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BiograpHy Caroline Pochon was born in 1970. At the age of 15, she played the role of Johnny Halliday’s 
daughter in the film Conseil de famille directed by Costas Gavras. She then studied at the Sciences Po 
university of social sciences in Paris before attending La Fémis film school and the Langues O institute 
of oriental languages and civilisations. It was there she learnt to speak Wolof. In 2005, Pochon started 
directing short films and documentaries. The Second Wife was initially a 46 minute autobiographical 
documentary broadcast on TV5 Afrique. She has also co-directed a number of films with Allan 
Rothschild: La Face cachée des fesses achieved the Arte channel’s highest viewing figures for 2009, followed 
by Du culte des seins and Des pieds et des mains. Democratic Books released publications to accompany 
each of these films. In 2012, Pochon’s documentary Stimulation cérébrale: un nouvel espoir pour les TOC ? 
was broadcast on Arte. The Second Wife is her first novel. 

A story of passionate love and worlds colliding. Can two people truly commit  
to each other despite overwhelming cultural differences?

The Second Wife is based on the author’s own extraordinary life. But this is more  
than a short and simple personal tale: Pochon has developed her story into  

an authentic but profound autobiographical novel.

Hortense is the main character in ‘The Second Wife’. She may be from the West,  
but she never casts judgement on the African realities she describes. Instead,  

she draws the reader into her story in a way that is extremely moving.

http://www.buchetchastel.fr/
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3rd March

Anna-Maria finally stops to talk on the poolside terrace at Hôtel Indépend-
ence. With deep brown hair and jewellery jangling on her wrists, she doesn’t 
look out of place in the swarm of people buzzing around her. Everyone seems 
to know her and nods in her direction when passing nearby. As we sit in the 
shadow of a large palm tree, she offers to buy me an exotic fruit cocktail with 
the vouchers the festival organisers have given her: she’s a permanent guest. 
She won’t stop talking about this year’s films but grants me just a few minutes 
from her ‘busy high-priestess schedule’ to listen distractedly to my story. When 
I mention the ‘Keur Massar Poet’, her face freezes. News of my great romance 
is greeted with frosty irony.

“So, you’ve brought love at first sight to Ouagadougou, have you Hortense?”
Her tone seems so harsh to me. There was a time that she too had experi-

enced the same kind of ‘exotic’ adventure with African film makers ... Seydou 
is really nice but he’s a dreamer, not to say a loser. His career had begun well in 
France, but when he returned to Senegal, he wasn’t inspired any more.

“Everyone says he should do a quick stint in France to relaunch his career. 
Maybe that’s what you want to be? A French quickie for the big shot film 
maker?”

To make matters worse ... she’d heard he was married.
“You need to learn how to say I-love-you-bye!” says a flabby White woman 

Hortense is fed up with her family, society in 
general and her home town of Caen in France. 
Fascinated by Africa, she decides to leave it all 
behind, flying out to Burkina Faso to attend a 
film festival in the capital city of Ouagadougou. 
There, liberated from her past, she begins a 
period of exploration and discovery. At the 
festival she meets Seydou, the ‘Keur Massar 
Poet’, and falls head over heels in love. He 
wants to marry her, so she has to convert to 
Islam and become Aïcha. But more importantly, 
she will be his second wife. The first wife is 
called Awa; she is pregnant and about to give 
birth.

With a gift for sharp and lucid expression, 
the author analyses the emotions that motivate 
Seydou and his two wives. Pochon reveals how 
Senegalese women live their lives and invites 
us to discover, from within, African polygamy 
in all its complexity.

The Second Wife is a first novel that 
combines adventure, love, hate and violence. 
It has an authentic charm while revealing 
a passionate love story that may be difficult 
to accept.
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in her sixties to her two African companions sitting beside us, endlessly echo-
ing my disillusion. The excessively glammed-up young sirens demand another 
drink, like little girls. Is it right to be annoyed by my wicked godmother for 
lacking any kind of restraint on this occasion? Or is it simply that truth hurts? 
I rush out to the street, taking a Xanax without water to ease the pain. I trip and 
tumble to the ground, resting there a moment amid the indifferent crowd. The 
noise, the poverty, the foreignness, suddenly it all seems insufferable.

That evening

But it’s true, Seydou is married. We meet up outside a small maquis.1 A neon 
street lamp is casting a weak green-coloured light over our location. We sit 
uncomfortably around a rickety table. Me, all mixed up, and him, thinking 
through the barefaced truths. Beside me, an obese, frumpy woman leans over 
to sweep the floor with a short-handled broom. I cling to the rhythm of the 
broom as it beats in my brain. He’s ordered a Fanta and offers me brochettes. 
His hand is trembling. Impossible to eat. The absurd little broom going back 
and forth, the ample body of this woman leaning over us, the idea of the other 
woman, all pound in my head.

He’s been mulling things over since we met up. He needs to tell me some-
thing. He takes my hand. I quiver.

“Come with me to Keur Massar and be my wife. My second wife.”
My chair breaks, I fall flat on my back, my body hurts, I burst into tears.
He takes me in his arms. The woman who’s sweeping continues her job 

without batting an eyelid, shoving her broom right up to us, her heavy body 
sagging towards the ground. Out comes a packet of Xanax. Essential. He 
snatches it from my feeble hands.

“Hortense, now you’ve got me you don’t need these pills to be ok any more, 
can’t you see they keep you in a state of dependency?” I should burst into bitter 
laughter at the absurdity of this ultimate misconception, but I watch him throw 
away my beloved pills. He squeezes me in his arms and leads me, alongside 
him, into the street, his body interlaced with mine. For a lingering moment we 
say nothing. And I know that he loves me.

He speaks to me about his wife, with whom no intellectual exchange of words 
is possible, since she’s almost illiterate (but her talent for managing her family’s 
everyday life means she’s out of the ordinary). She’s precious to him because she 
connects him to Africa and for that reason precisely he’ll never be able to leave 
her. Her education has prepared her to have one or more co-wives. Whereas 
with me he’d be one half of an artistic couple that transcends geographical and 
cultural borders! I imagine a frumpy middle-aged woman who’s ugly, equipped 

1. An outdoor café-bar 
and popular hangout.
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with a broom, with a cooking pot, with an apron round her waist, speaking 
loudly, like all those women you see selling fritters or fabrics at Ouagadou-
gou market. A small cynical assessment brings me to the conclusion that when 
compared to me, ultimately this woman doesn’t stand a chance. I am young, 
I am white, I am rich. I have everything, she has nothing.

By the pool at Hôtel Indépendence

Everything had been so intense, unpredictable and inevitable. I have my first 
moment of solitude after three days swimming at a hundred miles an hour in 
a total synthesis of bodies, spirits, anxieties! I listen intently to the frenetic 
sabars,2 which for me embody the fire of passion and the Senegalese spirit, 
which I know I’m now bound to. Forever.

The Keur Massar Poet.
His smile, animated by expressions that are already familiar to me. The 

way he speaks, rolling his ‘r’s, constructing sentences, laughing! His purity, 
his spirituality. His lyricism captivates me. His outrage. The way he dares to 
speak when others stay quiet. The impulsive way we discovered each other—or 
rediscovered—as if as one in another life. Two beings aware they’ve each found 
their other half—one a man, the other a woman, the same suffering, the same 
quicksilver liveliness, the same way of handling things, the ability to see from 
more than one perspective.

I run into Anna-Maria for the last time on the poolside terrace at Hôtel 
Indépendence, amidst the disorder and disarray of the last party. With the radio 
still playing the lackadaisical fespaco3 film festival jingle in the background, 
I announce to the high priestess that I’m staying in Africa to marry Seydou.

“Well, if that’s what you’ve decided, good luck to you! He’s rather handsome 
and likeable, but what are you going to do about his wife?”

I explain to her that Seydou shares nothing with his first wife, that she won’t 
be a rival because we come from different worlds. And in saying this I consider 
myself to be extremely modern for accepting polygamy in this way, and proud 
not to be racially prejudiced. Anna-Maria finally wishes me a safe trip before 
disappearing in a flutter of fabric and the fragrance of an Yves Saint Laurent 
perfume.

I find Seydou again on the terrace.
“Don’t worry about it, she’s part of the old generation of Francophone Afri-

can paternalists and doesn’t understand a thing about love between an African 
man and a French woman: she’s never really dared to live.”

So, this time I suggest that if he wants, after Keur Massar, he can come and 
join me in France to relaunch his filmmaking career.

3. The Festival panafricain 
du cinéma et de la 
télévision de Ouagadougou 
(Panafrican Film and 
Television Festival of 
Ouagadougou).

2. A type of traditional West 
African drum.
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“You’re so thoughtful! It’s a quality one admires in Senegal. It shows noble-
ness of heart.” But what he really wants, is just for me to come and see where 
he lives, modestly, with his family. In the real Africa.

6 March, Ouagadougou Bus Station

Keur Massar is two days from here, God willing. The heat is already unbear-
able. Dust there permeates the air of the bus station, a place dismissed to the 
outskirts of the city where sophisticated figures fade into the distance with the 
diverse fruits of their labour from fespaco. A feverish commotion reigns over 
the bus and lots of sweaty men are loading up enormous bags of merchandise. 
The cargo seems to be bulging out of the vehicle from all sides. Strings hold 
together what could be described as an enormous floppy hat made of hessian 
and tarpaulin, holding bags and cases crushed one against the other all hig-
gledy-piggledy. I’m the only White woman. The only woman. I watch these 
men dash around, selecting a bus at random and embarking upon crazy jour-
neys across the Sahara to the banks of Lampedusa or Barcelona, whilst Seydou 
and I prolong our honeymoon. They look at my legs. My knees emerge from 
the folds of my skirt.
“Don’t worry about people looking, you’ll have to put up with that quite a bit.”

The driver sits behind his fake leather steering wheel opposite a sticker of 
Mecca. He looks tough, skin darkened with the sun and wearing a loose blue 
turban like the Touaregs4 do. He’s bartering with customers for seats. My purse 
is empty. The bus is about to leave. Seydou had very little money coming here 
but pulls his last note from his pocket and asks the driver how much the journey 
will cost.

“30,000,” states the man in blue without even turning his head, staring at 
a fixed point on the horizon.

“50,000 for two people then, chief?”
“The White woman can’t pay the same as everyone else! They colonise us 

and then ask for a friends’ discount!”
Seydou launches into a griotic5 tirade complete with arm gestures. I stop 

myself from smiling and pray that he wins.
“Chief! You need to understand, we’ve no time left to go to the bank. They’re 

waiting for us in Dakar where we’re getting married. All our family members 
are there, she’s already had a long journey from France to get here... It’s a mar-
riage between the Black race and the White race; do you not support peace 
between different populations? God is great, he will not forget you.

“OK, hop in!”
Seydou hands the Touareg his last note and winks at me victoriously. We 

share a quiet little chuckle.
“You won’t need money anymore when you’re in Keur Massar,” he says.

4. A traditionally nomadic 
population from the 
Saharan interior of North 
Africa.

5. A griot is a traditional 
African orator, storyteller 
and musician.


