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By Claire Landsbaum

French filmmaker Mati Diop’s A
Thousand Suns (Mille Soleils) is a
stunning introspective look at love,
loss and exile.

Shot in Dakar, the capital city of
Senegal, the film is an exploration of
native Magaye Niang’s life 40 years
after he starred in Touki Bouki, an
iconic film directed by Diop’s uncle,
Djibril Diop Mambety, in 1973.

Forty years ago Magaye Niang made plans with his lover, Mareme Niang, to flee Dakar on
an ocean liner to France. When the day arrived, Mareme boarded the ship but Magaye did
not. At the last second he chose to remain in Dakar.

Diop seeks him out and scrutinizes his life in the present day. Now an old man, Magaye
herds cattle for a living. He seems restless, which Diop emphasizes with tight, close-up
shots and sometimes-jerky camerawork. Magaye saunters the city in scuffed cowboy
boots and denim, reliving his glory days as a star actor, but remains haunted by his
decades-old choice to stay behind.

The dreamy film is part fantasy and part reality, but blends both so closely that it’s
difficult to tell the difference. Brutally real scenes of cattle slaughtered at a market are
interspersed with scenes such as the final one, which takes place in snowy mountain
peaks and shows Magaye talking to Mareme in a sort of Aristotelian dialogue, although
she is thousands of miles away.

Diop’s choice to give some scenes a rough, home-movie quality and others polished
camerawork emphasizes the juxtaposition. Some scenes are short, but others are
prolonged enough to make the audience uncomfortable. Most contain only background
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noise, but music, when used, alternates between classical opera and “High Noon,” the
theme song to Fred Zinnerman’s 1952 western.

A Thousand Suns is a film of opposites. Its many-layered quality mirrors the mixed
emotions of its main character. Its unconventional run time (50 minutes) attests to Diop’s
unconventional patterns and rhythms.

The film reaches no resolution, but a pivotal phone call is enough to make Magaye
question his choices. Despite comedic moments, a sense of melancholy lingers as the
credits start to roll.
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