
Brazzaville is the capital and largest city of the Republic of the Congo. 
It lies directly across the river from the much bigger Kinshasa, the 
capital of the Democratic Republic of Congo, formerly Zaire. This is 
the only place in the world where two national capitals are situated on 
opposite banks of a river, within sight of each other.  Together they 
have a population of almost 12 million. 

Most roads within the center of Brazzaville are decrepit, full of 
potholes and in serious disrepair. Football matches are frequently 
followed by street fighting and vandalism between supporters of rival 
teams. Kinshasa is considered one of the most dangerous cities in 
Africa, and muggings, robberies, rape and gang violence are common.

This is therefore the strangest of places for an association of elegant 
gentlemen. But La Société des Ambianceurs et Personnes Élégantes is 
not just any association. It is actually the name of a unique subculture 
whose beginnings can be traced back to the time when the first French 
colonists arrived. Locals were impressed by the fashion of the white 
French, they started imitating them. Le Sape, as the movement is 
called, is inspired in French style but it is much more than that, it is 
almost spiritual form of self expression. It really started when locals 
who had the opportunity to travel to Paris came back to Congo dressed 
as gentlemen. Although the original name came as the consequence of 
a misinterpretation of a French word -saper (undermine)- at some 
point someone came up with the formula “society of atmosphere 
setters and elegant people”,  SAPE in French.

What is more amazing about Sapeurs is that most, if not all of 
them, live in extremely poor neighbourhoods. Most don't 
even have a job. However, they spend thousands in expensive 
clothes and accesories, and even though there are now some 
luxury stores in Brazzaville and Kinshasa, sapeurs try very 
hard to get their clothes directly from Europe, and all dream 
of someday being able to travel to Paris to buy the clothes 
themselves. This, in a country where the average salary is 
about $300.

The dedication of these men, and some women, is truly 
admirable. Their devotion has more to it than simply the 
pleasure of wearing expensive clothes. They see themselves 
as ambassadors of elegance and see beauty and spirituality in 
the harmony of colour. Most of them have to survive renting 
the clothes for special ocassions, but they truly believe in 
elevation through beauty. “Even if a sapeur doesn't have 
anything to eat”, one of them says, “it doesn't matter, 
because wearing beautiful clothes is food for the soul”.

Baudelaire wrote about dandyism: a dandy “must have no 
profession other than elegance...no other status, but that of 
cultivating the idea of beauty in their own persons...The 
dandy must aspire to be sublime without interruption; he 
must live and sleep before a mirror." And Albert Camus wrote: 
“the dandy is, by occupation, always in opposition. He can 
only exist by defiance.The dandy, therefore, is always 
compelled to astonish. 

thSingularity is his vocation, excess his way to perfection.” 18  and 
th19  century dandies, in England, were usually self-made and came 

from a middle-class backgrounds, but imitated an aristocratic 
lifestyle, but at the same time were always in opposition and were 
stoic in their individuality.

Sapeurs have no other objective but that of cultivating the idea of 
beauty and satisfying their passions and feelings, and this comes 

thvery close to Baudelaire's descriptions of 19  century dandy. We 
can definitely call Le Sape, dandysme à l'africaine. It's not the 
same to be an engineer wearing a nice western suit than to be a 
sapeur. There's an ethical and almost spiritual component to it. It is 
full of contradictions and paradoxes -”Even if a sapeur doesn't 
smoke he must know how to light a cigar properly”- but this is the 
beauty of it. True elegance does not consist in putting a new dress, 
like Coco Chanel once said. It is an attitude and a way of going 
about life. It is the quest of originality and your own style and 
inventing your personality. Sapeurs, in fact, all give themselves 
names which are sometimes ridiculous: ‘Parfait le Bodeur‘, ‘Serge 
le Temoin de Playboy‘, ‘Baleine Sarkozy‘ or ‘Christian Dior‘. But 
although their styles are very personal, they share a dream, a 
common aspiration, they all want to be elegant gentlemen.
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