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ABSTRACT
The twenty-first century has seen banlieue film expand as a filmic 
category. Of particular note, female directors and characters have 
entered banlieue film in earnest, thereby disrupting what had been 
male-centred films and film-making. Also, new trends and methods 
sometimes pulling in different directions have impacted the 
diversification of banlieue film. I consider Brooklyn (2014) in relation 
to Bande de filles (2014) for the primary reason that they broke new 
ground by featuring lead black actresses. Then I focus on guerrilla 
film Brooklyn to explore how a new wave of film-making in France 
has contributed to decentralizing and renewing the filmic category. 
In this article, then, gender and genre function as the primary critical 
lenses to survey the evolution of banlieue film.

This article examines changes affecting the category of banlieue film in the twenty-first 
century. If location filming in the banlieues has remained constant and definitional since the 
1980s, new variables have been introduced. Although originally dramas, both comedic and 
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Figure 1  in Brooklyn, coralie takes over the stage in Saint denis. Pascal tessaud, dir., Brooklyn (2012). 
Reproduced with permission.
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dramatic strands to banlieue film now exist, and while banlieue film was initially male-centred 
in terms of its directors, actors and themes, this too has changed with the progressive fem-
inizing of banlieue film since the turn of the twenty-first century. Also, trends such as main-
streaming and a new wave of guerrilla film-making in France have influenced the category. 
What emerges is a complex picture of banlieue film that should not be reduced, but rather 
understood in its complexities. In sum, banlieue film has been and still is a problematic 
category, sometimes with more perceived divisions than unification. It is further complicated 
when the audience is considered, as comedies and dramas typically reach different audiences 
and garner different receptions. It is not my purpose here to parse banlieue film in great 
detail, which would lead to exclusions, or to make determinations about the directors and 
actors that should be included in its fold, but rather to explore the filmic category multidi-
mensionally. In order to arrive at such a wide view, I first explore the question of genre in 
banlieue film and reference the twenty-first century trends of mainstreaming and guerrilla 
film-making. I then turn to gender in relation to race and ethnicity in banlieue film to show 
how Pascal Tessaud’s Brooklyn (2014) and Céline Sciamma’s Bande de filles (2014) broke new 
ground in 2014 with lead black actresses who took over the big screen. Ultimately, through 
this paired viewfinder of genre and gender, the evolution and possible future for banlieue 
film comes into sight.

Backgrounding genre in banlieue film

Banlieue film has most often been studied as a cinematic genre set the banlieues défavorisées, 
and as such its filmed location has been a determining factor.1 However, it has a wide margin 
in designation based on the process and participants inherent to cinematic production — 
namely, a film requires a script, actors and a director, all of which contribute to the final 
cinematic product. As a consequence, banlieue film can be studied from each of these angles. 
It is safe to say that its conceptualization continues to generate debate, but for the purposes 
of this article it will be narrowed to include films in the same lineage as Mehdi Charef’s Le 
Thé au Harem d’Archimède (1985), whose central characters were multi-ethnic youth living 
in a cité outside of Paris. Naïma Yahi points to how that film recast immigration and the 
immigrant narrative: ‘la perspective du récit est franco-française. Le lien n’est plus fait à 
l’Algérie: la deuxième génération a un nouveau pays, la banlieue’ (2012: 137). With this new 
perspective and box office success (500,000 tickets purchased), Charef’s film sat at a threshold 
and came to embody both thematic and aesthetic elements common to early banlieue film. 
Namely, as Will Higbee has noted, the characters ‘combined with a realist esthetic that 
employed the alienating architecture of the housing estates to reflect the exclusion felt by 
the film’s youthful protagonists’ (2007: 39).

To periodize banlieue film, Carole Milleliri moves forward by decades, affirming that the 
1980s marks the moment when a film de banlieue (a banlieue film), which was not merely a 
film en banlieue (a film in the banlieue), emerged. She locates ‘un ensemble de long-métrages 
de fiction, montrant les spécificités à la fois sociales et ethniques des banlieues françaises’ 
(Milleliri, 2011: 311).2 Films set in the banlieues existed well before the 1980s and so, while 
location has often oriented the conceptualization of banlieue film, this alone is insufficient, 
as such conceptualization requires a critical discourse, one which often originates in the 
popular press and gets refracted through expert and scholarly commentary. In this way, 
Milleliri defines her periodization through critical reception, pointing out that while this first 
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set of films garnered interest and acclaim, they were not referenced in terms of the banlieue 
(2011: 315); rather, many of them, including Charef’s film, were included within the category 
of Beur film. Most film histories of banlieue film begin with Mathieu Kassovitz’s La Haine 
(1995) for the reason that it was discussed critically as such, both in its immediate reception 
by the popular press and the viewing public, as well as in subsequent film review issues.3 It 
belongs to a second wave of films released in the 1990s in which common elements include 
social disaffection of male characters; the cité-scape, fast-paced confrontations between 
youth and figures of authority; the cultural markers of rap, hip-hop and verlan. Critical dis-
course secured the bounds and typology of banlieue film in the 1990s, making films like La 
Haine, Bye bye (Dridi, 1994), Etat des lieux (Richet, 1995), Hexagone (Chibane, 1994), Raï (Gilou, 
1995), and Ma 6-T va crack-er (Richet, 1997) emblematic.

Chibane and Chibane note that this wave of banlieue films released over the years 1994–95 
represented only 5% of national filmic production. By 2002, there had been no change in 
the proportion of banlieue films. They attribute this to their socio-political themes and French 
society’s resistance to them: ‘Si ces films créent un malaise, c’est parce qu’ils représentent un 
espace de la société qui n’est pas représenté politiquement’ (2003: 37). Chibane and Chibane 
point out that such questions as economic integration, social mobility and cultural differ-
ences raised by banlieue films went unanswered by political leaders, as no political party 
was prepared to grapple with them (2003: 38). They conclude pessimistically, noting that 
one of the functions of cinema, ‘témoigner de son temps’ (bearing witness to its times), was 
destined to be lost. They predicted that banlieue-committed social drama would struggle 
to find interlocutors and spectators.

Interestingly, the twenty-first century has seen the ‘centre’ of banlieue film shifting; in this 
way, its diversification could be seen to contradict what some feared would be its ghettoi-
zation. Two concurrent trends have taken part in its diversification: mainstreaming in some-
what paradoxical juxtaposition with guerrilla film-making. As we will see, they work in 
different directions and also tend to ally themselves with comedy (mainstreaming) and 
drama (guerrilla film-making), respectively. Further, in addition to privileging the drama, 
guerrilla film-making renews with the type of social and committed cinema that shows its 
times.

Will Higbee has examined how film-makers of Maghrebi origin have entered the French 
filmic establishment through ‘mainstreaming’. As criteria for mainstreaming, Higbee includes 
financing, distribution and audience numbers (2013: 31–35) as well as a set of cinematic 
practices, which is to say using conventional ‘editing, lighting, narrative conventions, sound 
design, and genre’ (28). While mainstreaming pertains to a wider field of analysis in Higbee’s 
study, it includes banlieue film, and particularly comedies set in the banlieues, which appear 
to mainstream more readily than banlieue dramas.4 In an article that overlaps with the ques-
tion of mainstreaming, Alec Hargreaves notes that the vast majority of mainstreamed films 
with lead postcolonial minority actors have been comedies and ‘films de divertissement’ 
(entertainment films) (2003: 131). These films have mainstreamed more readily than the 
other two categories that he considers, ‘cinéma de la fracture’ (cinema focusing on social 
divides) and film focusing on racial and ethnic identities. This connects to the fact that filling 
comedic roles has gone hand in hand with integrated and colour-blind casting in which 
actors of colour began filling roles written with no preference for race or ethnicity (Hargreaves, 
2003: 127). Hargreaves asks if this is tantamount to the actors’ full-fledged incorporation into 
the film establishment, or if, because the actors’ race and ethnicity were abstracted in these 
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films, the films could be seen as what some film critics and scholars would refer to as instances 
of ‘whitewashing’.5 Despite concluding on a positive note in which he references the pro-
gressive inclusion of actors of colour in the French film establishment, Hargreaves does point 
to the continued typecasting of male actors of colour into socially disadvantaged roles as 
well as to the penury of roles for female actresses of colour.

Meanwhile, with wider access to digital media, a group of young French film-makers has 
rerouted the film school circuit and has instead taken to the streets to learn the art of 
film-making. They have done so with a heightened level of commitment and a desire to 
reclaim representation. In a Télérama article entitled ‘Vingt ans après “La Haine”, les cités, 
toujours grandes absentes des écrans’, Aurélien Ferenczi (2015) casts a pessimistic light on 
the way in which the banlieues have ostensibly been relegated to comedies or television 
series since La Haine: ‘La banlieue est désormais un décor pour des comédies (une partie 
d’Intouchables, De l’autre côté du périph) ou des séries télé (Braquo), mais le quotidien de ceux 
qui l’habitent n’est guère plus montré’ [The banlieues are now a set for comedies (part of 
Intouchables, De l’autre côté du périph) or TV series (Braquo), but the daily life of those living 
there is no longer shown]. The article laments the way in which banlieue films depicting their 
times, and more specifically the daily life of banlieue residents, have fallen away. Guerrilla 
film-making provides a correction that in its essence counterbalances mainstreaming. In a 
sidebar on guerrilla film-making in the same article, Rachid Djaïdani affirms: ‘Si le cinéma 
classique ne se déplace plus trop en banlieue, il arrive que la banlieue prenne elle-même 
son image en main’. Djaïdani specifically references and lauds Pascal Tessaud’s Brooklyn as a 
guerrilla film that was filmed ‘on the fly’.

I interviewed Djaïdani as his Rengaine (2012a) was set to be released to movie theatres 
and he tied the then-emergent wave of guerrilla film-making to cinematic production by 
film-makers of colour. Referring to Donoma (Carrénard, 2010) and Rue des cités (May & 
Zouhani, 2011), he explained: ‘Mais il y a un nouveau cinéma qui est en train de débarquer, 
avec de nouvelles gueules, et puis en même temps, aujourd’hui, il se trouve que les trois 
films qui percutent, c’est deux Arabes, une Française et un Noir, et qui sont pas du tout dans 
le registre des écoles, etc.’ (Djaïdani, 2012b). We can now add African Gangster (Zadi, 2010) 
and Vole comme un papillon (Maldhé, 2012) to this list. What brings this wave of contemporary 
film-making together is that it lives outside of established film institutions, networks and 
pathways. With no licence to film from the Centre national du cinéma et de l’image animée, 
the films have been shot in unlicensed spaces, often with non-professional actors and with 
no distributor. What is more, the autodidactic directors had to finance these film projects 
either in large part or completely, sometimes having recourse to crowdfunding. Part of 
Donoma’s intrigue and marketing was Djinn Carrénard’s assertion that he made this film for 
150 Euros.

Ironically, these same financial constraints also translate to enhanced artistic freedom. 
What emerges is a new-look cinema that depends upon a significant amount of outdoor 
filming and hand-held cameras that capture motion and movement. As regards choice ‘loca-
tions’ for filming, they are most often de-centred spaces, including the banlieues. Djaïdani 
concluded the 2012 interview by emphasizing the impetus behind guerrilla film-making: 
‘De ne pas être prisonnier du canon dans lequel aujourd’hui le cinéma respire. Et regarde, 
dans mon film, il y a pas de gens bankable, il y a pas d’acteur et pourtant il y a la vérité, il y 
a une vérité en tous les cas’. Here truth and authenticity occupy the fore. In this way, guerrilla 
film can be seen to have a disruptive quality to the mainstream; it opposes conventional 
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means of film-making and distribution; it dwells in drama; in its contemporary iteration, it 
features actors of colour in narratives reinvesting in everyday life, real time, and their times.

Considering gender in banlieue film

A key point of note with respect to the diversification of banlieue film concerns a gradual 
pulling away from its male-centeredness. With the exception of Malik Chibane’s Hexagone 
(1994) and Douce France (1995), female characters did not occupy lead roles in banlieue film 
until the turn of the twenty-first century.6 Milleliri identifies eight films that put a wedge in 
the typology of banlieue film by introducing lead female roles: ‘Ce changement jugé provi-
dentiel provoquerait des mutations formelles, qui modifieraient le discours idéologique du 
cinéma de banlieue’ (320). She notes how the press attributed ‘une énergie positive’ (318) to 
female characters in such films as La Squale (Genestal, 2000), L’Esquive (Kechiche, 2003), 
Voisins, voisines (Chibane, 2005), Des poupées et des anges (Hamdi, 2008), which in turn 
depicted the cités in a different light, ‘non plus seulement comme des espaces d’oppression 
(même si elles ne cessent pas de l’être), mais aussi comme le terreau d’une possible éman-
cipation culturelle et sociale, cependant réservées aux femmes’ (318). These new characters/
roles breathed new life into banlieue film, and the genre extended and transmuted. In other 
words, gender could be seen to have bended the category of banlieue film, and Milleliri calls 
henceforth for more attention to it.

Indeed, gender surfaces as an important conceptual lens through which to evaluate the 
evolution of banlieue film. On the one hand, this concerns characterization and, on the other, 
the actresses themselves. As to the first, Carrie Tarr (2005) contributes to this discussion with 
an intervention on Samia (Faucon, 2000) and La Squale (Génestal, 2000). She points out that 
while both are ‘white male-authored films’ (111), this does not detract from how the films 
depict compelling cases of girl power. Tarr aptly names ‘the legacy of colonial stereotyping’ 
(112) as a challenging dynamic confronting ethnic minority female characters in mainstream 
French cinema. In outside spaces, they are often depicted as ‘transgressive’ and ‘sexualised’, 
while interior views show them to be ‘victims’ of a patriarchal order. They are caught in a 
lose–lose scenario. Despite all of this being at play in the films Tarr studies, she captures how 
the female protagonists are ‘heroines capable of rescuing themselves’ (121), noting how this 
sometimes depends upon female solidarity with other ethnic minority female characters.

When race and ethnicity intersect with gender in the case of actresses of colour in France, 
a potent intersectionality emerges, but one that has been largely invisible on screen in the 
case of black female actresses. In a broad assessment of the prevalence of minority actors 
and actresses at the turn of the twenty-first century, André Videau captured the disparity in 
number between black and Maghrebi-French actors and actresses, noting ‘[la] faible 
représentation des acteurs d’origine africaine ou antillaise (huit Blacks contre trente-trois 
Beurs)’ [a small presence of actors of African or Caribbean origins (eight blacks compared to 
thirty-three actors of Maghrebi origins)] (in Hargreaves, 2003: 129). As for black actresses in 
France, they have held fewer lead roles than both black actors and Maghrebi-French actresses. 
Mentioned above, La Squale, starring Esse Larson, stands out as the lone exception of a 
banlieue film featuring a black actress.

To this last point, for the first time in its 41-year-history, the 2016 edition of the Césars in 
France saw the Best New Actress award attributed to Zita Hanrot, who starred in Philippe 
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Faucon’s Fatima (2015), a film set in a Lyonnais banlieue that shows the parallel, and yet 
distanced, lives of a mother, Fatima, and her two daughters.7

Jusqu’ici, le palmarès des César s’était surtout distingué par son entre-soi, ignorant la diversité. 
Ainsi, de 1976 à 2000, en appuyant des statistiques tenues par le Conseil représentatif des 
associations noires, on ne compte parmi les nominés ou récompensés aucun acteur issu de la 
diversité. Mais à partir du début des années 2000, les choses ont commencé à évoluer doucement 
pour la diversité dans son ensemble, quoique très peu pour les acteurs noirs, et encore moins 
pour les actrices noires. En ce sens, ce prix attribué à Zita Hanrot constitue véritablement une 
première historique. (Kongo, 2016)

This historical first sheds light on the fact that for black actors, and particularly black actresses, 
screen acting has been and remains difficult to access.8 Here it is important to note in passing 
that Hanrot plays a Maghrebi-French character, which in some way continues to complicate 
the question of race and ethnicity in banlieue film. Born to a black Jamaican mother and a 
white French father, Hanrot’s mixed-race origins give her an appearance of someone of 
Arabo-Maghrebi origins.

Two 2014 feature films respond to the penury of black female lead roles, Céline Sciamma’s 
Bande de filles, and Pascal Tessaud’s Brooklyn.9 Although she identifies as a lesbian, Sciamma 
does not refer to herself as a lesbian film-maker, but as with her previous two films, Naissance 
des pieuvres (2006) and Tomboy (2010), in Bande de filles, Sciamma explores female coming-
of-age with particular concern for moveable gender and sexual identities. Sciamma’s expe-
rience at Paris’ renowned FEMIS film school and his status as a protégée of Xavier Beauvais 
clearly influence Bande de filles. We could see Tessaud’s Brooklyn as also having a unique 
auteuristic signature, but one that aligns with guerrilla film-making.10 Both films were 
screened at the 2014 edition of the Cannes Film Festival: Bande de filles opened the Directors’ 
Fortnight; and Brooklyn was premiered through the Association du cinéma indépendant 
pour sa diffusion (ACID). Although travelling in different cinematic directions, these films, 
both of which could be characterized as coming-of-age films — a narrative structure com-
mon in banlieue film — emphasizing the toughness of their female protagonists who bend 
gender norms and expectations. In both cases, the female characters inhabit male-normed 
microcosms, a girl gang in Bande de filles and the world of hip-hop in Brooklyn.11

In an interview with ACID about his film, Tessaud indicated that he had developed the 
script at a workshop where he drafted a male lead role: ‘Les intervenants de l’atelier m’ont 
poussé dans mes retranchements et m’ont conseillé de changer le sexe du personnage. Je 
me suis donc dit qu’il serait original de faire un film sur un personnage féminin dans un 
milieu hip-hop masculin’ (in Pasquier, 2014). Tessaud spent months in search of a performing 
female rapper in France who could fill the role; finding none, he came across a video of Swiss 
rapper KT Gorique as she performed for the Free-Style Championship ‘End of the Week’ in 
New York City and approached her for his film. She had never before acted.

Sciamma had similar difficulty when she began auditioning for Bande de filles; she visited 
professional agencies, but quickly turned to local cultural centres and schools as possible 
venues to recruit new talent. Ultimately, she and her team approached lead actress Karidja 
Touré (as well as Touré’s co-actresses, Assa Sylla, Lindsay Karamoh, and Mariétou Touré) at 
the Foire du Trône, an amusement park that attracts youth from Paris and its banlieue, and 
convinced her to pursue the role. In the end, the female cast was made up of non-profes-
sionals, whereas the male roles in Bande de filles were filled by professionals, confirming 
Kongo’s earlier assertion. Add to this Touré’s assertion that black adolescents in France do 
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not watch French films and are fundamentally cut off from French cinematic production and 
culture, preferring American films that feature black characters. When all four actresses were 
interviewed at Cannes, they enthusiastically endorsed Lupita Nyong’o as their favourite 
actress (Fenêtre sur Cannes). In this way, the reference set for black actresses in France is yet 
to be drawn up.

About screening her cast, Sciamma emphasized how she sought to move away from 
tokenism, or having a lone character stand for or stand in for diversity:

One of the central ideas of my film-making and this project is to show faces and bodies that we 
never see on screen. Generally when these types of personalities are represented on screen, 
it’s not to focus on the character but more so a kind of grand gesture showcasing them as part 
of a certain diversity. This movie isn’t about diversity, but exclusiveness: The male and female 
actors are exclusively coloured. (Press Kit. Girlhood)

Bande de filles features an all-black cast, one never seen in a French feature film. It goes 
against the grain of integrated and colour-blind casting. While in Bande de filles, race cannot 
be abstracted, the film ultimately turns more on gender norms and expectations, expressions 
of femininity and masculinity, and the protagonist’s ability to cross over and between these, 
which we see Marieme do when she plays American football, joins a girl gang after being 
dismissed from her high school, competes in girl fights, cross-dresses, and assumes a deci-
sion-making and dominant position in her emotional and sexual relationship with her 
boyfriend.
Gender norms and relations in the banlieues have been a topic of discussion and debate 
with increasing regularity over the last decade.12 Through the lens of the media and political 
discourse, they are often rendered in terms of a ‘war of the sexes’. This opposite positioning 
of the sexes creates rifts and obstacles, and in the eyes of some, a smokescreen for the social 
problems facing the banlieues and their inhabitants (high school drop-out rate, unemploy-
ment, single families, lived habitat, lack of public transporation). French sociologist Nacira 
Guénif-Souilamas has done some of the most probing work in this area. Interestingly, in ‘The 
Other French Exception: Virtuous Racism and the War of the Sexes in Postcolonial France’, 
she begins by citing a positive instance of French exceptionalism — the French film industry, 
which has been kept intact in the face of Hollywood and its seemingly universal appeal 
through cultural integrity and subsidies. Then she turns to a negative example of the same 
French exceptionalism: ‘the spread of a “virtuous,” partially unwitting, racism through the 
belief, which is gaining currency in France, that there is an ongoing war between the sexes 
in the disadvantaged suburbs’ (2006: 34). She cites the feminist republican organization Ni 
Putes Ni Soumises as having reinforced this, and points to how their logic segregates the 
banlieues that are already divided into two parts, resulting in a double displacement that 
makes them appear unassimilable. Further, the ‘war of the sexes’ in the banlieues oversim-
plifies the complex web of human relations and the many ways of being male and female 
in any context.

It could be interesting to pair Guénif-Souilamas’ examples of a positive and negative form 
of French exceptionalism: could French film not be a powerful location to disrupt the repub-
licanism that can be seen to fuel a war of the sexes in the banlieues? While Sciamma’s film 
could be seen to play into this war of the sexes as it reverts in some instances to stereotypical 
portrayal of male–female relations (although I would argue that Marieme’s constant move-
ment between female and male codes complicates this), Tessaud’s film challenges ‘the war 
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of the sexes’ overtly when one of the female rappers in Brooklyn takes the microphone and 
talks back to it, referencing ‘the war of the sexes’ as coming from on high:

Moi je suis peinée de penser que mes frères doivent payer sans avoir fauté / Leur seule faute 
pourrait être d’être nés / D’une couleur pas admise, d’une culture peu requise, d’une education 
malacquise / Pour eux, aucune erreur n’est premise / Moi, je me permets de réclamer une égal-
ité, de clamer notre fraternité, et d’acclamer la liberté / Je suis ivre des paroles qui viennent du 
haut de la hiérarchie.

This is not to say that the film is not tension-filled and that the sexes cohabit in perfect har-
mony. But in Brooklyn, male–female friendship, mentorship and collaboration contradict the 
‘war of the sexes’; in this regard, some of the strongest filmic moments arise when males 
and females rap in turn on a shared stage.13

Brooklyn as guerrilla film and committed social drama

As Brooklyn begins, we follow Coralie, a young Swiss rapper who goes by the stage name 
‘Brooklyn’, as she leaves home for Paris after a particularly demoralizing performance in 
which the audience hisses her off stage. In France, she finds work as a cook at a neighbour-
hood centre in Saint Denis, where she also intersects with the rap and hip-hop scene. Both 
the banlieue environment and hip-hop prove familiar to Tessaud, who identifies himself as 
a product of the working class and as a film-maker seeking to represent the vitality and 
artistic verve in les quartiers populaires. As a result of his background in a family of modest 
means and growing up in a housing project in the Parisian banlieue, Tessaud says he disposes 
of little cultural capital (Pasquier), which compels him to imagine and conceive of film-making 
outside of mainstream film-making channels, networks and traditions. Before Brooklyn, 
Tessaud’s filmography consisted of four made-for-TV documentaries on hip-hop and urban 
cultures as well as four short films including La Ville lumière (2012). He has since made a long 
documentary film Beatbox, boom bap autour du monde (2015) that returns to his theme of 
predilection, music in the urbanscape.14

Citing film-makers Loach, Renoir, Carpita, Pialat and Kechiche, Tessaud situates Brooklyn 
between fiction and documentary (Pasquier), which might explain in part why the film has 
been characterized as ‘authentic’. In an interview he filmed and produced, Tessaud features 
Marc Levin, an iconic film-maker in the hip-hop drama genre for Slam (1997), which won 
Cannes’ Caméra d’or in 1998. The Brooklyn-born film-maker returns several times to the 
‘authenticity’ of Brooklyn:

What really stunned me first is this young actress who’s never been in a movie before, such 
naturalism, so real, and authentic [emphasis mine] [...] The other part of Brooklyn which really 
touched me is, I guess what years ago used to be called ‘neorealism’, now it’s very much a part 
of the American independent cinema [...] being out on the streets, working with real people, 
combining scripted ideas with what’s really happening. It comes down to something I would 
call authenticity [emphasis mine]. (Les Enfants de la dalle, 2015)

Levin further ties this authenticity into what the viewer can learn from the film by ‘get[ing] 
inside to what the projects are like’ (Les Enfants de la dalle, 2015). For him, Brooklyn provides 
a visual language that people outside of France do not otherwise see.

For his part, Hollywood Reporter journalist Stephen Dalton (2014) compares Brooklyn to 
Bande de filles, noting a greater degree of realia as well as more authenticity in the former: 
‘Brooklyn premiered in the independent ACID sidebar in Cannes last week and feels like a 
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grittier cousin of Celine Sciamma’s music-heavy girl-gang drama Girlhood, which screened 
to great acclaim in the Directors’ Fortnight section. Tessaud’s film is much less polished than 
Sciamma’s yet also more authentic’. Bande de filles and Brooklyn evince contrasting cine-
matography and aesthetic choices. Whereas Sciamma is a formalist who makes calculated 
and deliberate choices about colour, composition and choreography, Tessaud relies on what 
is naturally occurring and spontaneous.

It is safe to say that when film critics and viewers leverage the notion of authenticity, they 
often adjoin cinematic realism to it, an aesthetic associated with banlieue film from the 
outset. Brooklyn stays true to cinematic realism, but Tessaud pushes it still further, in part as 
a result of the constraints imposed by guerrilla film-making and the digital 5D camera that 
he used, which dons a real, urgent and less calculated look to the film. Interestingly, a debate 
around realism and its allied artistic sincerity gets leveraged within the film through the 
concept of ‘falsch’, which translated from German means ‘fake’ or ‘false’. Its main critic is Yazid, 
a social worker-cum-music manager who works in the same neighbourhood centre where 
Coralie has employment, and who uses hip-hop as a means of connecting to the Saint Denis 
youth who frequent the centre.

Early on in the film, during a rap writing workshop led by Yazid, tension surfaces when 
Yazid approaches the gangsta-style rapper Issa, suggesting that Issa’s lyrics are vacuous. 
Through their conversation, they debate schools of rap and their inherent implications:

Issa:  Pour toi, c’est quoi la frontière entre le rap game et le rap conscient?

Yazid:  Tu habites à côté d’une piscine avec des [—] et des filles en slip avec des billets que tu 
me lances? Par contre la misère sociale des quartiers dans lesquels on a grandi, celle-là 
tu la connais. Les mères toutes seules avec plusieurs gamins qui galèrent pour les éléver, 
ça tu le connais.

While Yazid claims that Issa has no obligation to partake in conscious rap, he nonetheless 
reminds Issa of his background and the social conditions facing those living in the quartiers. 
He suggests that Issa does have a responsibility to them and goes further in aligning Issa 
with inauthenticity — being untrue to who he is and where he grew up:

Yazid:  C’est quoi ce texte, cette imitation, ce flow?

Issa:  C’est de la nouveauté. Je ramène de la la fraîcheur, c’est du futur.

Yazid:  C’est du falsch ça – tu es fabriqué en Chine. Tu me fais quoi? Tu copies qui là, Booba?

Issa:  C’est toi, tu restes dans le passé, tu es bloqué.

Yazid:  Tu fais semblant. Tu n’es pas sincère.
The two will soon part ways, and Issa will find a new manager, as they cannot reconcile their 
views on rap. Issa and Coralie will confront each other on much the same terms.

Ultimately, Coralie, who has already shown an inclination for conscious rap, will tie her 
lyrics to an affirmation of her female identity: ‘Je suis qu’à mi-chemin, je suis moins imposante 
/ Ils confondent texte et free-style / Pour eux c’est frime et gros cul / Dites leur de la boucler, 
de se lever / Quand j’entre dans la pièce, Professeur Brooklyn / La pro est une femme pour 
donner des cours de / Rattrapage à ces profanes’. Here she locates her position as one of 
being ‘half-way in-between’ as a female in the male-centred world of rap and hip-hop, but 
she cautions against seeing her as small in stature. What motivates Coralie to pursue rap 
more forcefully is her failed attempt at a relationship with Issa. She will target the inconsist-
encies in male speech and action, as well as in political speech and action, often pairing 
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them. Once again, authenticity resonates as a guiding principle, as Coralie falls in line with 
Yazid and seeks his counsel and guidance.

Male and female rappers take turns with the microphone in improvised live performances 
in Brooklyn. In the first of these, the crowd roars with pleasure, and Yazid challenges, ‘Qui a 
dit qu’on ne sait pas lire et écrire à Saint Denis?’ (Who says we don’t know how to read and 
write in Saint Denis?). In her appearance, Coralie first attacks politicians for their insincerity, 
‘les faux semblants, et la mort de nos beaux jours’ / ‘on nous malmène, nouveaux colons’. 
Despite this attempt to take over the quartiers where they live, she asserts that the quartiers 
belong to them and only them. She concludes this verbal attack suggesting that a day of 
reckoning approaches, and then moves on to denounce rappers of the gangsta style. 
Specifically, Coralie targets them for not respecting women and not staying ‘clean’. She con-
cludes in the same way as she did for the politicians, suggesting they will have to be held 
accountable for their lyrics. In the second stage performance, still more ‘real’ than the first 
in that it was a previously planned hip-hop event that KT Gorique joined during the film 
shoot, Coralie attacks limited opportunity for blacks: ‘les portes sont fermées / barricadées 
de cadenas / Pourquoi les Noirs sont foutus? / Quand je serai grande, je comprendrai’. No 
one is spared in her ranging critique that covers male–female relations, political ineptness, 
social mobility and rap with no message. In the film’s final sequence, Coralie appears behind 
the sound box with Yazid as a female rapper with whom she has been working takes over 
the microphone.

When he made the switch from featuring a male to a female rap artist, Tessaud unearthed 
what has prototypically been the male-centred stage of rap and hip-hop and handed it over 
to girl power. In following Coralie as she situates herself and positions her rap, Tessaud 
explores the concept of ‘falsch’ in relation to the version of conscious rap to which he has 
committed his filmography. While some schools of cinema reject authenticity as contrary to 
art, guerrilla film-making extends and deepens it. And although it is not a preferred choice 
to work in the margins to complete an artistic vision, guerrilla film-making like Tessaud’s 
offers among other things a necessary, uncensored and unclichéd perspective. In Tessaud’s 
lens, he shows a Saint Denis full of hope, friendship and shared projects as well as rage, 
rivalries and dreams deferred. It is real. In this, Brooklyn could be seen to promote and return 
to the very sort of banlieue-committed social drama that Chibane and Chibane feared would 
become extinct.

Looking ahead to banlieue film

It is not the case the female roles have been excluded from banlieue film. In fact, Milleliri 
cautions that a full view of female characters in banlieue film would show them to have been 
present since the outset, primarily in roles as mothers, sisters and daughters (317). While 
being attentive to how this division into primary male roles and secondary female roles 
might lead to reinforcing the view of the banlieues as male-centred and male-dominant, it 
is important to recognize that the female characters have played a part in banlieue film since 
its inception. As to how these roles have evolved, what we find in the case of the black female 
leads in Brooklyn and Bande de filles are protagonists on new ground as they each must 
become their own heroine. The actresses themselves are on new ground with no training 
or precedent to follow. The films themselves break new ground. The question remains: what 
mark will these films leave on French film and on the conceptualization of banlieue film? Do 
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they signal a turn away from integrated and colour-blind casting and renewed attention for 
race and ethnicity? Will the intersectionality of black and female take further hold in film 
and gain more visibility generally in France?It is of course too soon to tell, but it seems as 
though banlieue film has come of age as it has become more inclusive of different genres 
and modes of film-making, in the same timeframe as it has become inclusive of gender. In 
a recent La Croix article, Clara Delente (2017) features a series of films and television shows 
produced since La Haine, thereby contradicting the Télérama article lamenting the absence 
in visual culture of the banlieues since the 1995 cult film: L’Esquive (Abdellatif Kechiche, 2003); 
La Commune (Abdel Raouf Dafri, mini series, 2007); Aicha (Yamina Benguigui, mini series, 
2008–12); Rue des cités (Carine May & Hakim Zouhani, 2011); La Désintégration (Philippe 
Faucon, 2011); Bande de filles; Brooklyn; Swagger (Olivier Babinet, 2016); Divines (Houda 
Benyamina, 2016); Vers la tendresse (Alice Diop, 2016). Represented in her list are an equal 
number of female and male film-makers; a growing presence of female film-makers of colour; 
a combination of documentary, fiction and docufiction; and both dramas and dramatic mini 
series. No longer a narrow genre as it might have been seen originally, banlieue film now 
encompasses more filmic ground.

Interestingly, it appears as though banlieue film may be shifting in emphasis from place 
to people. In a Bondy Blog / Libération article, Claire Diao (2015) writes about the intentions 
among a set of new directors: ‘Autodidactes du cinéma mais néanmoins diplômés (du BEP 
au Bac+5, voire agrégés), ils ne veulent pas filmer “la banlieue” mais bien ceux qui y vivent, 
loin des “clichés” que le cinéma de l’Hexagone projette sur ce territoire fantasmé’. Diao groups 
these directors as ‘La Double Vague’ in reference to the pressure they place on ‘rive-gauche’ 
French cinema as well as to the ‘double culture’ seen in the banlieues or quartiers populaires 
where the directors grew up. Their filmic projects, many of which could be characterized as 
guerrilla films, appear to be more human than spatially centred. This echoes how Djaïdani 
characterized the purpose of Rengaine in our interview. When I asked him if he had inten-
tionally sought to represent different facets of the city of Paris, he answered: ‘Je voulais 
surtout montrer les faces de Paris, les gueules quoi. Moi, dès l’instant où je soulève un stylo, 
ou une caméra, c’est déjà un acte politique. Et le fait de pouvoir montrer tous les gens que 
je côtoie, tout le temps au quotidien’ (I wanted to show the faces of Paris — people’s faces. 
For me, from the very moment that I pick up a pen or camera, it’s a political act. It gives me 
the power to show all the people I frequent in my day-to-day life). Ultimately, these film-mak-
ers are as interested in the visibility of people as they are in location; it seems as though they 
are working toward the same end of creating a more inclusive visual culture in France. Given 
this, banlieue film in its diversity will continue to play a vital role not only in showing the 
banlieues, but perhaps most especially in showing new face/s of French cinema.

Notes

1  From the outset, the category of banlieue film has pertained semantically to the banlieues 
défavorisées, not to the banlieues broadly writ. The category is focused and exclusive in this 
regard.

2  Milleliri’s definition of banlieue film aligns with similar definitions in Higbee (2007, 2013), 
Hargreaves (2003) and Tarr (2005).

3  See, for instance, Jousse (1995a) and (1995b); and Tobin (1995).
4  Among his film set, Higbee identifies 11/13 films as mainstreamed comedies. Through Higbee’s 

case study of director Djamel Bensalah, son of Algerian immigrants and a native of Saint Denis, 
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it becomes clear that banlieue comedies such as Le Ciel, les oiseaux et ... ta mère (1999), Le Raid 
(2002), Il était une fois dans l’oued (2005), and Beur sur la ville (2011) are rarely exclusively set 
in the banlieues. Rather, they use the banlieue-scape as a backdrop or a starting point toward 
other locations. This is also true of recent comedies Les Intouchables (Nakache & Tolendo, 2011), 
De l’autre côté du périph (Charhon, 2012), L’Ascension (Bernard, 2017) that juxtapose a banlieue 
location against a another location — whether central Paris or Mount Everest.

5  See, for example, Cervulle (2013), Derfou (2009) and Quemener (2009) on the whitewashing of 
race and ethnicity in the French entertainment industry.

6  An important exception to this is Zaïda Ghorab-Volta, whose film Jeunesse dorée (2002) is often 
overlooked. For instance, Milleliri does not mention the film. Meanwhile, Higbee affirms that 
Ghorab-Volta’s film was the first banlieue film shot by a Maghrebi-French female director, and as 
such it ‘redress[ed] the absence of a female perspective, that, until recently, has been part and 
parcel of the banlieue film’ (Higbee, 2007: 42). He further notes that by handing the camera over 
to her protagonists, who leave their cité with the goal of photographing lived environments 
similar to the cités in the countryside, ‘Ghorab-Volta reflects upon her own position as a woman 
director working within the banlieue filmmaking tradition’ (42).

7  Philippe Faucon’s filmography includes other important banlieue films, namely Samia (2000), 
Dans la vie (2008) and La Désintégration (2011).

8  Bande de fille’s Karidja Touré was nominated for Best New Actress at the 2015 César Awards. 
Omar Sy was the first black actor to win a César, Best Actor, for his lead role in Les Intouchables 
(Nakache & Toledano, 2011).

9  The experience of black French women holds particular interest and weight at present in 
visual culture in France. This includes two recent documentary film projects of particular note: 
Amandine Gay’s Ouvrir la voix (2016) and Kaytie Nielsen and Mame-Fatou Niang’s Mariannes 
noires (2016).

10  Ginette Vincendeau (2015) raises the question of whether filming the banlieues constitutes 
auteuristic appropriation on the part of some directors: ‘Like Jacques Tati, Jean-Luc Godard 
or Jean-Claude Brisseau before him Kechiche [Abdellatif ] appropriates the banlieue to his 
auteuristic vision. This is also what Céline Sciamma does with the latest, high-profile banlieue 
film, Girlhood’ (2015: 27). She bases the debate on reception in France on Girlhood (reception 
in the USA and UK, for instance, was more consistently favourable and enthusiastic): ‘Cinephile 
and mainstream reviewers admired the charismatic performances by the non-professional cast 
and the originality of the mise-en-scène, while ideological critics indicated the film as the racist, 
exoticising fantasy of a privileged white filmmaker’ (27). Whether the film is an example of 
cultural appropriation will no doubt continue to generate debate and difference of opinion.

11  Two years after Brooklyn and Bande de filles, Houda Benyamina’s Divines (2016) took Cannes by 
storm. When Benyamina won the 2016 Caméra d’or at Cannes, her acceptance speech made its 
mark. Feminist, activist, founder of 1000 Visages, a cultural association designed to assist and 
promote new talent in the seventh art in the banlieues [of note, Divines depended upon 20 youth 
who had been associated with 1000 Visages (La Croix)], the speech affirmed the place of women 
filmmakers, ‘Cannes, c’est aussi notre place à nous! Cannes est à nous, à nous les femmes!’. 
When Benyamina founded 1000 Visages, she declared French cinema to be ‘blanc, bourgeois et 
misogyne’. She clearly unsettled this with big wins for her film and her lead actresses at the 2017 
Césars: it garnered Best First Film, Best Female Hopeful for lead Oulaya Amamra (Benyamina’s 
younger sister) and Best Female Supporting Role for Deborah Lukumuena.

12  See more on this in Guénif-Souilamas and Macé (2004) and also Mack (2017), which continues 
along the same lines but further complexifies them by introducing sexuality and gay culture.

13  Alice Diop has contributed a very important visual piece to debunking the ‘war of the sexes’ 
with her documentary film Vers la tendresse (2016), which won the 2017 César for Best Short 
Film. About it, Diop has said, ‘Pour m’aider à y réfléchir, j’ai réuni à La Courneuve quatre jeunes 
hommes, avec lesquels j’ai échangé autour de leur vie intime. J’avais apporté une caméra, afin 
de conserver une trace de nos conversations comme l’aurait fait un dictaphone. Je n’imaginais 
pas que ce qu’ils me diraient serait aussi bouleversant; que la matière de mon film serait là’. (in 



88   L. REECK

Diao, 2015). The film debunks male–female relations in banlieues as seen through the terms of 
the ‘war of the sexes’; it recasts them in terms of hope, love and exchange.

14  Brooklyn is also a hip-hop drama. It resonates with Abd Al Malik’s adapted autobiography 
Qu’Allah bénisse la France (also of 2014) whose primary location is the cité of Neuhof outside of 
Strasbourg. In terms of a genealogy of French hip-hop films, it could also backdate to La Haine 
(Kassovitz, 1995), and it would include recent films such as Tour de France (Djaïdani, 2016), La 
Fine équipe (Richard-Serrano, 2016), Comme c’est loin (Orlesan and Offenstein, 2015), Max et Lenny 
(Nicolas, 2014). In fact, Milleliri lists rap and hip-hop as formal elements in the banlieue film: ‘Le 
recours à la musique rap, les références au hip-hop et l’emploi d’un langage communautaire 
sont interprétés comme des éléments formels participant à faire de ces films de véritables 
témoignagnes culturels’ (2011: 313–14).
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