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The debut from Rungano Nyoni follows 9-year-old Shula, who, after a minor incident in her village, is 
found guilty of witchcraft and exiled to a travelling witch camp. 
 
Synopsis 
 
After a minor incident in her village, nine-year-old Shula is exiled to a travelling witch camp where she is told 
that if she tries to escape she will be transformed into a goat. As she navigates through her new life with her 
fellow witches and a government official who espouses her, exploiting her innocence for his own gain, she 
must decide whether to accept her fate or risk the consequences of seeking freedom. 
 
 
ABOUT THE FILM 
 
Set in Zambia, I AM NOT A WITCH follows nine-year old Shula who is exiled to a witch camp. 

I AM NOT A WITCH is the feature directorial debut from Rungano Nyoni, born in Zambia and raised in Wales. 
The film was shot in Zambia’s capital city Lusaka and rural areas around it, and features a cast of non-
professional actors, led by nine year-old Maggie Mulubwa in the lead role of Shula. Maggie was discovered 
during a locations recce in a remote part of Luapula province. 

I AM NOT A WITCH is financed by the BFI (with National Lottery Funding), Film4, Ffilm Cymru Wales, Aide aux 
Cinémas du Monde (CNC-Institut Français), the Berlinale’s World Cinema Fund and HBF+Europe: Minority Co-
production support. It was developed with the support of the BFI NET.WORK and Ffilm Cymru Wales. 
 
DIRECTOR’S STATEMENT 
 

I AM NOT A WITCH came about because of a huge spate of witch accusations that took place over a 
particularly dry summer in Zambia. What drew me in particular was that these accusations of witchcraft were 
almost always aimed at Women. Naturally this added to my curiosity.  I soon saw this phenomena repeated 
throughout different parts of Africa. Eventually my research took me to Ghana. For over a month I stayed in 
one of the oldest Witch Camps in the world (over 200 years old) – The first foreigner to sleep there 
apparently.  
 

It’s my stay at the ‘witch camp’ that informed the script. I observed the life at the camp, how they were 
organized, the routines and characters. For example the character of Tembo was inspired by the Keeper 
whose father and father’s father were charged to look after and oversee the witches’ welfare. A job that had 
been passed down his family for over 100 years. I observed how limited these women’s lives had become 
based on nothing more than hearsay. I also witnessed the hostility of the locals towards the women in the 
camp.  
 

What was particularly shocking in Zambia is that it’s a country dominated by Bembas (my Maternal Tribe). 
The Bemba people are Matriarchal. We pride ourselves in the equality between Men and Women. Women 
were in the army and police long before many Western Countries admitted them. Women could divorce just 
as easily as Men. Women can own land and inherit just as a Man does. Even our names are gender neutral. 
It’s this apparent contradiction that held my curiosity. 
 
 
Rungano Nyoni BIOGRAPHY (Writer/Director) 
 

Rungano Nyoni participated in the Cannes Cinéfondation Residence programme in 2013 and was selected for 
the Nordic Factory where she co-directed and co-wrote the short Listen which was selected for over 150 film 
festivals and premiered in Directors Fortnight. It won over seventy awards including the Oscar® qualifying 
Best Short Narrative Prize at Tribeca Film Festival (2015). Nyoni also directed the award winning and BAFTA 
nominated Mwansa The Great, as well as writing the Locarno Golden Leopard winner The Mass of Men. She 
graduated from Central St Martins with an MA in Acting. 
 
 



An interview with writer/director Rungano Nyoni 
 
What was the origin of this project and why did you decide to make this your feature debut? 
 

The script started off a series of short stories of several characters. I wasn't sure what I was trying to say 
and eventually it was clear what they all had in common - I was trying to talk about themes related 
to oppression, freedom or the price of freedom. I became fascinated with this and 
started researching around this subject. I thought a witch camp was the perfect place to set my characters 
and ideas in. I visited and stayed in a witch camp for a month in Ghana. I spoke to the women there and 
incorporated some of that research into the script. The story is a representation of that research - I took 
those ideas and created my own world that represented those ideas and feelings.  
 

As far as deciding that it was my debut feature - It was the only story I was working on at the time. I had a 
couple of other ideas but they didn't hold my interest as much as this one and I just kept at it until I was 
happy with it. 
 
Why was this a story you wanted to tell as your first feature? Did it start with themes or characters or plot 
for you? 
 

When I started writing the story - I wasn't really thinking whether it was going to be my first feature. At the 
time it was the only story was interested in exploring. 
 

The story started off with me getting very angry and rilled up about something and I thought that I ought to 
write about it. When you do that it can be very fruitful but after a while you realize you're writing some kind 
of argument that you want to win and it becomes dull. All the characters ended up saying things I’ve always 
wanted to tell people but never could - it was very therapeutic but didn’t necessarily make an interesting 
script. It evolved from there and setting the story in the witch camp seemed to fit all themes I wanted to 
tackle. 
 
What was your experience like in Cinefondation Residence, was that a formative experience for writing 
this script? 
 

The great thing about Cinefondation is that they are totally hands off, this really appealed to me. There is no 
obligation to deliver anything - they just give you a space for you to work on your project. I would highly 
recommend anyone to apply for it - it opened up so many doors and allowed me to find my story. I originally 
applied with a short treatment and I took it to a draft 0.0 and it became the foundations of the final script. 
 

People associate Cannes with glamour and the festival itself and what they don't see is the amount of 
dedication they have to fostering new talent throughout the year. George who runs the cinefondation is 
someone I am still in contact with - he’s been an incredible support. 
 
 
How did you go about casting your young actress Maggie? 
 

Originally I set the film in Luapula - North Zambia. It’s 10 hours from Lusaka and borders the Congo. We had 
come out 2 months before pre-production to scout for locations. The location manager Gabriel found a 
peninsular. On that peninsular he found Maggie - playing with her friends. He took a couple of pictures of her 
because he found her interesting. When I saw those pictures I told him ‘That’s Shula’.  
 

When we came back to Zambia for pre-production a couple of months later I had change the setting to 
Lusaka. We auditioned 900 kids in Lusaka and I wasn't that convinced by any of them. Gabriel reminded me 
of the picture of the little girl he’d taken. I was very skeptical but the team started to work on finding her. 
Tobias (Unit Manager) reassured me he’d find her. He contacted the local Chief and whatsapped him a 
picture of Maggie. Based only on a picture - we didn’t have a name at the time. He sent out his people and 
asked them to scour an area that’s 50,600 km2 to find this little girl. They eventually tracked her down and 
she was brought to the chief who sent her to Lusaka.  I auditioned her with 3 other kids and I couldn't keep 
my eyes off her - she was incredible.  
 
You studied acting at Central St Martins before directing; did that help you prepare your actors (even the 
non-professional ones)? 
 



My time there really helped me shape my directing, writing and the way I work with Actors.  We learn a lot of 
devising. This is what I use in some shape or form during my rehearsals and production.  
 

My approach to actors (especially non-professional ones) is to give them freedom to make their own choices.  
Improvisation is great to get natural performances but it can be shapeless, meandering and unfocused. So I 
work a lot with the actors to explain the scene and get an idea how they would react and try and refine those 
choices to shape the scene/ character and make everything more deliberate. 
 

I think by empowering actors (especially non-professionals)— you can get better than what you’ve written on 
paper. I do this approach with everyone including Maggie.  
 
Most of the African filmmaking we usually see in international festivals would be more earnest, yet you’ve 
created a satire with moments of humour. Is that reflective of your overall sensibility as a director or just 
for this particular story you were telling? 
 

What we see in film festivals such as Cannes or Toronto is probably more a reflection on the type of films that 
attract large financing than anything else. Local productions or independently financed film coming from 
Africa tend to be funnier and more experimental.  Cannes did, however, accept Hyena - an incredible 
Senegalese absurd comedy - in competition. So there are always exceptions. 
 

I wanted to to make this story absurdist because the subject matter is absurd. I researched witch camps and 
witch accusations and I found the whole thing quite comical and ridiculous in its blatant misogyny.  
 
What were the challenges of shooting in Zambia, and on the flip side what was wonderful about it? 
 

The pitfalls for any production from abroad that come to work in Zambia is trying to assimilate whatever 
works in their country. You really have to have an open mind and a different approach when you shoot here 
to get the most out of it.  
The Zambian film infrastructure is at it’s infancy.  
 

Assuming things will be the same becomes more expensive, time consuming and frustrating in the process. 
It’s just time - and that’s what you unfortunately can’t afford during production. 
 

The great thing is that there is so much enthusiasm. Lack of experience never scares me if there is drive and 
willingness to learn. Our casting director for example had zero experience in casting - she was a hotel 
manager. It took me half a day to explain her role and she took to it very quickly.  
 
Did it feel like a big step up making your first feature or did it just feel like a continuation of the way you 
had been working in shorts? 
 

It was a huge step. I thought it would be like making a short but longer - but it’s just not the case at all.  You 
have to have an incredible amount of stamina to see it through to the end. All the things that I’d learnt 
through making shorts were either a benefit or a hindrance when it came to making my first feature. 
 

I realised how spoilt you are when you make shorts. On shorts everything tends to eventually bend to my 
will. On a feature you’re just one bit of the cog. I am used to a lot autonomy in shorts - I have an organic way 
of working that reacts to whatever happens but doing a feature is like a machine - everything has to be 
explained, pre-determined, organised and there has to be a rationality behind how you do things. Which is 
sort of anti-creative. It’s something that I don’t think I ever got the hang of.  
  



Juliette Grandmont Biography (Producer) 
 

Juliette Grandmont of Clandestine Films has been the producer, coproducer, and associate producer on 7 features 
and 26 shorts, such as Platform by Jia Zhang Ke  (Venice, Competition 2000) - El custodio – by Rodrigo Moreno 
(Berlinale competition 2006) Huacho by Alejandro Fernandez Almendras (Cannes Critic’s Weeks 2009), or Shanghai 
Belleville, By Show-Chun Lee (2016).  

 
Emily Morgan Biography (Producer) 
 

UK producer Emily Morgan is an NFTS graduate who has produced a number of shorts including The Mass of 
Men, co-produced artist feature Invention (2015) by Mark Lewis shot in France, Brazil and Canada and is the 
current recipient of a BFI Vision Award and iFeatures production award with director Claire Oakley. 
 
David Gallego Biography (Director of Photography) 
 

David Gallego is an award-winning director of photography, known most recently for his cinematography on 
the Oscar® nominated Embrace of the Serpent (2015).  
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