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Title    
The Pearl of Africa 
Format    Language   
52 & 90min (2:35:1)  English & Luganda 

Logline
The Pearl Of Africa captures an intimate struggle for the right to love. Following a 
Ugandan transgender girl, forced to leave her country, it’s an emotional journey of 
love, hate and being transgender, in one of the worlds most transphobic places.

SYNOPSIS
The Pearl of Africa is a story about Cleopatra Kambugu, a 28 year old 
Ugandan transgender girl. Biologically born male, but against all odds, transitioning into 
the woman she knows she was born to be.

Through an intimate fight for love in Uganda, one of the worlds most transphobic places 
Once named The Pearl Of Africa by Winston Churchill, for it’s vast diversity in
gender, flora and fauna. We get an insight into what it means to love as trans.

At first Cleo and Nelson, who met 6 months before we started documenting their lives. 
Seem like any other couple falling in love. But Cleo is a trans activist, and Nelson is a 
straight guy who used to believe that trans people were abominations. Now they live a 
quiet life together in a suburb of Kampala.

With pressure from family and society, they struggle to show their love openly, 
always risking to be attacked. But because Cleo has been on hormones for some time, 
she’s on the outside seen as any other woman. But then, as a result of a much debated “anti 
homosexualtity-law”, passed by the parliament of Uganda. Making anybody associated 
with LGBTI-people into criminals, threatening them with life in prison.  
 
Everything is in one moment turned upside down. As Cleo is outed for being a “homosexual” 
on the front page of Uganda’s biggest tabloids, Red Pepper.
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This journey not only brings us closer to the characters, but it also deepens our 
understanding of love. As they go on this journey, they prepare for the next big obstacle 
in life, Cleo’s sex reassignment surgery. A final piece of the puzzle needed for Cleo to feel 
whole, but also the first step towards getting back to Uganda.

When she’s physically a woman, she is determined to change her gender documents in 
Uganda. Something that by many is said to be impossible. It would make her the first trans 
person accepted for her/his true gender identity in Uganda. But before that can happen, 
their love is put to the ultimate test. 

After the surgery Cleo can’t move or talk because of the pain. She has to fight off a painful 
infection that has made her over sensitive to light. Nelson stands by her side, as they live in 
a small recovery room in darkness for over a week. Together they have to learn how to walk 
again

The Pearl of Africa captures a struggle that’s rarely caught on film. A first hand testament 
that love conquers all. A documentation of a couple going through their most difficult time. 
Through an intimate single character perspective and beautiful cinematic visuals, it leaves 
nobody untouched.

They then leave with no other option but to leave family and Uganda behind, as they go on 
a life changing journey, not knowing when they will come back to Uganda again. 

Unlike many films that explore themes related to human rights, The Pearl of Africa focuses 
on telling a universal love story in an extreme circumstance. The everyday struggle of living 
together, falling in love and starting a family. But it does so in the absurdity of having to 
leave your home and where love is a matter of life and death.



CLEOPATRA KAMBUGU 
- ”Gender is just another thing, I don´t see the 
importance in it even being a label”

CLEOPATRA KAMBUGU
- ”I don’t want to go back to what I used to be”

CLEOPATRA KAMBUGU
- ”I used to get scared to go to some places, becouse 
I was scared to find the voilence there. ”
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DIRECTOR’S STATEMENT
The Pearl Of Africa is an intimate and authentic love story about a charismatic trans 
woman’s struggles as a human being like everybody else. I think that many films that 
are related to stories about transgender people, or black people, often focus on them 
being different. I wanted to fill that space with a personal love story, where the human is 
in the centre.

We never tried to explain why Cleo is the person she is. Instead, our focus is on how it 
is to be her. And how similar we are to each other if we look deep beyond the surface 
of people.  

It’s all about acceptance, it’s crazy that we still have such a hard time accepting 
differences in people. Through Cleo’s story, I want to highlight both the gender and race 
discussion, which are important all over the world.

PRODUCER’S NOTE
The Pearl Of Africa has received a number of international attention due to its 
unique Web series done together with Huffington Post and Nöjesguiden.  The web 
series became the first international recipient of the  PPFA Maggie Award for Media 
Excellence in Global Journalism given in 2015.  

Many media outlets has celebrated the project with CNN calling it the “Top African 
show to ditch House of Cards for”. At the same time as we launched the web series, 
we decided to invite our audience to participate by supporting Cleo’s personal fight 
through a crowd-funding campaign. Instead of raising money for the film, we wanted 
them to help us raise money for Cleo’s sex reassignment surgery.  

In February 2015, we successfully raised $14,000, marking a stepping stone in film 
history as the first film to use crowd-funding this way. It is a project that was born on 
the internet and now finally the feature film is about to be released as its audience grew 
over a span of two years prior to its official release. 

TRANSGENDER LAW CENTER
- “Cleo & Nelson’s relationship shows something rarely highlighted when talking about 
transgender people in Uganda”

RUTGERS UNIVERSITY
- “Cleopatra’s story really highlights the human dignity it takes to take a stand on a 
controversial issue”.
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MAIN CHARACTERS

Cleopatra Kambugu is a 28yrs Ugandan transgender girl, biologically born male, but 
against all odds transitioning into the woman she knows she was born to be. 
In February 2014, Cleo and her boyfriend Nelson Kasaija decided to live together 
and settled in Kampala. They had dreams of starting a family. Because Cleo was on 
hormones, they could show their love openly. She was seen as any other woman. 

But that quickly changed when President Museveni introduced the anti- gay law. The 
law forced Cleo and Nelson to go into hiding, locking themselves in their homes be-
hind barbed wires. Cleo’s mother came with food and supply at night. 

”I officially lost my job and several of my family members abandoned me fearing for 
their safety,” narrated Cleo. 

The people who had been ”outed” were attacked by mobs and illegally evicted. She 
was forced into hiding to avoid attacks and possible arrest.

”It was a tough time. My mom had to come with food in the nights so that we would 
have something to eat. People went hungry for days. Unless the attacks reached 
them so did the lack of food and medicine,” she said. 

They saw no other option than to get out of Uganda; fortunately, Cleo was offered a 
job in Kenya at the time.

”I decided to move to Nairobi, Kenya. It gave me not only an income but also a sense 
of security.”

”I want to give the Ugandan people human picture of a transgender person, which I 
hope The Pearl Of Africa will help me do,” Cleo said. 
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UNIQUE
AUDIENCE

SOCIAL MEDIA 
ENGAGEMENT

140 MILLION 20 00050 000

SOCIAL MEDIA STATISTICS

WEB SERIES STATISTICS

SOCIAL MEDIA CHANNELS

TODAY +700 NEW FOLLOWERS EVERY WEEK

7 200 NEW FOLLOWERS

17 500 NEW FOLLOWERS

1400 NEW SUBSCRIBERS

11 000 UNIQUE VISITORS

$14 000 CROWDFUNDED

–”Top African show to ditch 
”HOUSE OF CARDS” for!” 

CNN

–”That was so beautiful. 
I’m tearful right now!” 

@LittleGee10

BBC, Huffington Post, CNN, The Advocate, Sverige Radio, Dagens Nyheter, Nyheter 
24, MSN, AOL, QX magazine, Planet transgender, TéléObs, Okayafrica, This Is Africa, 
Ayiba Magazine, Towleroad, Kuchu Times, Daily Planet, Huffpost Live, Global Voices 
Online, The Absolute, Norrtälje Tidning, News 24, The Fab Femme,  Dialagai, Gaybla-
det, Chicamond, Transgender Law Center etc.
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CONTACT
Andre Wallström   Rough Studios AB
andre@roughstudios.com Unungeslingan 37
www.roughstudios.com   762 98 Edsbro
+46 730 770 450   Sweden

Web & Social Media
http://pearlofafrica.tv
http://facebook.com/thepearlofafrica
http://twitter.com/pearlofafricatv
http://instagram.com/pearlofafrica.tv
http://youtube.com/creativenorthtv

Hashtag: #tpoatv

BEHIND THE SCENES - DOCUMENTARY
Making your first feature documentary is hard, and it’s a process that you rarely get 
a close look at. This is why I decided to start documenting my own struggle as a 
filmmaker. 

About three years ago, I started working on my debut feature documentary. For a long 
time, everything seemed impossible. Then I decided to create a blog about my struggle 
to make the film.

Watch here: http://youtube.com/creativenorthtv
#creativenorth

Directors Bio
Acclaimed self shooting director Jonny von Wallström bursted onto the independent 
movie scene with his revolution film Zero Silence. Jonny both shot, directed and 
produced the film which premiered at Sheffild Doc/Fest 2011.

Born 1982 in Sandviken, Sweden, von Wallström studied digital post-production and 
graphic design before making documentaries.

The Pearl Of Africa is his first feature, premiering in competition at Hot Docs. A 
film which he directed, shot, edited, composed, animated, co-produced and sound 
designed himself.



ANECTOTES

CALLING FROM BANGKOK,  ASKING FOR 13,000 DOLLARS

At the moment when we were about to pay for Cleo’s Sex Reassignment Surgery in Thai-
land, PayPal blocked our account because they thought that we had been hacked since 
the transfer came from Bangkok. So while André tried to get hold of PayPal in the last mi-
nute, I called all my friends like a madman and asked if they could transfer 13,000 dollars 
to my bank account. 

Haha, what do you think their reaction was? Everyone was absolutely certain that I had 
been robbed! It didn’t sound good at all. Not even to myself. And It could have been a 
disaster! But luckily for us, PayPal solved it pretty quickly. 

MOVING IN WITH CLEO AND NELSON

Cleo and Nelson had just began dating when I started filming The Pearl Of Africa. And 
you know how it is in the beginning when you’ve just met someone, everything is new and 
exciting. But it got to a whole new level for Cleo and Nelson. Especially when this Swe-
dish man suddenly moved into their house and started filming their lives. At that time, 
Nelson and I didn’t know each other so well either. So it must have been so strange for 
him.

THE STORY BEHIND THE MUSIC
We actually did a web series about the creative process of making this album with Re-
bekka Karijord. It was a journey that took us to her country home where she, a producer 
and some musicians made this record together.

I filmed all these songs as they were recorded in a studio. I had worked with Rebekka on 
my last film, Zero Silence. And For The Pearl Of Africa, we knew that we wanted to use 
women’s voices in the music.

So when we started to look at different options, I started to think of Rebekka again, and 
how perfect her music would be for this film. The album is about love, and that is what 
Cleo’s story is all about...


