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Once the play is over and theatre-goers have gone home,
Awa Bagayogo, an actor in Mali’s capital Bamako, breaks
into a smile at another completed performance. One of a

small and often maligned number of actors in the conservative
West African country, she and her friends stage plays about topics
like migration while outside the capital, a jihadist conflict rages.
Staging plays in Bamako, though, means coping not only with
Mali’s daily struggles, but also with family resistance, social prej-
udice about acting and a lack of funding. For most, only the love
of their art keeps actors motivated.

“We want to the tell the stories of our lives, the lives of young
people,” says Bagayogo. “We have to be able to stage what we
think.” Mali is struggling to put down a jihadist revolt which first
broke out when rebels captured the north of the country in 2012
— just when Bagayogo began dreaming of becoming an actor.
The conflict has since killed thousands of people, and spread to
the centre of the country as well as to neighboring Burkina Faso
and Niger.

Bagayogo, 23, a dramatic arts graduate, says that she is moti-
vated by “passion,” which was first kindled by watching her fa-
vorite film actors.  Mali has a strong tradition of indigenous theatre
known as “koteba,” but poverty and war mean few students now
opt for theatre. Bamako has two drama schools which produce
about ten graduates every year. They are often viewed with sus-
picion. “There are a lot of problems, but we stick together, like a
family,” says Bagayogo, sitting with the nine other actors in her
performance.  

Battling prejudice
The main barrier, according to the actors, is how Malians per-

ceive their profession.  “Families are against it,” says Aly Badra
Dembele, 20, a student at the National Arts Academy of Bamako,
adding that the older generation thinks theatre is a waste of time.
“A lot of people think actors are thugs,” he says.   One of Dem-
bele’s friends, who declined to be named, pays a high price for his
passion.  His parents forbade him from appearing on stage for
years, dismissing plays as “degrading”. And he and his uncle, with
whom he lives in Bamako, no longer speak.

“We’re there for him,” says another of his friends, who declined
to be named, adding that actors need to stick together.  Dembele,
the more optimistic of the troupe, says there’s no point to being
an actor in Mali unless “you give it everything”.   

But others were more dispassionate, pointing out getting a the-

atre company job in Mali, as in other sectors, often depends on
family contacts.    The profession is poorly paid, too. All have other
jobs on the side. Some work as masons, for example, and others
have internships with the customs agency. “We’ve got to eat,”
Dembele says.

‘The adventure’
Theatre has always been prolific in Mali because of its impor-

tant place in the culture of the country’s largest ethnic group, the
Bambara.   But traditional performances are giving way to plays
with contemporary social themes, often financed by the govern-
ment, international organisations and NGOs. Although it received
no funding, Bagayogo’s troupe recently staged a play about mi-
grating to Europe-a perilous journey across desert and sea which
they simply call “the adventure”. Many Malians dream of migrat-
ing because of poor job prospects and war at home. Performed
in an open-air night club, the play also featured in one of Mali’s
few theatre festivals in December, called “Les Practicables” after
the French term for modular stage. — AFP

Walt Disney Co. on Tuesday delivered better-than-ex-
pected results in the past quarter, fueled by box of-
fice hits from its latest “Star Wars” and “Frozen” films

and a strong response to its new Disney+ streaming service
Profits in the three months leading up to December 28 dipped
24 percent from a year prior to $2.1 billion, while revenues
surged 36 percent to $21 billion. “We had a strong first quarter,
highlighted by the launch of Disney+, which has exceeded even
our greatest expectations,” said chairman and chief executive
Robert Iger.

Iger said on an earnings call that “our hearts go out to all
those affected by this devastating” coronavirus outbreak in
China, where the entertainment colossus has closed its theme
parks in Hong Kong and Shanghai as a health precaution. The

financial hit to Disney’s revenue will depend on how long the
parks remain closed, and could be more than $135 million if they
remain shuttered for two months, chief financial officer Christine
McCarthy estimated on an earnings call.

“The current closure is taking place during the quarter in
which we typically see strong attendance and occupancy levels
due to the timing of the Chinese New Year holiday,” McCarthy
said. The earnings report showed that 26.5 million paying sub-
scribers had signed up for the freshly-launched Disney+ by the

end of last year, and Iger told analysts that figure reached 28.6
million this week. Disney, which is the leading force in Holly-
wood and operates major theme parks and television opera-
tions, has been betting heavily on its move to streaming as it
takes on rivals such as Netflix and Amazon Prime Video. “It is a
very unique product,” Iger said of Disney+. “There is obviously
more competition coming into this space, but there isn’t any
competition that is like our product.”

Going international 
Disney+ will go international next month, launching in

Britain, France, Germany, Spain and other parts of Western Eu-
rope on March 24. The streaming television service will launch
in India less than a week later, timed for the start of the Premier
league cricket season there, according to Iger. Disney is intent
on bulking up its original streaming content, taking advantage
of beloved franchises such as “Star Wars” and the Marvel su-
perhero movies. The hit “Mandalorian” series-a spin-off itself-
is likely to lead to spin-offs starring popular characters, Iger
said. “These same characters and actors from the Marvel cine-
matic universe, along with events from these new shows, will
factor into future Marvel films as we integrate storytelling
across these platforms,” Iger said. “We also have the highly an-
ticipated return of ‘The Mandalorian’ in October.” — AFP

A Malian comedian performs the play “Je venais de defier le ciel” by
Jean Marie Ambroise Traore, during the theatre festival “Les Prati-
cables”, in Bamako. — AFP photos

A scene of the play “Je venais de defier le ciel” by Jean Marie Am-
broise Traore, during the theatre festival “Les Praticables”.

Malian artist Gadiaba Kodio poses for a portrait in front of a car cov-
ered in ties.


