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Laurent John (00:00):
Episode 1: African Filmmakers in the Diaspora Underground. Weyland mediates a conversation between Somerset House Studios artists Akinola Davies, Jr. and Dr. Robin J. Hayes, to discuss the role film archives play in what Dr. Hayes refers to as the diaspora underground. Welcome to the Echoic Archive
Weyland McKenzie-Witter (00:25):
For some members of marginalised communities whose histories are often subverted or omitted from their history books and classroom teachings, films can be the most significant way in which they engage with the history and culture of their ancestors. As a result, the work of Black filmmakers that accurately depict the history and experience of Africans around the world not only create an essential archive, but they can be the catalyst for political consciousness and relational networks that are significant to building and sustaining what Dr. Robin J. Hayes calls the diaspora underground. Black filmmakers do this by using their work to challenge the harmful dominant representations of Africans on the continent and in the diaspora, be that in Brixton, Los Angeles or Lagos. In this episode, we'll be hearing a moderated conversation between two incredible Black filmmakers, Akinola Davies, Jr. and Dr. Robin J. Hayes. I'd like to welcome you to the Echoic Archive.
Akinola Davies Jr. (01:27):
Hi, Robin. My name is Akinola Davies Jr. I am Nigerian, Nigerian British, whatever suits whoever's asking at any given time. I guess I'm an independent filmmaker first and foremost. I guess a lot of my work deals with, I don't know, ancestral dialogue is a lot of things I like to coin in my film. I like to try and deal with things that talk about memory, that talk about folklore, that give permission to reappropriate and create folklore and try and, I guess, maybe connect the older generation to the younger generation because I feel, maybe, at some point during formulating my practise, I thought there was a lot of information being lost. At least when I was a kid, there was a lot more, it felt like there was a lot more conversation happening, dual conversation happening in both ways.
Akinola Davies Jr. (02:30):
So yeah, I guess my work is trying to do visual reach around, so taking things that existed and theories and practises from ancestors and trying to reinfuse them in contemporary filmmaking, in a way. And it goes beyond... I do narrative stuff. I do ethnographic stuff, some commercial stuff. But yeah, I'm just generally interested in... Yeah, I'm just interested in people.
Dr. Robin J. Hayes (03:11):
That's so interesting that you say that, Akinola, because I feel like an interest in people and communicating with people is something a lot of artists share. I think that's what drives us to create, often.
Dr. Robin J. Hayes (03:28):
I'm Dr. Robin J. Hayes. I am African American and a queer and a fem woman and also a Latine and Caribbean. A lot of my work deals with intersectionality because I hold a lot of identities at the same time. I'm also from a proud working-class family, a second-generation union member.
Dr. Robin J. Hayes (04:00):
I started off as a documentarian because I was an academic full time and I just wanted to make the scholarship about Black Studies that I was fortunate to have access to, I wanted to help make that more accessible to everybody and so I started making documentary films. And then, as I was doing that and doing a lot of community-based distribution and talking with people, I realised there was just a hunger for content by us and for us that really delved into the complexity of our identities and the international scope of our diasporic community. So that's when I became interested in getting into narrative. So I moved to LA from New York a couple of years ago and started focusing full time on that.
Dr. Robin J. Hayes (04:58):
I am actually currently writing for a show that's forthcoming called Sandokan, that's actually about an anti-colonial pirate in Southeast Asia in the 19th century. I'm working on developing some series and narrative feature films. That's a little smidgen of my journey.
Akinola Davies Jr. (05:22):
How do you finding the shift to narrative from documentary?
Dr. Robin J. Hayes (05:26):
Well, I find that... It's been great because I think there's so much of our experience that hasn't been documented, and narrative helps us fill in the gaps. Hasn't been documented because we are part of a historically-marginalised community, Black people all over around the world, and then also hasn't been documented because... I don't know if this is the same in Nigerian culture, but certainly in African American culture, the ethos has been... So many times, even now, my friends will still say like, "Don't let them do it to you." Put on the noble face, hold in the tears, and just keep persevering despite all the obstacles. So even when people's experiences are documented, their emotional experiences are not, because we have not felt free to be sad or afraid or hurt or, if we are women, survivors of certain kinds of violence in public. So the narrative form allows me, with my understanding of the human experience, to fill in those gaps and tell complete stories.
Dr. Robin J. Hayes (06:46):
I think it's very freeing, and also it allows... This may be a controversial assertion, but I think there's more of an allowance for Black joy in the narrative space than in the documentary space. There's still, I think, a question a lot of time with documentaries, who is this documentary for? Is it for people who have lived this history or who have ancestors who have lived this history, or is it to convince people not to be racist? And I think that those are two different goals. I think they're both valid. I'm interested in making things for people who feel an investment in the Black experience and how it's lived and want to understand more about that, not people who feel the need to be convinced to endorse human rights. So that's my audience, I think. And there's more space for that, I think, in the narrative realm.
Akinola Davies Jr. (07:48):
What's the negotiation around... I guess a lot of conversations I've been having recently... What's the negotiation around the, I guess, resources or the capital to be able to tell those stories? Because I guess...
Dr. Robin J. Hayes (08:06):
You use the term negotiation and I was like, "Ah, negotiation implies that there's two equally leveraged sides." I certainly believe in the value of the stories I'm working to produce and tell. There are a lot of great ideas out here. I mean it's a marketplace of ideas. There are a lot of great ideas. It is a little bit about how much you're willing to persevere and refine those ideas and show you that you're prepared to execute those ideas great, and then it's also just a little bit luck of the draw. I mean, I think, to me, that's just what I've found and what I've observed since I've been working on this full time. It's just something that you kind of have to accept. Everyone experiences rejection. And when I say everyone, I mean our favourites, our magazine-cover stars, our Oscar winners are being told no. No one advances every single thing that they would like to advance, that's just the reality of the marketplace. So, it's hard work, but the reward is great if you succeed, and that's something that inspires me to keep going.
Akinola Davies Jr. (09:16):
I liked how you said narrative was freeing because that's definitely something... That's definitely a way I'd been articulating it, with my first contact in narrative, to say that a lot of my, I guess, trajectory as a filmmaker had always been in... And I don't necessarily mind it now, because it's another thing I've been saying to myself, that a lot of my work has been in service of other people's ideas or other people's resources or other people's content, for example, but I felt like narrative presented an opportunity whereby I could... Yeah, it was freeing. I could tell the type of stories I want to tell. I could take resources back to Nigeria to make the films with the local technicians, because having them behind the camera not legitimises, but, I guess, in a sense, it kind of authenticates situations. If they're not behind the camera, some of those things can sort of go awry if... yeah, basically. But very freeing, for sure.
Weyland McKenzie-Witter (10:29):
For a lot of filmmakers, there's that one moment, usually in their childhood, where they're captivated by the storytelling that they see on the screen. The narrative transports them from wherever they are in the world directly into the story that they're watching and they realise the power of film. I wanted to know what that moment was for Akinola and Dr. Robin J. Hayes.
Dr. Robin J. Hayes (10:52):
I would say the first thing was The Wiz, which is an adaptation of both an all-Black musical and The Wizard of Oz. The musical, the Broadway musical starred the great Stephanie Mills and was directed and costume-designed by the genius Geoffrey Holder, genius Trinidadian Geoffrey Holder, and starred Diana Ross, Michael Jackson, Nipsey Russell, and the great queer icon Ted Ross. Well, Diana Ross is also a queer icon too.
Audio (11:35):
So what's your name?
Audio (11:38):
My name is Dorothy.
Audio (11:41):
Dorothy and Toto. What intelligent names. Okay, Dorothy and Toto, seems like we're going to have to find our own yellow brick road. Ease on down. Ease on down the road.
Audio (11:58):
There it is.
Dr. Robin J. Hayes (12:00):
What's so interesting to me about The Wiz is that it... Sydney Lumet, the great Sydney Lumet who directed the film, made the decision to use all actual locations in New York City in the '70s. So it is a pre-gentrification New York City that is after white flight on the decline. That was the New York I was growing up in, and so it was the first time I saw unapologetic queerness and sparkle and beauty and dance in my very gritty urban environment. I think that is something that has just had a profound impact on my work.
Dr. Robin J. Hayes (12:43):
To this day, people will still say some of my scripts are dark, to which I counter, like, "It's not dark if this is how you live, right?" If you already understand this setting because this is what you deal with every day, you can see the hope and the joy and the humour in this. It might seem dark if you live in Burbank, or, I guess, Notting Hill would be the equivalent in London. You know what I mean? If you're living in a sparkly, abundant environment, then maybe you consider this dark. But for many of us, this is how we're living every day, so the idea that we can still have beauty and joy and aspiration is actually quite hopeful.
Dr. Robin J. Hayes (13:28):
So the first for me, a hundred percent, The Wiz. Highly recommend. There's a Luther Vandros cameo, I'm not going to tell you where it is. Keep a lookout. There is a Lena Horne cameo, you can't miss it. It's unbelievable. The Wiz is everything, underrated.
Akinola Davies Jr. (13:42):
Thank you for sharing that. I think my answers are a bit different. Because I grew up in Nigeria, the specificity of Black films... I don't think I was cognizant of watching Black films until really till my late teens, maybe. But I do remember TV shows because those were the things that we had easy access to apart from Bollywood films and telenovelas.
Audio (14:12):
Why did the king said that they should not touch him?
Audio (14:15):
The king said they should not touch him because he has become a strange being, a powerful strange being.
Akinola Davies Jr. (14:22):
Every Sunday night...
Audio (14:24):
The lesson of the-
Akinola Davies Jr. (14:24):
... on terrestrial TV, it was called Tales by Moonlight. The premise was a griot would gather in front of a hut and all these kids would come and sit in front of him or her and they would get told stories. They would get told folklore stories, and those stories would be dramatised and reenacted across the hour. Maybe they'd be about 15 minutes each, so I think we'd get about four stories in an hour. I just remember every Sunday wanting to watch that. I don't know if there's a huge archive of it left. I don't know if it was digitised or kept, but I think there's something that that has done in my subconscious, which I probably wasn't conscious of the time, is that it really lay a huge foundation for my obsession with the thing I said before, this thing of ancestral dialogue and mythology. There was always a sense of harmony between nature and humans, because in those stories you would have animals who would take on characteristics and they would talk to the humans and back and forth, and you would learn stuff, and some were tricksters and things like that.
Akinola Davies Jr. (15:49):
I'm not sure how conscious they were of what they were doing, but I like to think there was someone in there who was kind of radical and using this as an opportunity to infuse a lot of... yeah, just a lot of stories, basically,
Audio (16:05):
Whatever God has given you...
Audio (16:07):
We shall appreciate it.
Audio (16:14):
... cherish it. That is the end of our [inaudible 00:16:14].
Weyland McKenzie-Witter (16:16):
Now that we've discussed how Black film can connect us to and help us reinterpret our own experiences, it's also important that we discuss just how it can be used to connect us to each other in the diaspora underground
Dr. Robin J. Hayes (16:29):
For our listeners, Weyland is referring to an idea I have in my book, Love for Liberation: African Independence, Black Power, and the Diaspora Underground. The idea of a diaspora underground is that there is a space, there's been a space in the Black radical tradition that activists and organisations have used to forge transnational connections between Black social movements. So it's a configuration of, I say, roots and routes, in the sense that it involves an understanding of our past, present, and future. And also what I call emancipated spaces, whether they're conferences or institutions or activist homes, where we are free from a white supremacist gaze, and in that freedom, we can begin to construct different understandings of the possibilities of Black liberation. So that's a diaspora underground. It's transnational and it's something that tends to become more vibrant during periods of Black insurgency.
Dr. Robin J. Hayes (17:42):
In my book Love for Liberation, I talk about the diaspora underground that emerged during both African independence movements in the mid-20th century and the Black Power movement here in the United States. What's interesting as you're thinking about that in terms of the Black film archive, there is actually a film by Agnès Varda, who is a French woman director, is very well beloved, a documentary called Black Panthers that is in the public domain but is also available on HBO Max here in the United States. It's just Agnès Varda hanging out with the Black Panthers in Oakland in 1968, about two years after they were founded, when Huey P. Newton was falsely incarcerated, falsely accused of murdering a police officer. Huey P. Newton was one of the co-founders of the Black Panther Party for Self-Defence, someone who graduated from the Oakland public school system unable to read and began teaching himself by reading Plato's Republic.
Dr. Robin J. Hayes (18:47):
To me, it's something... Just about every account of the Black Power movement or the Black Panthers, you will see clips from Black Panthers and you will see interviews with Huey P. Newton. You will see footage of Kathleen Neal Cleaver, who was the communications director. And in this film, I'm going to guess because it was directed by a woman, there's also a focus on women's participation and how the Panthers were a bit distinct from the civil rights movement in that they were very open and encouraging of women's leadership from the beginning.
Dr. Robin J. Hayes (19:23):
It's a half hour long. It's clearly a third cinema piece, a gorilla cinema piece. It's not high budget. And just that 30 minutes tells us so much about the organisation, how the community of Oakland was experiencing the organisation at the time. And it's a resource for documentarians and historians now, what is it, 50 plus years later. The extent to which archiving our experience is so significant and how impactful content creators can be and filmmakers can be in that work, I think, is difficult to underestimate.
Akinola Davies Jr. (20:05):
Well put. I always tell people... Unfortunately, I don't have any grandparents left, but I say to people, "You should record your grandparents telling stories," because I think there's definitely a disconnect with the young, at least here in the UK, because we live in cities and the cities are so fast-paced and we're just trying to live hand to mouth or whatever, that maybe there isn't this constant dialogue and communal living that we used to engage in before, where these stories can be shared and remembered and grounded.
Akinola Davies Jr. (20:37):
I always say it's really important to archive, at least for me, to archive... I record my mom a lot. I record our conversations a lot, with her permission now. Before, initially, it wasn't, but now it's with her permission, in the event that I have children or my children have children or my nieces and nephews want to hear what their grandmother sounded like or the sort of stories she told and retold. I always think for families it's... I think that at least oral archive, video archive even better, but at least oral archive is super important because it kind of... Again, it's giving yourself agency and permission to say that this is of value. I don't know what I'm going to do with it immediately, but it's of value.
Akinola Davies Jr. (21:26):
I also think, in addition to what you said, that there's also a service to be made by revisiting archive and almost repurposing archive and seeing how... For example photographs. Back in the day, everyone would get a lot more dolled up, in their Sunday best, for photographs and generations before, and digitising a lot of those images and using them to tell stories. If you don't have a camera or an iPhone, for example, if you have access to images, you can take pictures of them or whatever and create narratives around them.
Akinola Davies Jr. (22:06):
I've recently come in contact with a huge archive, which was shot, predominantly by white people, over a long period of time, across the African continent. It's so vast, but I'm super curious to see what... Because from that, things were made to suit a particular narrative. So I'm curious as to what was discarded, and actually going in there to see what becomes a value to me or someone who grew up in Nigeria. Like how do we take the things of value that were maybe discarded in some of that footage and actually tell stories that were happening at that same time that maybe weren't seen as these forefront stories? Like how do we bring those stories to the front again?
Akinola Davies Jr. (23:02):
And that has equally spurned this other idea of, within practises, to create ethnographic films of Black people in the UK. Because I think, over here, we have... It's interesting to hear Black Americans, Anglophiles, I would say. Here we are very obsessed with Black Americans. Most of our cultural leanings, especially growing up in Nigeria and here in the UK, more so now there's a confidence about Black British culture, but we still look towards Black America. That's still probably the lead in a culture that we assimilate and identify with.
Dr. Robin J. Hayes (23:43):
I think also for Gen Z, engaging the practise of archiving, as you were saying, it's so heartfelt to me, recording your grandparents, talking about your grandparents. I think it's especially important because you all are coming up in the flat-screen era. It's not just that your screen is flat against the wall or flat on your phone or flat on your computer, but that you don't have a way of having a tactile experience that helps you understand the passage of time.
Dr. Robin J. Hayes (24:21):
In my day, and I'm officially middle aged because I say in my time, my youth, back in the day, back in the day, you went from an 8-track, to a cassette tape, to a CD, to an iPod, to Spotify. Sorry about it, Apple Music, or whatever streaming music app platform you like to use. You had that understanding... And then you also, maybe your parents or your... My grandparents had a whole bunch of albums in the basement and my mom had albums. So I understood... I went from paper and what we used to call ditto machines, the old heads will understand what I'm talking about with that, to copiers, to scanning, to now, we just don't really even use paper, you're going to get a PDF and DocuSign, right?
Dr. Robin J. Hayes (25:13):
I have experienced in my life these changes of how I interact with objects, and that helps me understand different periods and what different periods are. When I would go to the archives as a graduate student, I would see how things were expressed differently. It was different types of paper, different kinds of fonts, different... And now you all are interacting with everything digitally. Everything is just on a flat screen. I think it's much harder to understand where you are in lived experience without that. It's like I'm watching Lil Nas X's video, I'm looking at a Langston Hughes' poem, I'm watching a John Akomfrah film, you're interacting with it all in the same way.
Dr. Robin J. Hayes (26:06):
When you have in-depth conversations with your grandparents, for example, your grandparents have stories to tell and their perspective will really help you understand what you have learned in school. How the actions of elites have impacted your family, your neighbourhood, your community. I think, even if you have all of the impact, all of the access to cultural studies or in the United States called Black studies, ethnic studies, even if you have all that access, having that understanding of what your family's journey has been and how it's been impacted by decision making, much, much larger than your family, is super helpful to your self-understanding and your self-esteem.
Akinola Davies Jr. (26:59):
I quote Haile Gerima who taught at Howard quite a lot. He's one of my favourite filmmakers and theorists, I guess. But he's extremely militant, which is why I love about him, and he talks about the camera being a weapon and saying that when you use the camera, there is repercussions in the foreground and in the background. I think in this conversation around humanising the Black experience, showing it's not monolithic... I mean, I think, in relation to my work, at least, and my life, in terms of trying to travel and have communion with Black experiences around the world, that's my version of learning. I'm not an academic, but in being in situ with people and hearing their story and listening to them, I just get vestiges of information and it's the easiest way for me to learn. I think, in making film, I hope my sensitivities can leverage the way I like to learn and put that on film for other people who see the visual, moving image as a place of liberation, as a place where you can obtain that sort of informations.
Akinola Davies Jr. (28:35):
James Baldwin said, in addition, is that he was saying during the civil rights movement he felt like he wasn't... I can't remember how he said it, but he said at some point he felt like he wasn't doing enough, and someone said to him, "We need witnesses." Being a witness is incredibly important to all these movements. I think film almost falls very well into that criteria of allowing people to be witnesses, and equally allowing us to tell stories that attest to Black liberation, I guess.
Dr. Robin J. Hayes (29:08):
Yes to all that. And we live much more diasporically than a lot of times we even understand. I think if you're a first generation immigrant, like you are, Akinola, it's more prescient, the distinction is more vibrant in your experience. But I talk about in my book, my grandmother, may she rest in power, every year... She was African American from North Carolina, she immigrated to Brooklyn as a teenager. Her grandmother, yeah, was born a slave, was born enslaved in North Carolina. At her church in Bed-Stuy, every year they would have Africa Day. When it was Africa Day, she would go to the Senegalese tailors on Fulton Street in Brooklyn and get her little outfit custom made with the coordinating head wrap and be like, "Take my picture. It's Africa Day." It's exciting. And then when I showed her my dissertation, I was like, "Yeah, it's about the African diaspora." She's like, "What's that?" And I'm like, "Um, what?"
Akinola Davies Jr. (30:08):
You, really?
Dr. Robin J. Hayes (30:15):
You are living this. You can't wait for Africa Day every year. What are you talking about? That's it. You are not from Africa, but you understand that you are descended from it and it's a part of your heritage and that you get it, but you don't necessarily articulate it in that way. So I think, because now we have more and more awareness of the transnational nature of our identity and our experience, more and more people are relating to that.
Weyland McKenzie-Witter (30:44):
We began this episode discussing the onscreen experiences Akinola and Robin had in their past that ignited their passion to tell stories on the screen. It's only right that we end this episode looking into the future. So I'll ask them what stories from the African diaspora do they think still need to be told and archived in film?
Dr. Robin J. Hayes (31:05):
There are so many stories that have not been told that are absolutely fascinating. I'm really grateful to my education in black studies because I think I understand not only how many stories there are that have not been told, but also the ways in which the classics can be remixed to tell stories that centre Black women, queer women, et cetera.
Dr. Robin J. Hayes (31:34):
I just finished a script that's an adaptation of Dante's Inferno that has an all women of colour and queer cast as leads. I want us to see ourselves as we have been, but also as we have not been seen in Western classics. It's something I'm working on all the time, but I think there, unfortunately... But the bad news is, for the most part, we have been excluded, not just in front of the camera, but behind the camera. The good news now is that there is an understanding that that exclusion has taken place, that there is room for a lot more, there's an audience appetite for a lot more diverse voices, not just in terms of, "Let's tell more Black stories," but let's tell different types of Black stories, from different parts of the world, in different settings, representing different cultures and traditions and histories. I think we're going to see a lot more of these stories that have not yet been told, hopefully my book adaptations being one of them, but we shall see.
Akinola Davies Jr. (32:51):
Amazing. Yeah, again, as Dr. Robin says, where do you even begin? I think what's really exciting is that there is a humongous archive from which to draw from, from period, to contemporary, to... And just the characters are so... There's so much intersection in a lot of the character stories, whether it's a Caribbean story, or Black Mexican story, or Afro Mexican story, there's just so many stories that exist and are out in the world, whether it's Aboriginal... These are all Black people with different Black experiences across the world, to a point where, some of it, you haven't even really considered. I remember when I got told there was Black Mexicans, I was like, what? It's completely fascinating.
Akinola Davies Jr. (33:49):
But, I guess, to answer that question more directly, there's two stories I'm super fascinated with. I'm not necessarily, at the moment, invested in being the one telling those stories, but there's stories I'd love to see. One is that of Brother Thomas Sankara, who's one of my heroes. He was Burkina Faso president in the early '70s, I want to say. He was very progressive at the time. He did a lot, basically.
Akinola Davies Jr. (34:21):
I have to list a lot of what he did, but basically he rebelled against French imperialism, which ultimately caused his demise. In a country that didn't have a lot of resources, he created programmes for immunisation, which led to Burkina Faso being one of the first African countries to be totally immunised from, I think it was, polio at the time. He led the charge for having 50% female representation in his cabinet. He changed the name of the country from Upper Volta to Burkina Faso. He did so many things in terms of restoring a lot of value and a lot of humanity to the people of Burkina Faso. He's kind of earmarked as the Black Che Guevara, basically. He was also best friends with Fela Kuti and he was quite a keen musician as well. I think his legacy is something that really needs to be honoured as best as possible, because he was young and he was a revolutionary and his service to his people ultimately cost him his life, as it did a lot of revolutionaries.
Akinola Davies Jr. (35:35):
Another is even further back, it's queen Amanirenas. I remember hearing about her such a long time ago. She was a Nubian queen who fought Julius Caesar and won, basically, numerous times, with guerilla tactics. She was a complete brilliant strategist. I think, similar to what you said about Agnès Varda, I think there's a lot of... The way she presented the Black Panthers, I think there's a lot of, obviously, histories told by the victors, but within that, even the victors have an agenda, right? So a lot of the organisation, a lot of the facilitating strategy was... Within all of our communities, women were, and as proved through social liberation movements even in the United States, that Black women, queer women have always been at the forefront of a lot of these movements. And I think even in pre-colonial Africa, that would've been the same. I think stories like hers are extremely powerful.
Akinola Davies Jr. (36:41):
But yeah, that's two. I could name another 15, basically. But I think those two are the ones that live rent-free in my mind, basically. Let's put it that way.
Laurent John (36:54):
Thanks to Akinola Daview Jr. and Dr. Robin J. Hayes. This episode is produced, sound designed and narrated by Weyland McKenzie-Witter, with introductions by me, Laurent John, and additional music by A. Gibbs and Samson. The Somerset House podcast is executive produced by Eleanor Scott.
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