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INTERVIEW

The Night of the Kings: « I make movies to tell 
stories » 

Coming to present his second feature film, the Night of the Kings, at the 77th edition of the Ve-
nice Film Festival, the Franco-Ivorian Philippe Lacôte agreed to receive us to talk about his ca-
reer, the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on the seventh art.
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ACP-UE Culture (A.U.C.): You are a producer, director 
and scriptwriter. What led you to take up the 7th art? 
Philippe Lacôte (P.L.): It wasn't a career plan. It was 
first of all a passion. I grew up in Abidjan, in a house 
next to a cinema, the Magic. My mother used to drop 
me off there when she had to go shopping or other 
things. Having spent my entire childhood in this fa-
mous movie theater, I quickly nurtured the desire to 
stay close to the dark theaters.
Before going into film, I first worked as a radio jour-
nalist. I found myself covering the fall of the Berlin 
Wall. That experience was a trigger because, sud-
denly, I was able to observe how individuals can get 
caught up in the great History.
Along the way, I became a radio drama assistant at 
Radio France. That's where I discovered the actors 
and the script. The transition to cinema came a little 
later, when I became a projectionist in a Toulouse 
cinema, Le Cratère, whose programming was inten-
ded to be particularly sharp. Not coming from a fa-
mily involved in cinema or graduating from a film 
school, projection was one of the ways I got closer to 
cinema. 

I also spent two years traveling in different cities 
to meet directors. It wasn't easy for me to make 
the decision to become a director myself because 
I found it pretentious.

A.U.C.: At the beginning of your career, you star-
ted directing short films, and then moved on to 
documentaries. What is the word that you want to 
carry, to transmit?
P.L.: I’m not necessarily a director willing to 
spread messages. A well-known American pro-
ducer used to say, "If you want to get a message 
across, send a telegram”. I make movies to tell 
stories. Then there was a political and historical 
significance that came into my work, but I can't 
say that at the beginning I was completely aware 
of that.

A.U.C.: We hear more and more about the need for 
representation, for telling one's own stories, for 
creating one's own images among Africans and 
Afro-centric communities. How does your work 
respond?
P.L.: When we talk about representation, whether 
it is African, European or Afro-European, we need 
to know what we define by it. 
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‘Cinemas are no longer the 
only place to watch movies’ 

PHILIPPE LACÔTE

I am not interested in testifying to the presence 
of Africans in France.  Today, I work from Africa 
and try to look at things from Africa. The most 
important thing is to tell a story through the way 
Africans see the world, which has nothing to do 
with Western Cartesianism.
I seek to value stories with a thin line between 
reality and magic. In Ivory Coast, the perception 
of the world mixes the invisible and the visible.  
It is this vision that I seek to promote in my films.
A.U.C.: In this particular period, due to the CO-
VID-19 pandemic, the creative industries have 
been strongly affected, and the cinema has not 
been spared. What do you think could help opera-
tors to get out of the crisis?
P.L.: The rise of platforms such as Netflix, Amazon 
and OCS has shown in recent years that the dar-
kroom is no longer the center of the cinema. 
Some have said it well, like Martin Scorsese. And 
unfortunately, the pandemic has only added to 
this phenomenon.
The movie theater will remain a privileged place 
for big movies. One will go there as in a pilgri-
mage, such as Mecca, but the practice of prayer 
will no longer take place there.
It's a pity, but things are changing. When we 
went from film to digital, everyone declared the 
end of cinema. But we can see that cinema has 
survived on digital platforms. I hope that cinema 
will continue to exist in and out of theatres, but 
it seems that a paradigm is changing: it's diffi-
cult for exhibitors and distributors to get au-
diences back into the theatres. 
As directors and producers, we remain attentive 
to these movements as they affect the financing 
of future films, the impact of future films.
A.U.C.: You are aware of the initiatives put in 
place by the European Union to encourage film 
production. Moreover, your feature film "RUN" 
was supported by the ACP Culture+ programme. 
The latter has now been replaced by the ACP-EU 
Culture programme, which supports culture and 
creativity in ACP countries. How do you see the 
intervention of such a funding tool on the ACP 
audiovisual landscape?

P.L.: I had the chance to follow the ACP pro-
grammes because I was one of the few to attend 
the meetings in Brussels. We have been very sup-
portive of the participation of Côte d'Ivoire in the 
various ACP film support schemes. 
Today, the Film Industry Support Fund (FONSIC) 
has benefited from the management of ACP funds, 
in collaboration with the Organisation Internatio-
nale de la Francophonie, to support audiovisual 
co-productions in Southern  countries. This 
contributes not only to increasing the transparen-
cy of the files but also to committing more money 
to African productions which generally suffocate 
rather quickly. In this sense, ACP funds offer a 
new lease of life.
However, I find that the texts of these conventions 
do not always respond to the realities on the 
ground. I will cite as an example the exclusion of 
post-production from the eligibility criteria for 
these same funds. 
A.U.C.: The Night of the Kings, your last film was 
presented at the Mostra. What is it about? What is 
the genesis of it? Why and for whom did you make 
it? 

P.L.: The Night of the Kings is a film that takes 
place entirely in the Maka prison in Abidjan, one 
of the most overcrowded prisons in West Africa. In 
setting the scene, the objective was not to address 
the social or legal aspects of the prison environ-
ment.
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A.U.C.: Your work has been selected and awar-
ded several times in various renowned festi-
vals. How would you describe the impact of 
this exhibition on your work, on yourself?

Visibility in international festivals is a great 
opportunity because it makes it easier to make 
films, to bring people's attention to our work. 
On the other hand, I try to make it affect my 
filming as little as possible.
When I'm shooting, I'm not a director who 
went to Cannes but a director who is looking 
for his shots. Over the course of my career, I 
have nevertheless stayed 10 years - two per-
iods of five years - sitting at home because I 
didn't have the funds to shoot. That puts 
things into perspective.

A.U.C.: What are your future plans?

P.L.: At the moment, I am preparing a 
martial arts film that will tell the story of 
the struggle for African independence. 
That's all I can tell you at the moment.  

Illustrations: (1) Photo from the film La Nuit des 
Rois, (2) Philippe Lacôte, (3) Photo from the film La 

I wanted to shine a light on the prisoners: that is 
why, after 15-20 minutes of the film, they take 
control of the prison because of a ritual linked to 
the red moon. During the red moon, the priso-
ners designate a novel, a storyteller, who will be 
responsible for telling them a story until the end 
of the night.
I wanted to look at the prison as a society in its 
own right. I got to know the prison environment 
through my brothers, my mother - a former po-
litical activist. In France, I also organized film 
clubs in prison. Now it is a place I no longer fan-
tasize about: it is an infra-society with its lan-
guage, its codes, its beliefs.
A.U.C.: The film is shot in Ivory Coast with pro-
fessional or amateur African actors and artists. 
How do they experience contributing to the sto-
rytelling of the societies in which they evolve? 

P.L.: Indeed, I called upon some professional ac-
tors from Burkina Faso such as Rasmané Oue-
draogo and Issaka Sawadago; from France, Denis 
Lavant, Steve Tientcheu or Abdoul Karim Konaté 
from Côte d'Ivoire who had already had the lead 
role in my film Run.  It was fascinating to go 
down to the working-class neighbourhoods of 
Abidjan with my casting director for two years to 
organise auditions.

We didn't mention that the film was a big produc-
tion in order to encourage people to travel for the 
project itself and not because it was a big inter-
national production. We met and filmed a whole 
series of people with different profiles and selec-
ted 40 young people practicing martial arts, 
dance and slam, whom we brought together in a 
workshop for two months. Once we arrived on the 
set, everyone knew what they had to do. 

This shooting was great. Each time we finished 
shooting a sequence, the extras would run be-
hind the monitor to enjoy their performance. Even 
though we sometimes finished shooting in the 
early hours of the night, the extras continued to 
act, dance and sing. Sometimes we would have to 
take the camera out to capture these moments 
and incorporate them into the film.

A.U.C.: Your work has been selected and awarded 
several times in various renowned festivals. How 
would you describe the impact of this exhibition 
on your work, on yourself?



ACP-EU Culture 22 September 2020

 

Towards a viable cultural industry 4


	INTERVIEW
	The Night of the Kings: « I make movies to tell
	stories »
	‘Cinemas are no longer the only place to watch movies’

