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2001, 121 mins. 35mm print source: New Yorker Films.
Directed by Ousmane Sembène. Written by Sembène. Produced by Wongue Mbengue. Photographed by Dominique Gentil. Edited by Kahéna Attia. Original music by Yandé Codou Sène.
Principal cast:  Venus Seye (Faat Kiné), Mame Ndoumbé (Mammy), Ndiagne Dia (Djip), Mariama Balde (Aby), Awa Sene Sarr (Mada), Tabata Ndiaye (Amy Kasse).

Review by Elvis Mitchell for The New York Times, March 2001.
Faat-Kiné is the welcome return of the master Senegalese filmmaker Ousmane Sembène, with his first film in nearly 20 years. Once again, his blithe naturalism—his films seem to coast into view and before you know it you’re hooked—draws the audience slowly into the rhythms of another world. In this case, it’s Kine. She works in Dakar at a tiny gas station that functions as the center of the universe: everyone she knows passes through her orbit. 
Though she rules the station, her children, a beautiful pair of spoiled brats, get the better of her at home. And also at home she lives in such fear of her mother, Maamy, that she surreptitiously smokes cigarettes to help her deal with Maamy’s wrath. It’s understandable; Kine needs the release of the nicotine, and Mammy could crush a Jeep Cherokee with that imposing jawbone of hers. 

In Faat-Kiné, playing at Film Forum, Mr. Sembène gradually delineates the pain beneath the comedy. He never sinks to easy laughs, and Kine has earned her toughness. When she was a young girl she was impregnated by a college professor who confirmed his piggishness by having her expelled from school. She later gives birth to a second child out of wedlock, and her coldhearted father (the magnificent Iprahima Sane, who starred in Mr. Sembène’s assault on colonialism, Camp de Thiaroye) humiliates her for having shamed him. 

By showing Kine at the gas station, Mr. Sembène lets us see her presumably in control of her life. It’s an example of the director’s interest in devotion to a profession—and professionalism—and how it defines people. His novel, Le Docker Noir, about his days as a dockworker, was about commitment and its personal and social costs. 

Mr. Sembène’s fascination with fate—how a moment or a decision can blossom into circumstances that can ruin a life—is also present here. His trademark empathy is clear, too; he casts a loving eye on Kine, though there’s a raised eyebrow poised above that orb. Because he is uninterested in melodrama simply for its own sake, he uses Kine’s relationship to family and work to investigate the social and political intrigues that are always a part of his purview. Decency comes through sacrifice, and the clear-eyed Kine has given her life to her children. We see the suffering she endures at the hands of those whose love should be unconditional. 

These scenes could be whipped up into a tempest of tear-jerking, but Mr. Sembène is a far more adroit and elegant storyteller than many may be accustomed to seeing. For him, it’s the accretion of detail that adds up to a satisfying story. 

He allows us to take in the moments and hold them as closely as we need to while he moves on to the next part of his narrative, because he knows it all has to add up. And since Mr. Sembène refuses to dwell on details, his evenhandedness makes the sad beats in Faat-Kiné all the more heart-rending. He has bigger stakes in mind: to show that Kine’s life didn’t end with surrendering herself to raising her children, even though she may have thought that it did. Her life is about to get far more complicated, and it’s a shock to her because she thinks she’s old enough to know better. 

The commentary in Faat-Kiné is less dogged and less dogmatic than that in Mr. Sembène’s previous films. He had been using much larger canvases while working with much smaller resources than any other major director. Yet his vision was realized through a sharp novelistic rendering of drama.

His casting remains strong, too; it’s good to see that his skill with actors hasn’t deserted him. Whenever a director of Mr. Sembène’s stature disappears for a time, there’s always the fear that he will have lost his way, that his reflexes will be dulled. Faat-Kiné makes it obvious that such concerns are unfounded. Mr. Sembène hasn’t missed a step, and we’re lucky to have him back on his path. 
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