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SYNOPSIS
TOUMAST – GUITARS AND KALASHNIKOVS retraces a part
of recent history of the Tuaregs. Theirs is a fragmented history
made of suffering, wandering, revolt and injustice - but also of
travel, comfort and hope. Moussa Ag Keyna, ex-rebel and musician, guides us on these chance and complex trajectories.
Born in the valley of Azawagh, on the border of Mali and Niger,
Moussa is today a musician, author and composer of songs. He
lives in Paris and travels through the world, both on tour and
when returning to his family and friends in the land where he
grew up. There he visits familiar places where he scarcely escaped with his life in the 1990s. Back then he was barely twenty
and carried a “Kalash”. Like many other young people of his generation, he was a rebel and determined to liberate his people
from the yoke of the states of Mali and Niger.
During one attack he suffered a serious injury to the leg and saw
several of his brothers-in-arms die. With them he had played the
guitar and sung of the resistance of his folk. Together they had a
name, Toumast, meaning “identity” in Tamashek, the language of
the Tuaregs. After these events, Moussa decided to revive this
group, to prolong the identity of his comrades and, moreover,
that of all his people. He writes, composes and sings so as not to
disappear, so as to continue the battle. Moussa has exchanged
his Kalashnikov for a guitar in the service of the same cause: that
of living freely, without fetters, if they are not those that an individual or a group imposes on his- or itself.
Aminatou, who nowadays sings with Moussa, appears at intervals throughout the film, evoking memories of her childhood,
times when hardship and poverty, illness, rebellion and massacre was all that could be seen on the horizon: a time when
“nothing functioned, everything was sad.” And when she re-

turns to these moments now, images return intact, seared into
her mind for all times.
After 1996 and the return of peace in Mali and Niger, the Tuaregs
made progress. Moussa and Aminatou recorded two records
and travelled from one international music festival to the next.
Back home, life returned to its usual course. The women of Kidal,
in the north of Mali, founded associations to lend assistance to
those most in need and to make their culture flourish. Songs
sung to the tendé rhythm have helped heal wounds.
Then the horizon darkened again in 2006. Violence resurged in
the same region and for virtually the same reasons. TOUMASTGUITARS AND KALASHNIKOVS, filmed in 2008, coincided
with this new page in the difficult history of the Tuaregs. A nurse
from one of the branches of Areva in Niger, a young graduate
and a leader of the revolt in Mali, all three engaged in the armed struggle, give their opinions, displaying from the inside the
difficulties they endure. Now faced with stigmatisation and the
violence of their states, the powers that be and foreign companies struggling between themselves to buy up mineral resources
(oil, gas, uranium), and the infiltration of smuggling bands professing affiliation to Al-Qaeda, the Tuaregs are now, more than ever,
forced into resistance.
In spite of all this, these people lead their lives and get organised.
One woman from Kidal rejoices in a temporary lull and seems to
conjure fate in claiming “It’s all right now”, algher ghas (“peace alone”), as the Tuaregs say. Moussa and Aminatou, for their part, continue the battle with words and music. The sounds of their childhoods, like a ritual, rise and prolong an identity that is always in flux.

STATEMENT BY THE DIRECTOR
DOMINIQUE MARGOT
The art of surviving in the desert with nothing, of oneself being
the only source of shadow, has been forming the inhabitants of
the Sahara, the Tuaregs, for centuries. The blue-clad men are
even now in the West a symbol of freedom, pride and nomadry
– and this is true although the Tuaregs have been weakened
over the last century by colonialism, marginalisation, rebellion
and famine and, moreover, almost lost their identity between the
tensions of traditional and modern life.
In the 90s a rebellion drastically changed their society. Young,
unemployed Tuaregs had gone to Libya in the ’80s to train as
soldiers. There, besides the weapons, they discovered electric
guitars and, along with the spirit of rebellion, brought a new musical style back to the desert: The music of the “Ishumar”.
When in 1996, after years of bloodshed, a peace flame was ignited in Timbuktu and the rebels laid down their arms, their music
became a symbol of reconciliation and reconstruction. Today,
Tuareg bands like „Tinariwen“ and „Toumast“ regularly tour in Europe. The Kalashnikovs had been exchanged for guitars.
A film cries out to be made: A film about the nomads of today,
about the Sahara now, a film about attempts to bring about
peace through culture. But also a film about the interests of various parties that always obstruct this process. Large parts of the
Sahara are now mined for uranium and drilled for oil. Local and
global interests come into conflict. Everywhere where mineral reserves disrupt the old balance, there are uprisings, wars, starving
children and fleeing people.
My first trip took me to the north of Mali, to the Festival au Désert.
Bands like „Tinariwen“, „Oumou Sangare“, „Ali Farka Touré“ and
„Habib Koite“ play there. The festival was founded after the flame
of peace was ignited and it is now a big event. It gave me the

opportunity to get a swift overview of the music-scene there and,
to the rhythm of guitars, I enter into a much more complex reality.
Over the following weeks I accompany the Tuareg musicians to
other meetings near the Algerian border. These are smaller reunions, meant only for the Tuaregs themselves. At around this time
a new rebellion breaks out, this time in Kidal, the capital of the
region in the north of Mali. Lots of inhabitants flee the city into
the surrounding “Campements”, herdsmen-tents with a couple of
sheep, goat and camels. Somewhere in the mountains, a day’s
travel east of Kidal, is the rebels’ base. During the trip we meet
nobody: no herdsmen, no transporters. Only once are we overtaken by a brand-new Toyota SUV driving at a high speed. Here the
desert is pathless, like a huge scree. Everything is coated with
reddish dust that the wind whirls around. The camp surroundings
are pitted with grenade explosions. Night falls, the wind is icy.
The rebels explain to me that the 1996 peace treaty has not been
observed and that the situation amongst the civilian population
has not improved in the last decade. The north of Mali and Niger
are still amongst the poorest areas of the world.
The rebels are termed bandits by the government. Other people
say that the rebellion is only a pretext for business interests, a
strategy to control smuggling. Anything is conceivable, as ever.
It seems to me that within the rebel movement, interests can be
at variance with each other. The rebellion is certainly ideologically motivated. It can, though, become a sort of net for the many
unemployed youths or be exploited by certain leaders to their
own ends. The concatenations of tradition, tribal structure and
historical-cultural mores are hard to see through. The Tuaregs are
close-lipped and never speak directly of a matter. When, during
an interview, I speak to the rebel leader about possible connec-

tions to people from Al-Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb, he refers
to them as “the enemies of all humanity”.
Everything is different, history, culture, thought. The more deeply
I enter into the Sahara, the more I understand that I understand
nothing…
What astonishes me is the pragmatism of the population towards
this new rebellion. Everything seems so close together, everyone
knows each other. Nobody criticises the fact that young people
are once again taking up arms. Nobody shows fear. In spite of
the tense situation, musical sessions are held in the evenings.
Sometimes the young rebels are to be found with the musicians
When I meet Moussa Ag Keyna, ex-rebel and now leader of
the Tuareg band “Toumast”, he is immediately the ideal “guide”
through the film. His music is an extension of the Ishumar music
of the ’90s and is both influenced by the music of the West and
also the trance of traditional Tuareg music. Moussa, a committed
former rebel who, having been wounded, was forced into exile
in Paris, is a bridge between these worlds. His music reunites
what has been divided. Moussa was born in the no-man’s-land
between Mali and Niger. As a typical nomad, he does not belong
to either or both of these countries. His forebears left Timbuktu in the 13th century, he has family in both countries. Moussa
was fifteen when he left his family and went to Libya. Nowadays
he plays the biggest stages of Europe. The herdsboy who was
trained as a rebel is now an important musician. The illiterate
youth who knew nothing but the desert is now someone who
has other means to fight than weapons and who can reach more
people with his music.
I film in Europe with Moussa and his partner and fellow musician,
Aminatou Goumar. They are working on a new CD and playing
shows to large publics. Nonetheless, their thoughts are above all
of the desert, with the rebels and their families. I travel with Moussa to his village on the border between Mali and Niger. Both he
and I have to travel in illegally. On our journey I get to know the
traditional nomad with his camel. We stay a while in a campe-

ment. I listen to the quiet of the night, I hear animals. Everything
is still and yet full of noises. I understand what they have to lose,
what caused Moussa to fight with the rebels. And what the new
rebels of today are fighting for.
I find it interesting to contrast Moussa with a young rebel of the
present. Kamil Khamed has studied. Before joining the new rebel
movement in Niger he ran two internet cafés in the capital. Kamil
is very well read and often quotes Jean Ziegler. His motivation for
joining the rebels has an intellectual foundation.
When watching Kamil guarding the front-line with his comrades
some few kilometres from the uranium mines, I see in my minds’
eye Moussa, a few years back, waiting with his friends in a „Wadi“
(dry riverbed) for the enemy to arrive. None of Moussa’s friends
are alive today.
What occupies my mind is how everything seems to repeat itself.
Back then, Kamil tells me, the rebellion was a question of identity.
The boys were fighting for the right to be Tuaregs. The current
rebellion is to do with mineral resources and for winning the Tuaregs a share.
The Tuaregs lived for centuries without borders. Droughts and
lean years could only be survived due to their ability to cover great distances. When independence was declared in parts of Africa, the Sahara was divided up. But the Tuaregs couldn’t come
to terms with this. Their territory lies between Mali, Niger, Algeria,
Libya and Burkina Faso. Their families are scattered across borders. They are in permanent motion, be it on camels, with cars
or in planes.
It was important to me to make apparent in the film the contrast
between the archaic way of life one comes across in a campement and the western way of life that has also found its way into
the desert. I was impressed on many occasions by how flexibly
the nomads are able to deal with the various epochs and manners of living, how easily they adapt and how, in spite of this,
they keep hold of their structures and hierarchies so as to try to
maintain their “toumast”, their identity. I was interested by how
women approach this because, during the course of the rebel-

lion, most of them came to a new understanding of themselves
whilst living in refugee camps. Since then, they are more strongly
active in the life of their people. They strive for material independence and they, too, have formed bands.
When I came across the group “Tilwat” in Kidal, it was clear to
me that they, too, must have a place in the film. „Tilwat“ was
founded by widows and single mothers. They sing for peace, for
the emancipation of women, inform their audience about AIDS
and malaria. They mix traditional instruments such as the Imzad (violin) and Tende (drum) with Takumbas, song and guitar.
Their music, which provides awareness, has found them a place
amongst local bands.
During research and the various phases of shooting, it occurred
to me that all the Tuaregs I met were “fighting” for something, be
it awareness, schooling, medical treatment, independence, autonomy, a better life, survival… I was impressed by how each of
them was convinced that change is possible and how little cynicism ruled. And this, although the desert has been contaminated
for long periods to come by radioactive waste from the uranium
mines and the smuggle of people and drugs. These are facts,
incidentally, with a direct impact upon us: these people want to
come to us in Europe, the drugs are for us, as is the uranium and
the oil. Africa is not far from Europe, just very different.
In the film I decided to concentrate on the struggle of individuals
and the consequences that it has on the personal lives of the
protagonists: What is the outcome now? Which conclusions are
drawn by each individual from the complex situations and with
which means will they fight for their rights in the future?
Culture or arms? Which has the greatest range? My concern
was to provide a cliché-free view of the many worlds of these
modern nomads. This was only possible thanks to the great availability and integrity of the protagonists and the efforts of the
whole team.

Thanks to Moussa Ag Keyna and his music, moments of great joy
were possible in spite of the sometimes fraught material and the
fragile political situation in his homelands. The trip to his family
in Niger ended with great celebrations. I could experience how
people there neither complain nor give up. Which is why, to me,
it is right that the film should end on this scene – a celebration
of hope.

.

BACKGROUND INFORMATION
BY THE HISTORIAN CHARLES GREMONT
In Tamashek the language of the Tuaregs, Toumast means
“identity”. What is it like to be a Tuareg nowadays? How does
this people of the central Sahara, divided across five states,
none of which they themselves chose (Mali, Niger, Algeria, Libya, Burkina-Faso), eke out an existence and manage to make
itself heard? Identity isn’t a given, objective and static; it is
constructed and evolves in relation to the other. TOUMAST –
GUITARS AND KALASHNIKOVS invites us to consider this
sensitive question.
Since the end of the 19th century, the history of the Tuaregs has
been a series of crises and hardships. The establishment of the
“modern”, centralised state has entirely deprived these people of
any chance of self-determination.
At the time when the French colonial forces began their conquest of the Sahara and adjacent regions to the south, the Tuaregs held supremacy there in both military and political terms.
Given this, and thanks to their superior knowledge of the terrain
and more suitable means of guerrilla warfare, they fiercely resisted this new and alien power with some notable success. Their
swords, spears and shields, though, were no match for French
fire-power and failed to prevent their dividing up the territory. The
Tuaregs, like their neighbours, finally submitted between 1900
and 1905. They did not, however, renounce their autonomy, and
mounted several revolts between 1916 and 1917 in the French
Sudan (today Mali) and in Niger. The reprisals of the colonial
forces were bloody. Subsequently, until independence was declared in 1960, the Tuaregs retired into passive resistance. They
avoided tax collectors, did not attend when summoned, ignored
prohibitions, crossed borders and administrative limits, and refused to send their children to the schools of the whites.

To many of the Tuaregs in Mali and Niger, independence came
as a second wave of colonialisation; political and military and
administrative decisions are taken in the south of the country
where the reality of life in the north and the people who live there, some 1500 kilometres distant from the capital of Bamako,
are quite unknown. The Malian regime, in particular, continued in
the tradition set by colonisers in interpreting the Tuaregs’ reactions to events and circumstances closely bearing upon them as
separatist subterfuge. Furthermore, when in 1963-1964 some
Tuaregs from l’Adagh des Ifoghas refused to obey the orders of
the military and revolted, the reprisals of the Malian army were
boundless: hundreds of civilians were beaten, humiliated and
summarily executed. From that moment on, the rupture between
the young state of Mali and the Tuaregs was evident. The region
of L’Adagh was off-limits for foreigners and placed under heavy
military protection. Humiliated and injured, the Tuaregs, particularly the young men amongst them, were deeply resentful and
gave serious thought to how to break this deadlock.
The great droughts of 1973 and 1984 triggered huge economic and social crises in a Tuareg society whose political foundations were already massively weakened. Livestock died out and
thousands of families were in exodus and in refugee camps in
Algeria, Mauritania and, for those who came from Mali, in Niger.
The young folk, now without a livelihood, left for foreign lands in
search of casual labour. They became the “Ishumar” a Tamashek word drawn from the French for unemployed, “chômeur”. In
exodus and on the move, these young Tuaregs invented a new
culture at odds with the values of their seniors. Through their
contact with Algerians, Libyans and even Palestinians, they developed a revolutionary ideology which they hoped to put into
practice to liberate their people. A large number of them therefo-

re decided to train in modern warfare in the Libyan barracks that
welcomed them. They even saw action fighting in Chad, Lebanon and Palestine. But these wars were not theirs, and they soon
decided to dedicate themselves to their own cause. And so, in
the 1980s, the Libya-based Tuaregs of Mali and Niger make
clandestine preparations for their own rebellion.
Their historical position and their hopes were translated into
words and music. The lyric “Words like weapons, wrathful
words, strong words. But the two I love most are resistance and
freedom, which are always written in letters of blood” dates back
to this era. The early lyrics of Moussa, protagonist of the film,
were born from this experience: “I departed, running, for countries that were not mine, in search of knowledge of what is not
ours. When I return to the land where my brothers dwell, I find
their thoughts remain unchanged: They are fragmented, their
lives run on – leaving them behind.”
It was in the 1990s, too, that the classical themes of Tuareg poetry – absence, wandering and the hope of finding one’s way
back to the land and people one loves - were revisited by the
“Ishumar” to the sound of the guitar. “Oh, were I a falcon, I could
fly and spend my days in the desert. I could visit our old folk in
their distant settlements. In the morning I would take the wooden
bowl to milk the camels. And in the evening I would go to the
lands where the pretty girls live, the beautiful gazelles.” These
words, too, are from another of Moussa’s songs.
The rebels’ first surprise attack took place in Ménaka in Mali in
the night of 28/29 June, 1990. Armed with a few rifles, swords
and knives, the rebels threw themselves into an enterprise which
was daring and chancy, but their determination was stronger
still. Over the next few months, they successfully increased the
number of attacks against the Malian army and won better arms
from their defeated foes. Several months later, rebellion began in
Niger where the scenario was essentially the same.

Peace treaties were signed in Mali in 1991 and 1992 and in
Niger in 1995, but they were late to be implemented and hostilities continued until 1996. From then on, the Tuaregs of these
countries glimpsed the possibility of being recognised by central
authorities. Numerous ex-combatants were integrated into national armies, officers gained positions in government administration, the decentralisation process granted greater local autonomy
and billions of CFA francs were pumped into development programmes...
But in spite of all this, confidence was never really established.
In the army ranks, former fighters complained of bad treatment
and, worse still, the state, in alliance with various foreign concerns (from France, Algeria, China, America and Australia...) returned in force to their business of exploiting the mineral resources of northern Mali and northern Niger. In the latter country,
half of the grazing land used by Tuareg herdsmen was offered
to mining concerns. There was little to stop this engendering a
sense of injustice and pushing a new generation into rebellion
(2006-2009).
This most recent round of insurrection is more localised than that
of the 1990s. It is primarily the regions of L’Adagh des Ifoghas in
Mali and l’Aïr in Niger that are involved. The situation, too, is more
complex, as, since their onset, they’ve involved local dynamics
(rivalry between various social groups among the Tuaregs) and
international geopolitics (the influence of neighbouring states including Algeria and Libya and other international forces such as
the United States, France, China, and international mining concerns as well as a branch of Al-Qaeda. The proposed responses
of the two directly concerned states are also varied: dialogue
and respect of the civil population on the part of Mali, lack of recognition, refusal to negotiate and violent repression of civilians
on the part of Niger.
It is still the case, moreover, that basic problems remain salient
for the Tuaregs of the southern Sahara as a whole. Apart from
the vagaries of the climate, to which this pastoral society has
always been susceptible, the infrastructure (roads, health-care,

education) of the zones inhabited by the Tuaregs remains essentially deficient, particularly when compared to the southern
regions of Mali and Niger. And this is true although the financial
appetite and the hopes of economic profitability held by several
states and international concerns vis-à-vis this poor region have
never been so great.

BIO/FILMOGRAPHY
DOMINIQUE MARGOT
Dominque Margot travelled for years as a light and video artist
with the French rock-circus Archaos before, concluding a fiveyear course in direction at the Zurich Film School in 1999. Her
documentaries have won many prizes.
She has since then worked as a director and camera woman for
Les Arts Sauts, Arte, Artefilm, BBC, Channel 4 and many others.
She currently lives in Zurich and France.
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Docu-Fiction, Director: Karim Patwa
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HOTEL NOTRE DAME**, Camera, 52’ documentary,
Director: Arielle Halfon, Prod. ARTE France
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VODOUNSI, Camera, 52’ documentary,
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THE LENGTH AND BREADTH OF THE SKY,
Direction, 26’ documentary First prize, Festival
Sehsüchte Potsdam, Audience Prize Munich,
Festival Bilbao, Festival Amsterdam,
Paris la Villette, Lodz...
SZENEN [Scenes], Camera, 30’ Video,
Director: Franziska Koch, Producer. HGKL,
Freie Kunst Zürich
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Script and direction, 88’ documentary,
Producer: maximage
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CUTTING EDGE, Camera, TV Doc, Channel 4,
Two Four Broadcast London
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LE CONVOI, Script, 90’ Comedy
CHATEAU MONTY, Camera, TV-Doc,
Director: Antony Palmer, Channel 4,
Tiger Aspect London
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LES ARTS SAUTS -Ola Kala- Trapeze-show
France, Video projection for a five-year world tour
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maximage is an independent production company based in Zurich. Producers Brigitte Hofer and Cornelia Seitler have been
successfully creating documentaries and feature films for the international cinema and television market since 1997. They have
worked with a number of highly innovative writers and directors
on award-winning films such as Stefan Schwietert‘s HEIMATKLÄNGE (Echoes of Home) and ACCORDION TRIBE, Manuel
Siebenmann’s NEBENWIRKUNGEN (with Sabine Timoteo)
Edgar Hagen’s SOMEONE BESIDE YOU and ZEIT DER TITANEN, Peter Mettler‘s GAMBLING, GODS AND LSD, Kristina Konrad‘s UNSER AMERICA, Yves Scagliola’s THE BEAST
WITHIN and TOUMAST – GUITARS AND KALASHNIKOVS
from Dominique Margot. maximage has also co-produced a range of international projects including 37 KARTEIKARTEN ZU
NABOKOV by Harald Bergmann, KILLING SEEDS by Bettina Borgfeld and David Bernet, Staffan Julen‘s THE PRIZE OF
THE POLE, Katharina Rupp‘s OPERNFIEBER and Elisabeth
Marton‘s MY NAME IS SABINA SPIELREIN. The following maximage projects are currently in development, pre- or post-production: LE PEDALEUR DE CHARME by Daniel von Aarburg,
EXISTENZ by Esen Isik, KATIMA MULILO by Jason Brandenberg, AM HANG, an adaptation of the bestseller of the same
title by Markus Werner, THE END OF TIME by Peter Mettler and
CELLIER, by Stefan Schwietert.

TOUMAST has been founded by Moussa Ag Keyna in 1995
and tours regularly in Europe (Festival Vieilles Charrues
France, Paléo Festival Switzerland, Tollwood Festival Germany, Womad England,etc).
Moussa is accompagnied by Aminatou Goumar (voice,tendé,
guitar) and other musicians.
The music is a groovy mix between traditional tuaregtranse, electric guitars and western rockmusic.
In 2006 the first album is recorded: ISHOUMAR. Followed by
the second album AMACHAL in October 2009. Produced by
Village Vert Paris, it got the Fnac Award: „coup de coeur“ in the
end of 2009.
www. myspace.com/toumast www.villagevert.com
TILWAT has been founded by single mothers and widows from
northern Mali after the tuareg Rebellion in the 90s. They sing about
actual themes and the band plays locally with great succes.
Musically they mix traditional instrumants like Imzad(one cord violin) and Tendé(drum) with electric guitars and singers.
The band has played twice in Europe: at the Festival women
voices in Brussels and at the Printemps des Comédiens in France.
To contact the band get in touch with www.maximage.ch

GENERAL INFORMATION
ABOUT THE FILM
TOUMAST – GUITARS AND KALASHNIKOVS
Switzerland 2010,
Colour, 88 min., 35mm, 1:1,66, Dolby Digital 5.1
Original with German, French and English subtitles
Script and direction: Dominique Margot
Camera: Matthias Kälin, Patrick Ghiringhelli, Dominique Margot
Editing: Daniel Gibel
Sound: Dieter Meyer, Laurent Barbey, Philippe Welsh
Sound editing: Etienne Curchod
Mixing: Denis Séchaud
Colour Correction: Patrick Lindenmaier

Contact:		
maximage, Brigitte Hofer,
Neugasse 6, 8005 Zurich, Switzerland
www.maximage.ch, info@maximage.ch
Tel: +41 44 274 88 66
Distribution in France:
HEVADIS Films, Camille Jouhair
22, place Beauvoisine, 76000 Rouen
www.hevadis.eu, hevadis@orange.fr
Tél: +33 9 71 53 59 70
Premiere in Switzerland: Visions du Réel Nyon, 2010

With the music of Toumast und Tilwat
and the assistance of Moussa Ag Keyna, Aminatou Goumar,
Boutali Tchiweren, Kamil Khamed, Dadiya Walet Albaraka, Taguissa Walet Ekawel, Mohammed Ag Erless, Ibrahim Ag Bahanga,
Julien Tekeyan, Mohamed Ekizi and Moustapha Shafi.
Produced by: maximage, Brigitte Hofer, Cornelia Seitler
in co-production with Schweizer Fernsehen and the SRG
with the support of the Bundesamt für Kultur, the Kulturfonds
Suissimage, the Zürcher Filmstiftung, Succès Cinéma, Succès
passages antennes, DEZA, UBS Kulturstiftung, Media, Stiftung
Bildung und Entwicklung, (branch “Filme für eine Welt”) and the
George Foundation.

