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Studying Creole Culture in Cabo Verde,
an African Island Nation

Directorial Debut Wins Two Awards
at the Tokyo Documentary Film Festival
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The Pico do Fogo volcano towering over Fogo Island
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The Republic of Cabo Verde is an island nation off the coast of West Africa. The
country has been gaining attention in Japan as an opponent at the 2023 FIBA
Basketball World Cup and as a first-time qualifier for the 2026 FIFA World Cup.
Cabo Verde was a Portuguese colony from the 15th century until it gained inde-
pendence in 1975. Once a hub of the Atlantic slave trade, the country is defined
by its "Creole culture,” a fusion of African and European traditions.

Associate Professor Kay Aoki, who has studied the island nation through the
lens of cultural anthropology, drew on 12 years of footage to produce the docu-
mentary ethnographic film "Rhythms of Sodade.” The film won both the Runner-
Up Grand Prix and the Audience Award in the Visual Anthropology and Ethno-
graphic Film Competition at the 2025 Tokyo Documentary Film Festival.
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N During his overseas studies at the
MoTOET, University of Coimbra, Portugal

Immersing in the Community, Deepening the Dialogue

—— Tell us about your field of specialization.

My field is cultural anthropology, a discipline that investigates
peoples and cultures around the world through fieldwork, exploring
the fundamental question of what it means to be human. My research
centers on the "Creole culture" of Cabo Verde, an island nation in
West Africa. Creole doesn't simply refer to a blend of multiple cul-
tures. It's a concept that encompasses the entire body of lifestyles
and values that people forged in order to survive under colonial rule,
slavery, and migration. Cabo Verde is known as one of the earliest
places in the world where this kind of Creole culture took shape. My
interest began with the Portuguese-based Creole language but grad-
ually expanded into everyday practices like music, cooking, and sto-
rytelling. Among these, Cabo Verde's traditional music called "morna"
has become a central pillar of my research as a form of expression
that distills history, memory, and emotion. I'm currently working to
build a comprehensive understanding of Creole culture as a whole,
using "morna" and other practices as points of entry.

My fieldwork begins by living alongside local people and spending
extended time with them. It was once believed that researchers should
maintain distance from their subjects and observe without intervention,
but today the very notion of the "neutral observer" is being challenged.
| see fieldwork not as a process of collecting information, but as plac-
ing myself in a space where relationships with others come into being.
Experiences in the field shake up and reshape the way you see the
world and the things you'd always taken for granted. To embrace that
process of transformation and use it to re—examine what it means to
be human. That, for me, is what cultural anthropology is all about.

—— What drew you to Cabo Verde?

My father is Japanese and my mother is British, but | grew up
speaking French at home. My father is a French linguist, and when |
was looking to pick up a new language at university, he suggested
that learning Portuguese would open doors since Brazil is a BRICS
nation, so | chose Portuguese as my major. Growing up in France, |
also had many friends from African immigrant families, and my moth-
er would tell me about Creole culture. All of these experiences came
together and naturally drew me toward Cabo Verde.

Having grown up surrounded by French, Japanese, and English,
I've always felt a certain fluidity in my own language and identity, and
that personal experience resonated so deeply that | came to feel "Cre-
ole is my own life story," which is what led me to my current research.

The Resonance of Islanders’ Memory: The Emotion Known as “Sodade”

—— What makes Cabo Verde so compelling?

It's made up of 15 islands with beautiful beaches-think of it as
somewhat like Okinawa. The population is just under 600,000, but
over a million people with shared roots in the country's history of
migration form a diaspora abroad, and the economy is sustained by
overseas remittances and tourism. The islands were originally unin-
habited until the Portuguese "discovered" them in the 15th century.
They flourished as a waystation for the Atlantic slave trade, and it was
through that history that European and African peoples came togeth-
er, giving rise to a distinct Creole identity, language, and culture.

Deeply embedded in Cabo Verde's Creole culture is an emotion
called "sodade," which also became the English title of my film. "So-
dade" means something like nostalgia or a longing for home. It's a
feeling that’s inseparable from the islanders' history of repeated migra-
tion and separation. For me, it's these accumulated layers of memory
stretching back to the era of slavery that make Cabo Verde so deeply
fascinating. I'm also drawn to the people themselves. They may not be
wealthy, but they love music, they drink the island’s rum, they dance,
and they live each day to the fullest. Perhaps because both countries
are island nations, | sometimes feel a certain affinity with Japanese
people, particularly in the tendency not to express emotions openly.
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Associate Professor Aoki filming Carlos during an interview
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"Rhythms of Sodade" won both the Runner-Up Grand Prix and the Audience Award at
the Tokyo Documentary Film Festival

TOkYO [Film Synopsis] Rhythms of Sodade
D F 1 (Directors: Kay Aoki, Masashi Nagara /
ocumentary F'tlm 2025/ 108 min / Cabo Verde-Japan)

chtival On S&o Vicente, in the Cabo Verde islands,
Carlos spends his days caught in the under-

2025 tow of alcohol and drug dependence. Running
through it all is the less tangible but far more
enduring feeling of "sodade". More than long-
ing or melancholy, "sodade" is a cultural
expression of absence and remembrance that
has echoed through Creole lives since slav-
ery. Woven into music and oral traditions, it
carries displacement, resilience, and an
unbroken connection to what has been lost.
Through Carlos's memories and the sound-
scapes that shape them, this ethnographic
film offers a glimpse of "sodade"-at once a
deeply personal sorrow and a shared histori-
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At the post-screening remarks with

co-director Masashi Nagara (left)
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—— How did you meet Carlos, the main subject of your film?

In 2013, during my second visit to Cabo Verde, | stayed for six
months to conduct fieldwork. Partway through, | ran out of money
and had nowhere to sleep, so | desperately turned to a bar owner for
help and he introduced me to Carlos, who lived nearby. Carlos rented
me a room at a low price, and as we grew closer by drinking together
and singing, he gradually began to reveal the more complex sides of
himself and eventually allowed me to document his way of life.

In the summer of 2025, just as the film was completed, Cabo
Verde was hit by devastating floods, and Carlos's partner went miss-
ing in a tragic event. | was deeply shaken myself, but seeing Carlos
cry for the first time drove home the reality that these people live in a
world where life and death are never far apart.

—— Tell us about the challenges and rewards of making the film.

I'd been gradually studying visual anthropology for a while, but
this was my first time making a full-scale film, and it was tough. |
learned equipment handling and editing techniques from my co-di-
rector Masashi Nagara, got advice from my mother who has a back-
ground in theater, and then holed up in my office after classes, editing
almost without sleep for about two weeks straight. The greatest joy
was seeing my film screened at the festival, with so many friends and
my parents there to watch it. But it wasn't just the satisfaction of hav-
ing people see the finished product. Through the screen, each view-
er's own experiences and memories seemed to layer on top of one
another, and | could feel a new kind of "sodade" coming alive in the
room. Until then, film had always been something | consumed as a
spectator. But this project showed me that film can create resonance
between people and become a space where individual emotions and
memories converge and intertwine. That moment of realization was, |
think, the most valuable thing | took away from the entire process.

Exploring Creole Gulture Through the Lens of Visual Anthropology

—— What kind of response did the film receive at the Tokyo Documen-
tary Film Festival?

One of the jurors praised the film highly, noting that the emo-
tion of "sodade" was powerfully conveyed through Carlos's journey
of wandering the world and returning home, as well as through the
music he plays and the food he cooks. Audience members also re-
sponded warmly, with comments like "Carlos is captivating" and "Cre-
ole culture stirred a sense of nostalgia in me, " and it was feedback
such as this that ultimately led to the Audience Award. It felt like the
film had left my hands and taken on a life of its own.

—— What are the upcoming screening plans, and do you have any new
film projects in the works?

The film has also been selected for screening at the German In-
ternational Ethnographic Film Festival, to be held May 13-17, 2026.

Screenings are confirmed for 2026 at three venues in Cabo
Verde and in Lisbon, Portugal. Going forward, I'd like to make a docu-
mentary centered on "morna", the traditional music of Cabo Verde.
"Morna" shares some similarities with Portuguese "fado", but it has a
distinctive rhythm with a slow 4/4 time. The lyrics often deal with "so-
dade" and love, and in some ways you could compare it to Japanese
"enka". Looking further ahead, | want to move beyond Cabo Verde
and document the music cultures and everyday practices found
across the Portuguese-speaking trans-Atlantic world—from Africa's
island regions to Brazil-and explore what lies at the end of this ongo-
ing process of people "blending together." Through that work, | hope
to build a richer, more multidimensional picture of Creole cultures that
exist around the world.
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