the water goes. Then other rivers come in to form a greater river, which will swell and swell until
it melts into the ocean. It’s true that a source is a marshland or a small spot of water. It has a sacred value, especially for the Congolese.

There is a customary chief and the guardian of this source’s tradition preserved by the ancestors. There, too, I had to go through a little
initiatory session and drink the source’s water to be protected. It’s important and during this trip, I made sure at many times to feel
this gratitude and protection from the customary authorities who were to protect me from evil spells and the spirits of the water. That
seems stupid. By going through the rapids, Dieuleveut wanted just to do a feat on the river and he never established an essential tie
to the river guardians, the customary authorities. I think that helped me on the trip.

I love to swim and when I swam in the river, I let myself be carried along by the current. It’s such a pleasure to swim along with the
current at extraordinary speed. People were kind of worried. I was ahead of the barge because when you let yourself be carried by
the current, you go extremely fast. People accompanied me along the river. Sometimes there were 500 m on either side until the
banks. They watched all that and said, “That white guy is swimming in the middle of our
river” and when I drew alongside, they told me, “Be careful of the crocodiles”. But when
they say, “the crocodiles”, they very often mean witches and evil spells. Then, “You’re
going to swim under water. Aren’t you going to wake up Mamie Wata who could…” I’d
reply, “No, no, that was just to calm her down”. It’s true that there was this very magic
relationship with the river. Yet at the same time, they appreciated the fact that I dived in
the water and that I was a water man. I also showed a gesture; we’ll call it fusion. It was
absorption and Congolese cosmogony.

Interview with Mirko Popovitch at the 2005 Namur Film Festival, Belgium
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