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An instalation view of Abbonnenc's "Forwrod to Guns for Banta" at Gasworks, London
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In 1970 the French Guadeloupean filmmaker Sarah Maldoror was
commissioned by the Algerian army to shoot a feature-length film
in Guinea Bissau, then in the midst of an armed rebellion against
Portuguese colonizers that led to the country's independence in
1973. At the time Algeria, having liberated itself from the French in
1962, was an example for and an ally of anticolonial movements,
and its government envisaged Maldoror's film as a propaganda
tool. But once back from Guinea Bissau, she demanded full control
over the editing of her work, which was to be called "Guns for
Banta." This didn't sit well with the authorities; the reels were
confiscated, and until recently Maldoror was banned from Algerian
territory.

Mathieu Kleyebe Abonnenc entered the picture 40 years later. The
story of his multimedia installation "Foreword to Guns for Banta"
(2011) is in many ways the story of his encounter with Maldoror
and of his determination to give her silenced film a voice. After two
years of discussions with the artist and excavating in her personal
archive, Abonnenc put together a slide show based on the stills
taken by the photographers who accompanied the crew in Guinea
Bissau. He effectively created an alternate version of a film that
never was.
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Some of the pictures deploy the now canonical template of African decolonization — armed men in the
jungle or studying maps on bamboo tables — but most concentrate on women and children carrying
weapons or simply going about their business. "No war can occur without the participation of the
people and their daily routine," says the "director," a fictionalized Maldoror, in the voice-over. "What I
wanted there was to film the people's implication in the war." The sound track contains interventions by
other characters: the "interviewer," Abonnenc's avatar, who shares his own questions and gives the
audience a sense of the film's plot; and the "militant," the heroine of "Guns for Banta," who describes
the events that turned her from a villager to an active member of the independence party. With poetic
license, Maldoror's lost film emerges anew.

In Gaswroks's gallery space, Abonnenc has taken tiny scraps he's found of the original film script —
yellowed pages covered in barely legible scribbles — and arranged them on a table. But he goes
beyond the particulars of "Guns for Banta" as well as his clearly intense friendship with the filmmaker.
Another table displays issues of "Tricontinental," a leftist magazine published in Cuba that both covered
and fueled independence struggles throughout the non-aligned countries. They act as reminders of the
great dream for an alliance of new nations freed from the Western yoke — and in many cases of its
failure.
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