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The Birth of Algerian Cinema: The Anti-Hero 

Rachid Boudjedra* 

Translated by Maya El Kaliouby 

In spite of a [cinematic] production essentially geared towards 
the war of independence, Algerians have avoided any chauvinism. 
Individual heroism is not exalted. "The only hero: The people"-this 
slogan flourished on the walls of Algeria, the first day of 
independence and has been truly respected by our cinematographers. 
Slim Riad explained himself on that subject concerning his film The 
Way, (La Voie [1968]: "It's a trait in all our films: the only hero is the 
people."I This characteristic does not derive from an official decision 
but proceeds from a generalized and collective feeling. Heroism is a 
myth that did not last long in Algeria which demonstrates an attitude 
of great political lucidity. Due to this fact, all films on the war [of 
independence] are truly antimilitaristic. 

In The Wind of Aures (Vent des Auras [965]) the rebels are 
shown in a fleeting manner: they are fleeing, hiding or being taken 
prisoners-locked and beaten-which made Jean-Louis Bory write: 
"The Wind of Auras is not a patriotic film with forced manichaeism, 
requiring that all enemies, in this case the French, be bastards." 2 This 
is true because the Algerian people have been subjected to war and 
they have no other recourse than violence-to retaliate and to oppose 
the exploitation of their riches and the assimilation of their 
personality. Above all, the director of the film dwells upon showing 
us the sufferings of the poor and the peasant who have borne 
everything with their characteristic patience. Lakhdar Hamina has had 
the good idea to anchor his film in rural reality and has taken 

* Alif: Journal of Comparative Poetics thanks the publisher for 
permission to translate a section entitled "L'anti-h6ros" in: Rachid 
Boudjedra, Naissance du cinema algirien (Paris : Frangois Maspero, 
1971) 78-84 (? Masp6ro/La D6couverte). 
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advantage of it to demonstrate the misery of the poor peasantry. The 
family in its cramped and dim mud-brick house is overwhelming 
mostly because of Keltoum's acting-the Algerian actress who plays 
the mother's part with a tragic sobriety. Certain minute details and 
certain tasks make us relive the conditions in which war develops, 
overflows and makes everything rot. Everything disintegrates, 
methodically and mercilessly: the father's death, the destruction of a 
part of the village's harvest, the departure of the son and the 
hallucinating saga of the mother gone to search for her son-along 
with her only riches, a chicken which will go through hell and will 
end up dead too. The choice of the mother as a leading element in the 
narrative could not but end up in a generalization of the film's 
significance at the expense of its national specificity and of its 
political efficience, but this corresponded to a firm decision by the 
director of the film: "I think that good films are characterized by their 
universality."3 This is something in which he is definitely not 
mistaken, for art transforms a particular case into a universal one 
through fiction and creative technique. It was not an Algerian woman 
anymore but any woman going through hell with her chicken in her 
arms to try and find her son, who is not only the sole dear being that 
was left after the death of her husband, but the symbol of hope around 
which it is permitted to think that everything could start anew. 

All film critics have evoked the unmistakable influence of 
Soviet cinema when dealing with The Wind of Auras: that of 
Dovjenko because of the dazzling stylistic effects that thwart, every 
now and then, the sobriety and monotony of this Aures family's life, 
firmly bound to fieldwork, weaving and the cooking of meals; that of 
Donskoi with the part dedicated to the mother's peregrination, where 
the vast and numerous journeyings give to the hallucinatory madness 
of the old woman a dimension that is simultaneously grandiose, 
solitary and painful. The image of Keltoum, her black figure 
detaching itself from the earth and the immense sky, reminds us of 
Soviet cinema and its lyrical images. But Hamina knew how to 
assimilate his knowledge of Soviet Cinema. He introduced in it an 
Algerian sensibility capable of moving around the harsh and steep 
geography of the Algerian mountains. He also knew how to 
reconstruct through fiction a reality whose atmosphere and spirit he 
translates. He has seen from the inside this harsh and bitter reality 
without falling into compassion or grandiloquence. He has fully 
succeeded in the exhaustive exploration of a family cell and of a 
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geographic collectivity. The director said: "I wanted to reconstitute on 
the screen their personal drama without ornamentation, without 
demagogy, and through the tragedy of two beings thrown in turmoil, 
and to denounce the war and the violence. I do not like, however, to 
linger on the description of violence."4 It is true that the long agony of 
the old woman and of her chicken is nothing but an exorcism of 
violence, an attempt to purge it and to get rid of it completely, 
especially because the camera was tuned to the text and because the 
image-like a litany that comes back in regular intervals-searched 
the space and faces pitilessly, without leaving anything in the dark, 
yet without overdoing it at all. 

The Battle of Algiers (La Bataille d'Alger [1966])-a film of 
reconciliation, a testimony of the director's will not to be partial-was 
forbidden in France for five years and was released for viewing by the 
censors in 1970. Although it is a film of reconciliation, it was 
challenged by some nostalgic people who found it unacceptable. 
Pontecorvo's work has not been screened yet [in 1971] in French 
cinemas in spite of attempts to calm down certain political passions. 
Colonel Trinquier who participated in the historical Battle of Algiers, 
said that the film was quite objective and showed his surprise at the 
reaction of the former Algerian French to the possibility of showing a 
film directed by an Italian, that is Pontecorvo, the director of 
Salvatore Giulano, who ascribed to the early Italian neo-realism. 
Pontecorvo's film does not have the same scenic richness as his other 
works because it all takes place in very narrow spaces: small rooms of 
hell and torture, sinuous mazes in the Casbah of Algiers and 
suffocating offices of the French psychological warfare services. The 
dramatic interest is, by contrast, very great, but paradoxically passion 
is not overwhelming in this Italian-Algerian production. On the 
contrary, everything is treated with a moderation that is also 
aggravating at times because after all a work of art is necessarily 
subjective! The real generosity of the director's design has to be, 
nonetheless, acknowledged. Torture scenes are treated with discretion 
and are self-sufficient in creating a great tenseness in the viewer. The 
most successful aspect of Pontecorvo's film has been the way it 
discusses the war: without exaggeration, like something that had to be 
done, but remains repulsive. 

The Battle of Algiers is a film that has been produced, thanks to 
the adaptation for the screen of Yacef Saadi's book (Saadi was 
political and military chief of the autonomous zone of Algeria, 
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according to the organizational structure of the F.L.N. [Front de 
Lib6ration Nationale] during the war). The victory of a popular 
consciousness that brought an end to colonial rule took place between 
January and December of 1957-between the death of Ali La Pointe 
(terrorist leader and assistant to Yacef Saadi) which ended the battle of 
Algiers and the unleashing of the Algerian masses who invaded the 
streets, claiming the independence which they obtained a year and a 
half later. It is, before everything else, a historical fact, and Pontecorvo 
explains his intentions in those terms: 

I wanted to express more a feeling than a conflict of ideas. 
It was necessary to keep a certain balance to avoid a film 
all in black and white. We wanted to escape the reproach 
of propaganda... I hate war and whenever I can underline 
its horror, I do it.5 

The film's technique attains real mastery, thanks to the constant 
shifting from slow and gradually evolving scenes to very violent 
flash-scenes, especially because the shifting is performed without 
transition. The setting helps the camera a lot because the 
Casbah-fabulous den of rebel terrorists with its complicated 
configuration, its ascending stairs assaulting the sky, its houses with 
protruding windows, its closed angles and its tiny squares--enables a 
whole series of exceptional images where the volumes burst out at the 
same rate as the explosions of terrorist bombs. 

The same care for objectivity, which turns sometimes into a 
complex vis-a-vis the French public, is underlined by Slim Riad who 
directed a film on the concentration camps set up by the French 
authorities during the war of liberation, both in France and in Algeria 
at the same time. Concerning what he wanted to express in his work 
the director states: 

What emanates from The Way, at least I hope so, is the 
assertion of the dignity of a depersonalized and 
humiliated people. However, I sought to avoid any 
schematization. We had cowards and traitors, and you 
were not all colonialists. My purpose was double: to 
denounce repression and to indicate at the same time that 
it is useless in the long run.6 
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Rather than make a fictionalized work, the director was so 
scrupulous as to chronicle the internal life of the camp where the 
F.L.N organization was very structured and efficient. The film evolves 
like the reading of a diary recorded day by day by a prisoner. The 
French repressive system does not seem altogether tarnished since the 
confined Algerians are not all heroes-there are traitors and informers 
among them. Because he wanted to get as close as possible to a 
documentary style, Slim Riad attained a sobriety and a simplicity that 
produce this kind of work and render secondary the few technical 
weaknesses that often stem from the weakness of material means, and 
may also be due to the grandiloquence of the actor Aggoumi, above 
all a theater man, who plays the main part of the film. 

The Way progresses according to General de Gaulle's speeches: 
from the unacceptable proposition of the "peace of the brave" until the 
acknowledgment of the principle of autodetermination. The constancy 
and determination of the camps interns, who made lucid political 
analyses which historical events proved right, are affirmed in the face 
of this political progression of French officials. The director does not 
try to camouflage the moments of hesitation, weakness, cowardice 
and even cruelty that the prisoners undergo. Here also, heroism is not 
an impregnable block but gets fused with the daily and difficult 
struggle. On the other side, there are among the French those who 
approve the Algerian people's struggle for independence, like the 
young doctor who affirms his militant solidarity with the prisoners by 
helping them and keeping them informed. 

Algeria goes very far in its antimilitarism and already has its 
popular anti-hero who became almost legendary: Hassan Terro 
(Hassan Terro [1967]). It is a film directed by Lakhdar Hamina which 
was originally a satirical play written by a very popular comic actor in 
Algeria called Rouiched. Due to the unexpected success of the play, 
which employs a technique like that of farce, there was no hesitation 
in turning it into a film which is probably superior to the play because 
Rouiched's somewhat crude and simplistic comedy became a 
humorous satire and an effective means of desacralization. If Hassan 
Terro has had a very big success in Algeria, it is because the work 
responded to two essential needs : a real desire to forget the war that is 
summarized by the popular and spontaneous slogan: "seven years are 
enough!" and a need to use the humoristic parable to criticize all 
attempts at systematization, characteristic of the Algerian people. 

In this aspect, the film reminds us of the Cuban cinema of the 
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1960s and the corrosive humor that is specific to it. But here, we 
cannot even talk of influence; it was rather a meeting point because 
Hassan Terro has nothing to do with the hero of the Cuban film, The 
Four Chairs. It reminds us also of The Brave Soldier Schweik because 
Hassan Terro, like Schweik, does his utmost to stay on the margin of 
the popular struggle against the colonial occupation. A middle-class 
Algerian, a low-level functionary from Algiers, married to a 
domineering woman who has given him a bunch of kids, he even 
avoids talking about the war and weak as he is, his reticence is 
uncompromising when it comes to evoking the liberation of the 
motherland. There emerges from inside the character a totally 
imaginary world, completely out of touch with nightmarish reality. 
But a series of misunderstandings in the pure manner of Moliere leads 
him to engage, against his will, in the political struggle and to join the 
resistance where a vertiginous ascension propels him, "inspite of 
himself," into commanding positions. 

If the humor is ferocious, there is, nonetheless, a certain poetics 
that emanates from the totally wacky and unrepentant dreamy 
character who finally becomes conscious of the disease that is eating 
his country away. But this consciousness, as clear as it might be is 
never sharp nor exacerbated. The myth of the hero continues to be 
expressed through an anti-hero type because he does not take himself 
seriously and looks on the environment with a disillusioned but in fact 
very shrewd glance. Demystification, at this level, integrates itself 
very well in the comic genre and restores to it a therapeutic value that 
is significant. Hamina's film is exhibits sobriety and a simplicity that 
are called for its theme. The mediocrity of the insignificant character 
in the beginning and that of his entourage are very well rendered by a 
camera which does not permit itself any excesses. 

This film opens a new path for Algerian cinema, to the extent 
that it responds to something that preexists in the thinking of the 
popular audience. This permits, simultaneously, the political 
education of the masses without having to use fanfare or slogans, 
which end up boring the best intentioned viewer, in the long run. 

Another film that has met a great commercial success in 
Algeria is The Night is Afraid of the Sun (La Nuit a peur du soleil 
[1965]), a high-sounding and emphatic title to say that colonialism 
fears independence. Contrary to The Wind of Auras and Hassan 
Terro, Mustapha Badie's work is the example of a bad film, 
melodramatic and superficial. It reveals an insidious influence, that 
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of the Egyptian style in its most questionable form and with the most 
hackneyed folklore. The influence of bad occidental cinema 
underlines the accumulation of clich6s and the patchings up of all 
sorts that make up the film. Nowhere in this ambitious feature film is 
any technique truly assimilated. But in spite of all those negative 
aspects, the film shows-along with a war chronicle and the usual 
anti-colonialist denunciation-the beginning of an effort to scorn the 
bourgeois trappings of certain revolutionaries, after independence. 

NOTES 
1. Slim Riad, Lettres Frangaises (4/6/1969). 
2. Jean-Louis Bory, Nouvel Observateur (4/1/1969). 
3. Lakhdar Hamina, Alger-Actualitis (20/11/1968). 
4. Ibid. 
5. Pontecorvo, Jeune Cinema (October 1968). 
6. Slim Riad, 9 Lettres Frangaises (4/6/1969). 
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