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Sable Venus – have we seen these two words together 
before? French film director Alice Diop’s very first 
feature film, Saint Omer, was already rewarded with 
the Silver Lion at the Venice Film Festival. She now 
presents her first work for theatre, which is based on 
a revolutionary text. It is an essay by American poet 
Robin Coste Lewis that turns the entire Western 
history of art upside down, reading it from the utterly 
new perspective of the black female figure. Inspired 
by Lewis’ approach, Diop takes the audience on a 
fascinating journey. In a radically simple theatrical 
set up that comprises only a table, her own body and 
the text, what emerges is a pictorial stream that goes 
beyond all imagination. It is a mind-changing theatre 
experience, or as the text says: ‘The Voyage of the Sable 
Venus is an epic written in one line.’
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The Voyage of 
the Sable Venus is 
an epic written in 

one line.



Robin Costes Lewis has spoken of a 
‘love at first sight’ with regard to the 
character of the Sable Venus. You your-
self have said you were stunned by this 
text. Why do you think that is?

A friend of mine read it to me some three 
years ago, on a bench in Brooklyn. I was 
instantly blown away. The stunning 
aspect is hard to put into words. It’s the 
text I was looking for, the one that brings 
everything together – all my individual 
‘selves’. It articulates things that had pre-
viously been unsayable. Its poetic – not 
to say epic – form distils years and years 
of painstaking academic research: on 
the representation, objectification and 
fetishisation of Black women’s bodies in 
art. It’s precisely because it comes at you 
with so much poetic inspiration that you 
have no choice but to surrender to it. To 
let yourself be pierced and transformed. 
It is a text of impressive intellectual matu-
rity, and it catches me at a particular 
turning point in my journey; it catches 
me through its language. That’s the big 
novelty: its power of expression. The 
Sable Venus pieces the fragments back 
together; she gathers up the debris. She’s 
a complete figure, standing firm, in her 
own right. These are our mothers, our 
sisters, all the women who went before 
us, who went unseen because our gaze 

was tainted by violence; and now we are 
seeing them from a fresh perspective.

There is a very political dimension to 
this journey, this look at the very heart 
of the history of representations; yet 
the more the text progresses, the more 
it reveals a tender and intimate dimen-
sion. You get the sense of a rebirth, of 
an almost loving call to ‘start the world 
anew’.

That’s right. It’s even a sensual text. 
Why? Because once you’ve made the 
journey with her, once you’ve seen, felt, 
and observed this fragmentation of 
Black women’s bodies in history and the 
history of art – the visual unconscious 
on which all of this is predicated – you 
can no longer un-see it. Once that 
revelation has occurred, you have to 
reboot your life. And it’s a deep reboot, 
in terms of both gaze and language; 
as a driving force it’s really powerful. 
It has the ability to speak to each and 
every one of us, regardless of our place 
in the world. The text is so rich it can 
be heard in a thousand different ways. 
The horizon of love it has in mind lies 
beyond anger, beyond confrontation. Its 
force is unstoppable because it is a force 
of calm. It draws us in and, in the end, 
simply says that it is afraid to love, to be 
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touched, to be approached. Because the 
violence of racism, of dehumanisation, 
is so deep-seated and so ancient that 
it touches the very essence of who we 
are. Of how we relate to ourselves and 
to others. We are traumatised by what 
this visual unconscious has created. It 
creates insecurity, violence and neurosis. 
That violence has infected me; it infects 
us all, but I had never looked at it that 
way, never confronted it so deeply, to be 
able to rid myself of it. When she writes, 
at the end of this long theoretical and 
artistic odyssey, ‘your hand on my hand 
is too much’, I’m overwhelmed because 
I feel so deeply what she means. I wish 
I could channel that phrase to every ear 
listening to me and be heard. Because 
it heals. It heals us – us women, men, 
White people, Black people. It heals all 
of us.

The text ends with these lines: ‘Please, 
sit here and read to me.’ In this produc-
tion, you’re also the performer, which is 
a first. What does this mean for you?

I never thought that, one day, I’d be on 
a stage. In my films, I’m never the focal 
point; I’m never in the spotlight. And 
yet, with this text, it was impossible 
to consider any other option. There 
was no other way I could have worked 
this material. I couldn’t adapt it for the 
screen, superimpose images over all the 
images it evokes; it would have nullified 
it. Diminished it. It had to be addressed, 
directly. The words had to pass through 
my body as a Black woman. It was me 
that had to be exposed. And I’m all the 

more willing to do so as the text protects 
me; it allows me to emerge, to come for-
ward, naked as it were. I see it like an old 
photo camera that might give access to 
something extremely intimate yet never 
indecent; after all, the text is magnificent. 
I’m protected by its powerful language. 
Full of images, full of thought, full of 
sensitivity. The text is a vehicle, a vessel. 
It can transport you and go through you.
But that ending, that ‘read to me’, I want 
to say it also to those listening to me: play 
your part, take it from here, do it for me, 
for yourselves, for us now. For all of us, 
this long poem is a form of care. For me, it 
heals me of the obsession of being heard 
and understood by minds that cannot 
do so – or do not wish to. It opens up a 
new horizon, one beyond the ideological 
discourse. I feel it will allow me to write 
new female characters, women who 
exist for themselves, who will no longer 
be the object of predation, nor will they 
be obsessed with confrontation. I think 
that reciting this text is also about bring-
ing closure to a certain cycle of stories, 
allowing me to begin another. It invites 
you on a journey within yourself that’s 
so free and so deep that it’s exhilarating, 
and generous. It’s extremely liberating. I 
believe we must not underestimate the 
potential for political action and emanci-
pation it can bring.

Alice Diop spoke to Marie Richeux as part of the Festival d’Automne à Paris in April 2025.



Alice Diop (*1979) is a French film director and screenwriter. She 
studied history and visual sociology.
With a deliberately calm but uncompromising visual language, 
she addresses topics such as identity, migration and colonialism. 
Her films tell the stories of people whose voices are rarely heard 
in public. Her work is characterised by Diop’s desire to bring 
unique life stories from the margins to the centre. In doing so, she 
transforms personal stories into political images. Diop, who grew 
up as the daughter of a Senegalese family in the ‘Cité des 3000’ in 
Aulnay-sous-Bois, a Parisian suburb, is a prominent figure in a new, 
politically engaged French cinema.
With Le Voyage de la Vénus Noire, her stage debut, she is coming 
to Austria for the first time to the Vienna Festival (Wiener Fest-
wochen) | Free Republic of Vienna.
Diop received the award for best documentary film at the 2021 
Berlinale, the Silver Lion in Venice in 2022, and was part of the 
jury for the Academy Award (Oscar) in 2024. Her best-known 
films include Saint Omer (2022), Nous (We) (2021) and Vers la 
tendresse (2016). 
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