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© From feature-length films to documentary shorts, our writers have named their world film favourites of 2021. Composite: PR

From a Somali love story to a deep dive into Congolese rumba,
Guardian writers pick their favourite recent world cinema
releases

Read more: Books that explain the world: Guardian writers'
nonfiction reads of the year

The Democratic Republic of the Congo
The Rumba Kings

The infectious groove, captivating guitar licks and smooth vocals that
inspired jazz in New Orleans, zouk in the French Caribbean and Afrobeats in
Nigeria - and which have just been inscribed into Unesco’s intangible cultural
heritage list - are captured in Peruvian director Alan Brain’s first feature-
length documentary film.

Brain is also a salsa musician and was introduced to rumba by a fellow band
member while he was documenting the humanitarian crises engulfing the
DRC for the UN. What he discovered changed him. “I fell in love with rumba,”
Brain told Peter Krausz of Movie Metropolis, “it began to dawn on me that
there must be a documentary here.”

Starring rumba stalwarts, including Papa Wemba, poet Lutumba Simaro and
Manu Dibango - the artists who popularised rumba internationally and who
died in 2016, 2019 and 2020 respectively - the riveting documentary
concerns itself with Congolese beauty, creativity and resilience. But despite
being stocked with musical sequences, it is not a concert film.

@ 'A love letter to Congolese people': The Rumba Kings, directed by Alan Brain, 2021. Photograph:
Shift Visual Lab

Using archival footage of rumba and the DRC’s colonial era, and
commentaries from rumba scholars, including Antoine Manda Tchebwa and
Lubangi Muniania, Brain traces the rebirth of Congolese people from King
Leopold II’s Congo Free State - which Joseph Conrad is thought to be
referring to in Heart of Darkness when he described “the vilest scramble for
loot that ever disfigured the history of human conscience” - to freedom and
independence in 1960.

In The Rumba Kings, we meet not only the artists, musicians, producers and
lyricists who made rumba the soundtrack of pan-Africanism but also people
such as Le Grand Kallé, Papa Noel, Docteur Nico and Franco who, in the
1950s Belgian Congo, used music - not bullets, bombs or ballots - to end
European colonisation in central and southern Africa. The Rumba Kings is a
love letter to Congolese people.

Vava Tampa, a freelance writer focusing on Africa’s great lakes, decolonisation
and culture
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... we have a small favour to ask. Millions are turning to the Guardian for
open, independent, quality news every day, and readers in 180 countries
around the world now support us financially.

We believe everyone deserves access to information that’s grounded in
science and truth, and analysis rooted in authority and integrity. That’s
why we made a different choice: to keep our reporting open for all readers,
regardless of where they live or what they can afford to pay. This means
more people can be better informed, united, and inspired to take
meaningful action.

In these perilous times, a truth-seeking global news organisation like the
Guardian is essential. We have no shareholders or billionaire owner,
meaning our journalism is free from commercial and political influence -
this makes us different. When it’s never been more important, our
independence allows us to fearlessly investigate, challenge and expose
those in power. Support the Guardian from as little as $1 - it only takes a
minute. If you can, please consider supporting us with a regular amount
each month. Thank you.
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