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BEATS OF THE ANTONOV tells the story of the people of the Blue Nile and Nuba Mountains in Sudan, 
showing how they deal with civil war. Traditionally music has always been part of daily life in these 
areas but now it has a new role in a society challenge by war. 
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Synopsis 
 
Sudan is doing whatever it can to get rid of the rebel forces in the Blue Nile areas and the Nuba 
mountains. Its way of doing this is to obliterate their base. Their base is the people, the villagers 
who have now been forced to gather in mountain hideouts or refugee camps. But still the 
bombings continue and so does the fight back, led by the rebel forces. hajooj kuka has been on 
the ground filming for over eighteen months. This film takes the viewer through the lives of 
displaced people who lost family members, homes, farms and belongings. But instead of finding 
a devastated and defeated people we find a vibrant culture, people who have found new purpose 
and energy in the face of conflict. The response to the violence is often singing, dancing, laughter 
and marvelous music that comes from the root of their culture. Through this journey we 
understand the Sudanese conflict that stems from a war on identity.  
 
While it is a story set in a time and place of conflict it is also a story of a people coming to terms 
with their culture and identity, and facing the idea that the question of identity is at the heart of 
the conflict. Sudan has always had tension or conflict between the so-called Arab north and 
African south. This still underlies this conflict playing out in areas of North Sudan as the Khartoum 
government tries to impose not only their rule, but their culture. 
 
Trailer: http://youtu.be/fi3ronTd3xg?list=UUv5QWwvhixD0asF3KTSR6RA 
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Production Notes  
by Rasha Salti, TIFF Programmer 
 
The separation [secession] of Sudan into two sovereign states has not prevented the longest civil 
war in the African continent from flaring up again. The conflict in the regions of the Blue Nile and 
Nuba mountains remains yet unresolved. Their inhabitants, who had fought for the 
independence of the South Sudan, continue to fight for their cultural, social and economic rights.  
 
Director hajooj kuka has been following farmers, herders and rebels of the Blue Nile and Nuba 
mountains, since October 2012, as they have had to re-assemble in mountain hide-outs and 
refugee camps for safety from the air raids waged by the government of Sudan, using Russian-
made Antonov cargo planes, that target civilians notoriously without any discrimination. After 
the air raids, it is not unusual to hear the ring of laughter and sounds of music [among these 
communities], out of relief that lives have been spared, but also as steadfast resistance to 
safeguard cultural traditions, collective memory and as defiance against the indignity of 
displacement.  

 
Beats of the Antonov lenses eloquently on the everyday life of people who have lost kin, homes 
and farms, but instead of devastation and defeat, we discover communities emboldened to 
celebrate their heritage with vibrancy, their response to violence is singing, dancing, and 
improvising creative ways to continue harvesting their crops and raising cattle. Kuka threads 
voices of militants, social workers, intellectuals and everyday folk to tell the story a complex 
conflict reclaiming the humanity of refugees and reversing with inspiring lucidity representations 
of victimhood. 
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has also worked as a director and editor at Alhurra TV 
station in Washington DC and at the production company 
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Sundance, Berlinale and an Oscar nomination. He 
recently had two films premiere at TIFF: Beats of the 
Antonov and Stories of Our Lives. He has produced many 
documentaries including Congo in Four Acts (Berlinale, 
Hotdocs, IDFA) and Project 10 (Sundance, Berlinale, 
Hotdocs, Tribeca). Steven is currently producing films in 
Nigeria, Libya, Liberia, Kenya, DRC, Ghana, Japan and 
USA. 
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Selected reviews: 
 

This is the must-see film at the Durban International Film Festival this year 
By: Charl Blignaut, July 20th 2015 
Source: City Press- News24.com 
 
Film: Beats of the Antonov  
Directed by: hajooj kuka 
Rating 9/10 
 
As the Antonovs rumble overhead and the bombs begin to plunge to the ground, the refugee 
community in the Blue Nile village just outside the border of North Sudan scrambles into 
makeshift shelters. Once Omar al-Bashir’s planes pass, they crawl out again, laughing infectiously, 
and the music begins. It’s the first of many double-takes you will do during the punchy 68 minutes 
of Sudanese film maker hajooj kuka’s debut feature documentary Beats of the Antonov. Laughter 
and celebration in a time of war? 
 
Especially during the full moon, they and the refugee communities of the Nuba Mountains, will 
often dance and sing all night. It helps to stay awake when you’re under threat of being bombed 
in the dark. 
 
Played on a string instrument called the rababa, often crafted from recycled materials, the music 
is ancient. Many of the refugees have only just rediscovered it, and it restores their splintered 
African identity as Bashir’s Arab project continues its waning march in a country split in two and 
then two again. 
 
It’s this music that first drew kuka to the project that would see him traveling to festivals around 
the world and lifting awards. As he and an ethnomusicologist friend Sarah Mohamed Abunama-
Elgadi settled in to communal life in the refugee camps, the political impetus behind the music 
began to emerge. His truly extraordinary film dances a line between cultural expression and an 
exploration of identity in a pure, textured and impossibly complex Fanonian sense. 
 
Far from the big city of Khartoum, the refugees – torn between lighter skinned Arab ideals, 
Christianity and its accompanying missionary position, and their ethnic roots (there are 57 
different languages spoken in North and South Sudan) – learn through the war that owning their 
identity is their ultimate victory against Bashir, the man who calls them “black sacks” and who 
slipped out of South Africa recently, avoiding arrest for war crimes. 
 
It is women who take up most of the camera time. “I believed them most,” says kuka of the 
documentary’s characters. Another flowering of identity in a time of war is this matriarchal 
dominance in the camps. That and a communal farming system and a development structure 
untainted by China and NGOs. 
 
kuka went in to a war zone and found a (never idealised but poignantly celebrated) traditional 
African structure emerging as a political force shaped by resistance. 
 
I don’t want to say more, because you need to see the film, produced by kuka and South African 
Steven Markovitz, for yourself. Just this: Beats of the Antonov is the purest kind of cinema. One 
man and a camera that unpeels a story of the unmakings and makings of identity through cultural 
production, one where the musician and the audience is unseparated, where music is able to 
express both lament and healing. 



 
It’s the must-see film at the Durban International Film Festival this year. 

 
 
Film Review: ‘Beats of the Antonov’  
By Jay Weissberg, January 2nd 2015 
Source: Variety.com 
 
The resilience of oppressed communities holding on to their culture is the theme of this 
standout documentary. 

 
Among the innumerable films lost in the Toronto Film Festival’s leviathan belly, “Beats of the 
Antonov” is a true standout deserving of a significant critical push. Hajooj Kuka’s short yet 
eloquent, even optimistic documentary about the peoples and music along the war-ravaged 
border between North and South Sudan is an exemplar of how filmmakers can give dignity to 
refugees by allowing them their names and their voices. While music is the main feature, “Beats” 
is really a pic about the resilience of oppressed communities, whose ability to hold onto their 
culture enables them to remain unified. Notwithstanding Toronto’s People’s Choice Award for 
best documentary, further promotion is needed to spread the word among fests, showcases, and 
smallscreen programmers. 
 
North Sudan’s determined, unabashedly racist war against the ethnic groups to the south has 
resulted in the displacement of 1½ million people, many from the Blue Nile and Nuba Mountains 
areas. Kuka spent extended periods on the ground in refugee camps in those regions for nearly 
two years, filming heart-stopping bombardments from Ukrainian-made Antonov planes (hence 
the title) sent over by North Sudan and, almost more remarkably, communities regrouping to 
celebrate life. Music’s integral place in their culture appears to strengthen ties and form a 
conscious barrier to the kind of despair usually recorded in similar camps. 
 
It almost sounds too good to be true, and had it been lensed by a well-meaning outsider, the 
documentary would have seemed as if it were trying too hard to put an upbeat spin on things. 
Instead, Kuka speaks to the men and women here not as “refugees” but as individuals, identifying 
each talking head by name (an inexplicable rarity) and showcasing their intelligence as they freely 
discuss their culture, the racism of the north and the importance of music in their lives. 
 
An example is Insaf Awad, persuasively talking about how culture protects a community and 
helps release the pain of displacement. Part of the power of her conversation is the way it puts 
paid to arguments that the loss of cultural signifiers is a minor price to pay for saving lives: 
Instead, Awad, and the entire documentary, posit culture as a vital component of every 
community, making clear that its loss creates an unhealable wound and significantly hampers a 
people’s hoped-for recovery. 
 
Part of the docu’s thrust is the disparity between the north’s push for homogeneity under a false 
pan-Arab banner, and the south’s appreciation of diversity. Ibrahim Khatir, an officer in the Sudan 
People’s Liberation Army (SPLA), speaks of how a multiethnic society is a sign of strength (his 
declaration that the army is just a tool toward the creation of a just society is quite powerful), 
while others discuss the north’s refusal to consider themselves African. 
 
Interviews share screen time with uplifting scenes of music making, in which whole communities 
participate in song and dance, even in the camps. Ethnomusicologist Sarah Mohamed Abunama-
Elgadi (aka Alsarah) explains that local rhythms lend themselves to freewheeling adaptation, 

http://variety.com/t/toronto-film-festival/
http://variety.com/t/beats-of-the-antonov/
http://variety.com/t/beats-of-the-antonov/
http://variety.com/t/hajooj-kuka/


democratizing compositions and especially lyric writing, as seen when a group of girls sing about 
such common problems as flies and diarrhea. “Beats of the Antonov” unequivocally 
demonstrates the essential role music plays in maintaining a sense of identity, not to mention 
hope for the future, among a people sorely worn down by the decades-long fighting. 
 
Clever editing reinforces the docu’s thrust, juxtaposing disturbing strafings with men playing the 
rebaba (a stringed instrument) and communal dancing. Even without considering the difficult 
conditions Kuka worked under during much of his time in the camps, his lensing, shifting from 
smooth, handsomely composed shots to agitated images as he ducks for cover, captures the 
dignity, intelligence and joy of his subjects. 

 
 
 
New film, “Beats of the Antonov,” unlike anything I have ever seen 
DYLAN VALLEY | SEPTEMBER 15TH, 2014 
Source: Africa is a Country 
 
Every now and then, its seems as if there is nothing new out there. Everything seems derivative, 
repetitive or just plain bland. As a filmmaker, I sometimes go through moments of extreme lack 
of inspiration; and even question my choice of career. And then an unexpected spark happens to 
light the way. Beats of the Antonov, a new documentary from Sudanese filmmaker Hajooj Kuka, 
is such a spark. The film premiered last week at Toronto International Film Festival (TIFF), and is 
the second film by a Sudanese filmmaker to screen there. I wasn’t surprised when last night the 
film won the People’s Choice Documentary Award at the TIFF. 
 
Kuka paints a beautiful picture of music, war and identity in the Blue Nile and Nuba regions, and 
the film is unlike anything I have ever seen. 
 
The Antonov of the title comes from the Russian planes that are used by Omar Al-Bashir’s regime 
to bomb villages in Sudan. Instead of a dry journalistic account of the ongoing Sudanese conflict 
however, the film is a deep exploration of a nation in an identity crisis, with its ruling elite pushing 
an Arab nationalist identity onto a diverse African citizenry. The title of the film makes a 
correlation between the bombs of oppression and the resilience of culture, the music of a people 
and the suffering they endure. 
 
The film uses a non-linear narrative style, not following any particular series of events, but rather 
is a collection of vignettes, many of which spring from spontaneous jam sessions in refugee 
camps. Kuka, who has also been a war reporter, caught the inspiration for the film while spending 
time in one of the refugee camps in the Blue Nile region. “The music sounded different than any 
other Sudanese music I had ever heard before, because they were made from found objects in 
the refugee camp,” Kuka told me over a coffee in Cape Town, where he finished post-production 
on the film, working with Big World Cinema producer Steven Markovitz and editor Khalid Shamis. 
“They created this contraption where they connected home made instruments to an old radio. 
They had created a new sound. It was amazing, and this is why I made the film; I fell in love with 
the music. It’s Sudanese music, but it’s a unique mixture of Sudanese traditional music that was 
born in a refugee camp. I was afraid that they didn’t realize how amazing this music was.” 
 
In addition to head bopping jam sessions with instruments made of pipes, plates and old tires, 
some of the most compelling music in the film is the genre of “girl’s music” sung by the young 
women in the region. They are both oral history and snapshots of modern life. One of the songs 
deals with young men who are really just teenagers being sent to fight in the Sudanese Liberation 



Army, with haunting lyrics like “those boots are too big for you.” 
 
The film also takes a long hard look at what it means to be Sudanese today, and confronts the 
Arabization of Sudanese identity, an ideological displacement running as an undercurrent to the 
physical displacement of the refugees in Sudan. “Bashir himself is not that identity he wants to 
be,” Kuka says, and explains that with his long dreads and afro-centric mindset, he gets flack for 
not fitting the prescribed national identity. “Very few people fit this image of what is Sudanese. 
You have this fake image and 5% of the population fit it, and then you have 95% of people who 
are trying to fit it.” 
 
One of the characters in the film is a young musician and ethnomusicologist named Alsara, named 
by Addis Rumble as “the princess of Nubian pop and Sudanese retro.” Alsarah, now based in 
Brooklyn, New York , has returned to Sudan to do field recordings and research in the Nuba 
region. In a traditional narrative documentary, it would have been an obvious choice to follow 
her on her journey to record the music and bring it to the West, however Kuka avoided making 
her or any single interviewee the subject of the film. “It’s normal for us to meet a lot of people in 
real life, so you meet a lot of people in this film. You don’t need one-character-driven stories. It’s 
not my style and I don’t think it’s needed… talking to a lot of people and talking to them in a way 
that’s less definitive will give you the experience of living this.” 
 

 
The film succeeds in this endeavor, instead of telling you what to think about the Sudanese 
conflict, it gives you a sense of the realities on the ground, a feeling for the place, and the kinds 
of issues which people are thinking through. A person I know who saw the film said you had to 
experience the film with your heart, and not your head. Beats of the Antonov and its infectious 
music stayed with me for days after viewing it. Rather than giving any answers in this film, Hajooj 
Kuka asks a lot of important questions. “At the end what I want people to leave with is this 
complex idea of Sudan, rather than the simplified notion that the media gives you.” Kuka plans 
to expand into features in the future, and is excited about developing a unique voice and style. 
With more films like this coming from African directors, we could be witnessing the start of a new 
canon of African film. 
 
 

TIFF Docs 2014: “Beats of the Antonov” shows the celebration of culture as the defiant 
assertion for diversity 
By Patrick Mullen, September 8th, 2014 
Source: POV Magazine 
 
Beats of the Antonov 
(Sudan/South Africa, 65 min.) 
Dir. Hajooj Kuka 
Programme: TIFF Docs (World Premiere) 
 
The concept of national cinema is out of fashion these days. That concept has become as old-
fashioned as the auteur theory as transnational and world cinema have become hotter 
commodities and buzzwords for capturing the currents of contemporary film. There is still value, 
however, in using films to explore and to articulate national consciousness, especially when the 
fluidity and intangibility of such an identity—or perhaps its impossibility—forms the core of a 
film. Hajooj Kuka’s impressive documentary Beats of the Antonov looks at Sudan in a time of flux, 
chronicling the tensions between the villagers in the regions of the Blue Nile and Nuba mountains 
and the rebels in the outlying areas. 

http://povmagazine.com/articles/author/patrick-mullen


 
Beats of the Antonov sets the story to two very different beats. The titular beats of the title comes 
from the bombs dropped by Russian-made Antonov planes helmed by the Sudanese government. 
These bombs mean to annihilate the militia, but they target and devastate the villagers with equal 
measure. The film opens with a bombing scene that is jarring, not merely for the rocky force of 
the impact that shakes the frame, but for the chorus of villagers who emerge from their shelters 
after the bomb drops and unite in a collective chorus of healing and dance. 
 
Some of the best insight comes from Sarah Abunama-Elgadi, a Sudanese ethnomusicologist who 
studies the music of the villagers and situates their rhythms in a larger academic discourse. 
“Everyone has the right to play their own music,” she notes, stressing that the assortment of 
sounds forms a greater harmony. Beats of the Antonov takes the hybridity of the music of the 
villagers as a microcosm for a larger cultural debate of national consciousness. This immersive 
film ultimately forges a counter-narrative of endurance and survival as the villagers keep culture 
alive through art. 
 
“If we don’t answer the question of Sudanese identity,” says one of the intellectuals whom Kuka 
includes in the discussion, “then the war will continue.” The villagers echo this sentiment, for 
they insist on the endurance of a dual Arabic-African identity, whereas the majority oppresses 
blackness in an overwhelmingly predominant black culture. Some villagers express a submission 
to the placement of Arabic culture over a black identity, for one interviewee demonstrates a 
costly process by which she lightens her skin to erase a part of herself. Alternatively, other 
villagers insist on singing in the local tribal language, while others use its name, Rutana, as a 
pejorative. 
 
Kuka lets the villagers tell their stories using their own songs, words, dances, and rhythms. Beats 
of the Antonov shows the celebration of culture as the defiant assertion for diversity in the face 
of oppression. The film cuts a multiplicity of voices—villagers, militia, academics, and more—
together in a steady chorus. The range of voices, languages, and beats shows the fallacy of 
imposing one majority culture by force. The music itself is beautiful, though—the film has a great 
soundtrack—and the delight one receives in hearing the music lets the tunes subtly note the 
richness that the diversity of cultures brings to the world. 
 
Beats of the Antonov screens: 
Friday, Sept. 5 at 7:15 pm at TIFF Bell Lightbox 4 
Sunday, Sept. 7 at 12:45 pm Scotiabank 9 
Thursday, Sept. 11 at 9:45 pm at AGO Jackman Hall 
 

 
TIFF 2014 Review: 'Beats of the Antonov' Finds A New Perspective From Which To 
Explore The Civil War In Sudan 
By Zeba Blay, September 15, 2014  
Source: IndieWire’s Shadow and Act 
 
It isn’t the beats of the bombs falling from the sky, but the beats of the traditional Sudanese 
music lovingly showcased here that above all else, makes this documentary so uniquely 
captivating. 
 
“Beats of the Antonov” succeeds where other documentaries and narrative films about war and 
suffering on the African continent often fail, in that it finds a new, genuinely interesting 
perspective from which to explore a complex situation. The directorial debut of Sudanese 



filmmaker Hajooj Kuka, the film is a portrait of refugees of the Blue Nile and Nuba Mountains 
affected by the the civil war in Sudan, using their strong cultural ties to music and dance as a way 
of telling their stories.  
 
The title refers to the Russian-manufactured Antonov planes used by the Sudanese government, 
which rain down bombs targeted towards rebels but in the process destroy the homes and lives 
of Sudanese villagers without discrimination. The film opens with one such horrific bombing, 
followed minutes later by a kind of spiritual musical moment, as the villagers gather in the wake 
of carnage in celebration of life.  
 
This is a story about the Sudanese, told by the Sudanese - Kuka uses fly-on-the-wall footage of 
the revelry of the refugees, interspersed with simply shot interviews with not just experts and 
intellectuals like the Sudanese-born music scholar Sarah Abunama-Elgadi, but both civilians and 
soldiers alike. 
 
It’s through these interviews that the viewer gains further insight into the identity crisis that 
Sudan is facing, the push-pull between Arab and African and the implications of embracing one 
or the other. Never editorializing, Kuka presents all sides - from those Sudanese eager to embrace 
both an African and Arab identity, to those willing to erase their Africanness and therefore their 
blackness - one young woman intimately reveals how she lightens her skin in order to look “more 
Arab.” 
 
It isn’t the beats of the bombs falling from the sky, but the beats of the traditional Sudanese 
music lovingly showcased here that above all else, makes this documentary so uniquely 
captivating. It isn’t very surprisingly that the film won the People’s Choice Documentary Award 
at TIFF, beating out Ethan Hawke’s “Seymour: An Introduction” and the much buzzed about “Do 
I Sound Gay?” 
 
Kuka has crafted a deeply personal but also deeply enlightening record of a situation that so many 
of think we know but don’t truly understand. It may be a cliché concept, but the music here really 
is a kind of universal language, brilliantly and beautifully conveying a kind of national identity that 
is as diverse as it is distinct. 


