
ON THEON THE
SURFACESURFACE
F a n  S i s s o k oF a n  S i s s o k o

Special mention of the jury - Clermont-Ferrand ISFF 2022
Honorable mention - Elba Film Festival 2022

Elie Prize - Festival Court Dérrière 2022
Animation Award - SMAHF 2022

2021 / Iceland - Mali2021 / Iceland - Mali  



D i r e c t o r  / a n i m a t i o n :  D i r e c t o r  / a n i m a t i o n :  F a n  S i s s o k oF a n  S i s s o k o
P r o d u c e r :  P r o d u c e r :  C a r y  M q Q u e e nC a r y  M q Q u e e n
S o u n d :  S o u n d :  T a r i q h  A k o n i  e t  H a f d í s  B j a r n a d ó t t i rT a r i q h  A k o n i  e t  H a f d í s  B j a r n a d ó t t i r
M u s i c :  M u s i c :  T a r i q h  A k o n iT a r i q h  A k o n i
V o i c e :  V o i c e :  E n i d  M b a b a z iE n i d  M b a b a z i

A d a  g o e s  s w i m m i n g  i n  t h e  I c e l a n d i c  s e a  a n dA d a  g o e s  s w i m m i n g  i n  t h e  I c e l a n d i c  s e a  a n d
r e f l e c t s  o n  r a i s i n g  a  c h i l d  i n  a  c o u n t r y  t h a tr e f l e c t s  o n  r a i s i n g  a  c h i l d  i n  a  c o u n t r y  t h a t
f e e l s  n o t h i n g  l i k e  h o m e .  A s  s h e  e n t e r s  t h ef e e l s  n o t h i n g  l i k e  h o m e .  A s  s h e  e n t e r s  t h e
f r e e z i n g  w a t e r ,  s h e  r e l i v e s  h e r  t r a u m a t i cf r e e z i n g  w a t e r ,  s h e  r e l i v e s  h e r  t r a u m a t i c
p r e g n a n c y .  S o o n  h e r  s w i m m i n g  e a s e s .  F a c i n gp r e g n a n c y .  S o o n  h e r  s w i m m i n g  e a s e s .  F a c i n g
h e r  f e a r s  i s  h e l p i n g  h e r  h e a l .h e r  f e a r s  i s  h e l p i n g  h e r  h e a l .     

THE FILM

C r e d i t sC r e d i t s



F a n  S i s s o k o  i s  a  F r a n c o - M a l i a n  f i l m m a k e r  b a s e d
i n  R e y k j a v í k  ( I c e l a n d ) ,  w i t h  a  b a c k g r o u n d  i n
d e s i g n  f o r  s o c i a l  c h a n g e .  H e r  w o r k  e x p l o r e s
t h e m e s  o f  m i g r a t i o n ,  m o t h e r h o o d ,  o t h e r h o o d  a n d
n e u r o d i v e r s i t y .  N o t a b l e  c o m m i s s i o n s  i n c l u d e  w o r k
f o r  t h e  M i g r a t i o n  M u s e u m ,  t h e  M u s e u m  o f  L o n d o n ,
t h e  S c i e n c e  G a l l e r y  D u b l i n  a n d  t h e  N a t i o n a l  T r u s t .  

O n  T h e  S u r f a c e  i s  h e r  f i r s t  a n i m a t e d  s h o r t .  I t  w a s
a w a r d e d  a n  A r t  W i t h  I m p a c t  b u r s a r y  a n d  w a s
s c r e e n e d  i n  a  n u m b e r  o f  f e s t i v a l s ,  i n c l u d i n g
E n c o u n t e r s  ( U n i t e d  K i n g d o m ) ,  O t t a w a
I n t e r n a t i o n a l  A n i m a t i o n  F e s t i v a l  ( C a n a d a ) ,
M a r g a t e  F i l m  F e s t i v a l  ( U n i t e d  K i n g d o m )  a n d  t h e
R E X  A n i m a t i o n  F i l m  F e s t i v a l  ( S w e d e n ) .  I t  w o n  t h e
H e a r t w i r e d  A w a r d  a t  t h e  O u r  H e r i t a g e ,  O u r  P l a n e t
F i l m  F e s t i v a l  ( U n i t e d  S t a t e s )  a n d  a  S p e c i a l
M e n t i o n  a t  t h e  C l e r m o n t - F e r r a n d  I n t e r n a t i o n a l
S h o r t  F i l m  F e s t i v a l  2 0 2 2  ( F r a n c e ) .  
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ORIGINS OF THE FILM
AFROPEAN I

 
 

 O n  t h e  S u r f a c e  w a s  m a d e  u s i n g  d i g i t a l  2 D  a n i m a t i o n .  T h e  i m a g e s  w e r e  c r e a t e d  o n  a
c o m p u t e r  u s i n g  P h o t o s h o p ,  t h e n  e a c h  e l e m e n t  w a s  a n i m a t e d  f r a m e  b y  f r a m e .  T h e
t r e a t m e n t  i s  v e r y  p i c t o r i a l ,  c l o s e l y  r e s e m b l i n g  a  w a t e r c o l o u r  w i t h  p a s t e l  c o l o u r s  a n d
s u b t l e  t r a n s p a r e n c y  e f f e c t s .  T h e s e  a e s t h e t i c  c h o i c e s  i m b u e  t h e  f i l m  w i t h  a  p a r t i c u l a r
s o f t n e s s ,  a c c e n t u a t e d  b y  t h e  s o u n d  o f  t h e  w a v e s  a n d  t h e  g e n t l e  t u n e  t h a t  a c c o m p a n i e s
t h e  c a h r a c t e r ' s  s t o r y .  T h e  c h a r a c t e r  i s  a  y o u n g  B l a c k  w o m a n  s w i m m i n g  a l o n e  i n  t h e
I c e l a n d i c  s e a .  S h e ' s  i n i t i a l l y  f a c i n g  t h e  s e a ,  l o o k i n g  o u t  t o w a r d s  t h e  s u n  s e t t i n g  o n  t h e
h o r i z o n .  

 M o u n t a i n s  l i n e  t h e  s h o r e  a n d  f o a m  c a r e s s e s  t h e  b l a c k  s a n d  o n  t h e  b e a c h .  T h e
c h a r a c t e r  s e e m s  t o  b e  c h a l l e n g i n g  t h i s  m a j e s t i c  y e t  h o s t i l e  l a n d s c a p e .  W e  h e a r  h e r
i n n e r  v o i c e  t h a t  m a k e s  u p  t h e  f i l m ' s  n a r r a t i o n .  S h e ' s  t a l k i n g  t o  h e r  c h i l d :  “ T o d a y  y o u
a s k e d  m e  w h e r e  y o u  a r e  f r o m  a n d  I  c o u l d n ’ t  a n s w e r .  Y o u  a r e  f r o m  m e  a n d  I  a m  n o t  f r o m
h e r e ” .  T h u s ,  s h e  i n t r o d u c e s  o n e  o f  t h e  m a i n  i s s u e s  o f  t h e  f i l m :  t h e  q u e s t i o n  o f  o r i g i n s
a n d  b e l o n g i n g .

O n  



 
  
 S h e  d e s c r i b e s  a  f e e l i n g  o f  u p r o o t i n g  t h a t  s h e ' s  e x p e r i e n c i n g ,  s h e  f e e l s  l i k e
s h e ' s  n e v e r  q u i t e  f e l t  a t  h o m e  a n y w h e r e .  T h e r e  i s  a n  a u t o b i o g r a p h i c a l
d i m e n s i o n  t o  t h o s e  m u s i n g s  g i v e n  F a n  S i s s o k o  h e r s e l f  w a s  b o r n  i n  F r a n c e  t o  a
M a l i a n  f a t h e r  a n d  F r e n c h  m o t h e r .  T h e  c h a r a c t e r  i s  a l s o  s p e a k i n g  t o  h e r ,
i n v i t i n g  u s  t o  d e l v e  a l o n g s i d e  h e r  i n t o  t h i s  m o m e n t  o f  i n t r o s p e c t i o n ,  a s  s h e
d i v e s  i n t o  t h e  i c y  w a t e r s .  

AFROPEAN II



I n  h e r  b o o k  A f r o p e a ( e d .  G r a s s e t ,  2 0 2 0 ) ,  C a m e r o o n i a n
a u t h o r  L é o n o r a  M i a n o  c a l l s  t h o s e  p e o p l e  t h a t  h a v e
S u b s a h a r a n  o r i g i n s  b u t  t h a t  a r e  b o r n  i n  E u r o p e  A f r o p e a n s .
T h e y  l i v e  a s  m i n o r i t i e s  i n  t h e  c o u n t r i e s  t h e y  h a v e  g r o w n
u p  i n ,  w h i c h  l a r g e l y  d e t e r m i n e s  t h e i r  s e l f - p e r c e p t i o n  a n d
c a n  l e a d  t o  i d e n t i t y  c r i s e s ,  l i k e  o u r  p r o t a g o n i s t  w h o
s t r u g g l e s  t o  f i n d  h e r  p l a c e  w i t h i n  t h e  I c e l a n d i c  l a n d s c a p e .
A s  s h e  b e c o m e s  a  m o t h e r ,  s h e  q u e s t i o n s  h e r  o w n  h e r i t a g e
a n d  w h a t  s h e  c a n  t r a n s m i t  t o  h e r  c h i l d :  " B u t  I  d o n ' t  k n o w
t h e  l a n g u a g e  o f  m y  o w n  m o t h e r ,  h o w  c a n  I  h o p e  t h a t  y o u
s p e a k  m i n e ? "  H e r  w o r r i e s  a r e  e m b o d i e d  b y  t h e  t a n g l e d
s i l h o u e t t e  r e f l e c t e d  i n  t h e  w a t e r .  I n  f a c t ,  i n  h e r  b o o k ,
L é o n o r a  M i a n o    o p e n l y  i n v i t e s  A f r o p e a n s  t o  s p e a k  u p ,  t o
i n v e n t  a  n e w  r e p r e s e n t a t i o n  o f  t h e m s e l v e s ,  l i k e  t h e
c h a r a c t e r  i n  O n  t h e  S u r f a c e .  

AFROPEAN III



When the character dives into the icy water, memories from her traumatic pregnancy resurface in her
consciousness. "The doctors, one of them, said that my pain couldn't be explained. She nearly sent me
home. She didn't take me seriously. She must think that people like us are strong."We understand that
the doctor misdiagnosed her. She refers to a widely held racist misconception that Black people are less
fragile, are stronger and not as sensitive to pain. These stereotypes have no medical grounding and are
purely born out of a racist worldview. 
This particular discrimination affected the care that the woman was given, which nearly cost her and her
child's lives. During this story, the character sinks to the bottom of the sea, as if physically translating her
anxiety. We see her from below, from a low angle shot through the seabed. The sea turns choppy, the
horizon flips around, the waves become menacing. We hear accelerating heartbeats, probably those of
her child when he was still in the womb. She manages to avoid drowning by swimming vigorously. This
vital force (elan vital) translates her determination. 

MOTHERHOOD I 



She recovers her balance and floats back to the surface. This time, we look at her
from above. Her body is divided up into pieces that float in different directions. The
young woman feels pulled apart. She tells us: "I was a bit outside of myself, I
think." This image subtly translates the post-partum depression she suffered from.
When experiencing PPD, mothers struggle to bond with their babies, they doubt
their ability to look after them and feel tremendous anxiety. This is what the
character describes: "When I took you in my arms, I felt that you weren't mine". 

MOTHERH OOD II 



  
F a n  S i s s o k o  t a c k l e s  a  t a b o o  s u b j e c t ,  w h i c h  g o e s  a g a i n s t  t h e  p r e v a i l i n g  i d e a  o f
m o t h e r h o o d  a s  t h e  u l t i m a t e  f u l f i l m e n t  f o r  a  w o m a n .

 

MOTHERH OOD III 

.  T h i s  i s  a l s o  t h e  f o c u s  o f  A l i c e  D i o p ' s
S a i n t  O m e r ,  w h i c h  r e c o u n t s  t h e  t r i a l  o f  a
w o m a n  a c c u s e d  o f  d r o w n i n g  h e r  1 5 - m o n t h
o l d  d a u g h t e r  i n  t h e  o c e a n .  

L i k e  i n  O n  t h e  S u r f a c e ,  t h e  f i l m  r e l i e s  o n
t h e  s t o r y  t o l d  b y  t h e  y o u n g  w o m a n  a n d  u s
l i s t e n i n g  t o  h e r  t e s t i m o n y .  A l i c e  D i o p ' s
m i s e  e n  s c e n e  p u s h e s  u s  t o  l o o k  a t  t h i s
w o m a n  t h r o u g h  t h e  p r i s m s  o f  s e x ,  r a c e  a n d
m o t h e r h o o d  w i t h  a  c o m p l e x i t y  t h a t  m a k e s
u s  q u e s t i o n  o u r  o w n  a p p r a i s a l  o f  h e r .  T h e
d a r k  s i d e  o f  m o t h e r h o o d  i s  p u t  u n d e r  t h e
s p o t l i g h t ,  m a k i n g  u s  a l l  q u e s t i o n  i t s
i d e a l i s a t i o n .  

 



 
U n l i k e  S a i n t  O m e r ,  h o w e v e r ,  O n  t h e  S u r f a c e  i s  n o t
d r a m a t i c .  I t  i s  f i l l e d  w i t h  t e n d e r n e s s  a n d  h o p e .  T h e
y o u n g  w o m a n  f i n d s  h e r  p a t h  t o w a r d s  h e a l i n g  a n d
b a l a n c e .  T h e  m e s s a g e  s h e  s e n d s  h e r  c h i l d  i s  s o f t
a n d  k i n d .  A f t e r  t h e  o r d e a l  o f  t h e  s t o r m ,  s h e  t u r n s
t o w a r d s  t h e  s h o r e .  S h e  c h a n g e s  h e r  v i e w  o f  t h i s
l a n d s c a p e ,  w h i c h  h a s  b e c o m e  f a m i l i a r .   
T h i s  c o m m u n i o n  w i t h  t h e  s c e n e r y  i s  f e l t  t h r o u g h  t h e
t r a n s p a r e n c y  o f  h e r  s w i m s u i t ,  w h i c h  l e t s  u s  s e e  t h e
s c e n e r y  t h r o u g h  h e r ,  a s  i f  i t  w a s  p a r t  o f  h e r  b o d y .
T h e  e l e m e n t  o f  w a t e r  i s  o f t e n  a s s o c i a t e d  w i t h  w o m e n
a n d  a l l  t h a t  i s  f e m i n i n e .  T h e  s e a  o f t e n  i n c a r n a t e s  t h e
o r i g i n a l  p l a c e n t a  o f  t h e  E a r t h ,  a  m e t a p h o r  o f  t h e
u t e r u s .  T h e  c h a r a c t e r  o f  O n  t h e  S u r f a c e  f u s e s  w i t h
t h i s  l a n d s c a p e ,  w h i c h  e m b o d i e s  h e r  e m o t i o n s .  N a t u r e
h e a l s  h e r .  

HEALING



T h i s  f i l m  h a s  a n  a u t o b i o g r a p h i c a l  d i m e n s i o n .  T h e
d i r e c t o r m a n a g e s  t o  t r a n s f o r m  a  p a i n f u l  m e m o r y  i n t o  a
c a l m i n g  c a t h a r t i c  e x p e r i e n c e .  S h e  f i n a l l y  f i n d s  t h e  a n s w e r
t h a t  s h e  w i l l  g i v e  h e r  s o n  w h o  q u e s t i o n s  t h e i r  o r i g i n s .

" W e  a r e  t o g e t h e r  h e r e ,  a n d  I  a m  n o  l o n g e r  a f r a i d  o f  t h e s e
m o u n t a i n s ,  o f  t h i s  c o l d .  Y o u  a r e  f r o m  h e r e  a n d  y o u  a r e

h o m e "

HEALING
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