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ﬂol $1, 000 after pumping
$15,0()0 into my first movie

Jerry Sesanga, the main man at Njovu Studios Africa, tells Trevor Lutalo why Uganda needs to
build its film industry first and be patient about making returns.

BYTREVORLUTALO

t the entrance of Njovu Studios
Africain Ryanja,Kampala fiction H
greets you before reality does. :
The reception area is dressed as
Nile Sugar, a fictional company from :
the television series Loving Beyond,
which has slowly but firmly captured
Kampala's attention. It feels less like
walking into an office and more like :
stepping onto a set mid-scene, where
stories are not just told, but lived. :

Jerry Sesanga himself meets me at :
the door. We had tried to align sched-
ules bedtre, unsuccessfully, each at-
tempt swallowed by the unpredicta: :
ble rhythms of a creative industry that
rarely pauses.

He seems in motion even as he stands
still, making calls, greeting team mem- :
bers, issuing quick instructions. The en-
ergy is unmistakable. Around him, a
young team moves with a certain loose-
ness, professional but unburdened by :
corporate stiffness.

Lunch is ordered almost immediately.
We settle into an office washed in Kam- :
pala sunlight, large windows letting in :
both warmth and a strange calm.It is :
quiet,almost too quiet perhaps,the qui- :
et that invites confession.

When the food arrives, it is deeply lo-
cal: peanut paste, traditional staples,

his without meat, mine with beef.And : §

then,as if cued, the story begins. :
“I was born by a lady called Ter- &
ry Namubiru, my mother,and aman

called Rogers Sesanga,”he says, settling §

into his chair" didn't see my father be-
cause he died when I was nine months :
old”

Stories shaped by absence :
It is a matter-of-fact statement, but :
its weight lingers. Raised by a nursery :
school teacher who would goonto be- :
come the longest-serving employee at :
Kampala International School, Sesan- :
ga’s childhood was shaped less by ab- :
sence and more by presence, the pres- :
ence of stories. :
“She would bring back books,”he re- :
calls.“I remember The Jungle Bookso :
much because she would read it tome. :
Then she brings a collection of Cinder- :
ella, Rapunzel, and Snow White.So :
grew up with stories,and I think it im-
pacted me” :
By Primary Seven, he had already at- :
tempted his first book.It was never for- :
mally published, but his mother print- :
ed it into a pamphlet, a gesture that,in :
hindsight, feels prophetic. :
“I'was happy I had my first book,"he :
says withasmallsmile. - :
From there, the path seemed inevita- :
ble.In Senior Three, he began chasing :
publication, facing rejection after re- :
Jection at The East Africanbefore final-
ly finding a break at Sunriseat the Na- :
tional Theatre. Persistence paid

off. By the time he finished Sen- *
ior Six, he had published in al- /e
most all local dailies, includ- i

ing Dai- « ly Monitor, a feat
many seasoned journalists  «
would envy. s
Then came the break-

i says plainly“But

s

i through.“In my first year at Makerere :
i University,1 published my first novel :
: with Longhorn Publishers,”he says."It :
: clevatedmealot.” :

And yet,even then, something feltin-
complete.*The books, I felt a few peo-
ple have access to them,” he says, lean-
: ing forward.“Very many people don't
i read.Bven people who want to support
¢ you can buy that book, and they put it :
¢ Africa

{ Tlooked very successful on social me-

on their shelf”

: Frompagestoscroon
Film, he realised, was different.“But
: when people watch a trailer,they're go- :
! ingtobesointerested” :
It was not just a creative shift; it was :
: astrategic one. Still, strategy does not :
i guarantee success.
For nearly four years, Sesanga :
: searched for Shss million to shoot his :
: first film.He had the script.He had the :
: vision. What he did not have was the :
: money. :

*I was very broke,” he

44

Hopoful.
The fi'm

fustry is ono of those

n could investinasa
country and got alot. The lands-
capo is still virgin”

- Jorry Sesanga of Njovu Studios

dia”®
The contrast is almost cinematic in

: jtself: international speaking engage- :
mentsin Oslo,Minneapolis, Hollywood, i

and Guatemala, yet returning home :

¢ with just $100 (Shs368,000) or less in E

pocket money.

*During that period, I was looking :
for just Shss million to shoot amovie.I :
couldn't find that money”

lesson. He secured a
$12,000 grant and set

L.

When it finally came in 2019, it came :
not as a breakthrough, but as a :

outtoproducehis
maiden mo- :

tlon picture, The Run. What followed
¢ was a crash course in the realities of
i filmmakingin Uganda.

“You tell this one, I'm giving you this : pay

i much money, shoot all the footage, ed-

i itand give me a ready movie. This guy

i just shoots, and for a month, he keeps
¢ quiet.Hehad done nothing,”he says
Post:| pmductlon dngged on for near-

i lyayear. A movie that is edited in two :

i weeks, the first cut took me about 10
monlhs, hesays.
-Then came the final blow. “I sold

! the first movie to DStv for just $1,000 :
i (Shs3.6m) after investing over $15,000

S (about Shss5m).”

himwhy.

i hesays.

i Riskybot
That decision to prioritise visibility
over profit sits at the mettle of Sesan-
: ga's philosophy,and perhaps, his gam-
¢ ble.Itis a gamble not just on himself,
but on an industry he describes with-
out hesitation.
“The film industry is one of those
i rawareaswe could investinasa coun-
: try and get a lot,” he says.“The land-
: scapeisstill virgin®
Virgin and full of potential, but
i largely untapped. For Sesanga, the
: problemis not talent.It is structures.
“We have players such as Mul-
¢ tiChoice and StarTimes, but only five
producuon houses might have run-
: ning projects. There is still time for
: content both on daytime and night-
: timetelevision”
Distribution remains limited. Op-
¢ portunities are uneven. Even success
i does not guarantee continuity.
“If there is an actress who has been
i onashowit mightbea Iong time un-
: tﬂtheyﬁnd their next gig”
And then there s the cost of produc-
: tion.“The production of Queen of Kat-
5 wehad to do some shotsin Smglpore
: because it was more expensive in
Uganda interms of taxes. There has to
i beadeliberate shift>
; His argument is not just creative, it is
: equally economic.“Film can employ
: many people, from actors, crew, prop-
: erty owners, logistics and catering.”
It is an entire ecosystem waiting to
i beactivated.

i Building Njovu

¢ Yeteven within these constraints,

: Sesanga has chosen tostay and invest.

¢ “WhenI got some money,my moth-

er told me to build rentals,” he says.

; “ButIhad adream.”

W) That dream is slowly taking shape
in Kyanja. Njovu Studios Afri-

Jerry Sesanga.
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This makes my heart jump,and I ask
: even asmall amount, lhnm-,”

“Because I wanted my people to see :
i my work. [t wasn't about the money,”

: on a complex foundation: s,
¢ global platforms remain out of
somebody abroad,”he says.“Tikr,

: needs to bring these people o, ,, i
¢ and negotiate the terms, ask the .
* tion‘how do our content creators
: efit?”

 Smallwins, bigimpact

: fectsartistsinthe countryhesays
: nowaDOPtoo”

 Senior Four,is now WTiting cripts ;-
: preparing toreturn to school.“So
: one who was just cooking is earn
: good salary”he says.“I'm proud of .,
: story” -

: Girls navigating different realjt;c

: bar.Workersin sugar plantanen_\-,-h

: arenot abstractideas. They areliveq gy g
: penencss and through them he; istry
: ingto dosomething bigger.

: thenticstories,’he says. j.,

: before colonial narratives and one thy ©
at

www.mn""q

i eals a production hotee T
lmanattempt at building jyp, .-
i where little exists, A systeyy
U"unrmlnmm'ﬂul
‘Idldu!',v1nhmnmn.,,,l )
1e," he explains.” lmm,,,,,l
an take over”
Today, he overiees i s v,.,,,”
¢ ation, writers'rmoms, direey,
: 1nd visual effects feams, o)., L
'WI”I Loving Beyone, | . am,
rv:ctnrlm not a writer” h s, ,”v{
: ateam” AT
Itis a deliberate shift frey, . ;
¢ brilliance to collective ey,
; the question lingers: //h/,,,”"
¢ vesting in an industry th, ha Iy
ay? ™

M .
\

“The first thing anyone by, ,
stand is that [ got here hlv»"
: wm'hcn-/w
¢ But passion alone is not ey
i knows that.“In the long rup, ity e
he adds.“Dynamics are rhq,,!,, ’f,.
i singleday” LA
He points to Ugandas p,, .
{ young,growing, and i increasiy, "'l
nected.“The biggest market ,, s /’ "
content is not abroad, it is rmr,,/ 'r.
ple” g
lf each of those people conty

"v«
o

tomath.

.[fyoug,rvemcshsl rmnm,],“Jy
i lion Ugandans give me that -, B i,
: tobcmakmgmune-/
It is a simple equation, byt Ona

¢ frastructure, policy,and trust p, .

“YouTube will not pay you as

: not pay you as well.(The] govery,

Despite the challenges, some

: ments affirm his belief. He Spwllwf
: youngnmnwhosmnedasacmu‘
: studio.

“Today, he’s one of the best visy,) .

{‘

Another, who had only studied upt,
d

These are victories that are se|q _

celebrated, the kind that do not ma,;
hmdlmes,but signal something dee,, -

“The characters are day-to-day Peop),

who we stay with,"he explains,

Amaid who misunderstands q.y B

{
“Iwanted so much to tell oy gy, may A

Stories of a Uganda that existed 101

: cz;tr‘l}tll:a?r;otevolvetlwym L
: omeet a oung; ith
: of himself, Sesanga \'.yu]d ff;v‘fﬁ o n
: advice earned from the scho) orhfxw @
: “Twould tell that versjop of me thy fiy
: they can be better thyy, me;” h o k<
: “Buttheyjustneedtostars | - 2V

And then, almOStaSanaﬁenhn.mL. —
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