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Laurent John (00:00):
Episode four: Dark Fecundity and Archiving for the Distant Future. In the final episode of the series, Weyland is invited on an audio space adventure to Andromeda with Somerset House Studios' artist and writer, Sonya Dyer, to explore how we can construct the future. Based on the archive we leave behind. Sonya Dyer is currently collaborating with Dr. Jeff Grube as part of a funded research and development scheme connecting academics from King's College London and residents of Somerset House Studios. Welcome to the Echoic Archive.
Weyland McKenzie-Witter (00:34):
Hello, Sonya.
Sonya Dyer (00:43):
Hello.
Weyland McKenzie-Witter (00:43):
Thank you for inviting me to your incredible ship. Could you tell me the name of this incredible spaceship that we're standing in right now?
Sonya Dyer (00:54):
So we are in Anarcha, the second Anarcha, Anarcha II, one of three ships that we're building as part of this mission. They named Anarcha, Betsey, and Lucy. They're named after three women who were amongst many women who were experimented on by this guy called J. Marion Sims. He was a physician and gynaecologist in the United States in the 19th century and he sometimes referred to as the father of modern gynaecology, although it's debatable whether he invented anything, but what he did do is he basically tortured enslaved women. And so Anarcha, Betsey, and Lucy are three of the women we know of and so I've named the ships after each of them to remember them in a different way, and also to remember them in a way that is liberating and looking to the future as opposed to being something that's objected.
Weyland McKenzie-Witter (01:56):
Okay. That is nice to hear. I personally have never been to space before. I've dreamed about it, I've tried some things that people said would take me to space, but it's my first time and we're looking at this incredible ... I'm not sure, is this a galaxy? It's bright, it's...?
Sonya Dyer (02:13):
So we're in Andromeda galaxy, which is between 3.3 and 3.5 million light years away from earth, so it's far away. It's named after Andromeda from Greek mythology, who was the daughter of the King and Queen of Ethiopia and whose beauty was proclaimed to be greater than the Greek gods, which of course angered the Greek gods. And so they, in the mythology, smited Ethiopia, kidnapped Andromeda, changed her to a rock, and sent a monster after her, a sea creature. And in mythology, Perseus comes and rescues her. It's basically the first heterosexual romance within Greek mythology. And then Andromeda and Perseus go off and have a family. Andromeda's interesting because there's a galaxy and a constellation named after her, and her parents are up there as well, as is Perseus. So we're in this family of Andromeda-related constellations.
Weyland McKenzie-Witter (03:19):
And you said Andromeda is from Ethiopia. I've seen a lot of Greek mythological films and I don't really remember seeing any Ethiopians in that. What's going on there?
Sonya Dyer (03:33):
Well, that's the question, what's going on there? Because even people like Ovid refer to her as Ethiopian. And within the ancient Greek world, Ethiopia could mean what we now refer as Ethiopia, east Africa, or it could mean the African continent more generally, but it definitely denoted Africa. It wasn't like Ethiopia used to mean, I don't know, Spain or something. So there's been some academic research, and I write about this in my PhD thesis as well, into how Andromeda was described in the mythology and it's undoubted that she was described as a black woman, as a Ethiopian. But something happened within Western art history where paintings, particularly historical paintings, always depicted her as being European, usually blonde European, but it never changed her origins, she's still the Ethiopian princess, but just mysteriously blonde.
Weyland McKenzie-Witter (04:47):
She's the only white in Ethiopia.
Sonya Dyer (04:48):
Yeah, for some magical reason. It's more contemporary artists like Kimathi Donkor, the painter who's painted an African Andromeda, I think actually based on his wife. So now, we're seeing more Andromedas, but in all the great Sunday afternoon movies that you used to watch of Greek mythology or the Ray Harryhausen animation and stuff, it's always a white, usually blonde woman playing her.
Weyland McKenzie-Witter (05:17):
I think what underpins a lot of that is that idea that some people, they get to decide on what the canon is on what is the official story. And it seems to me like a lot of your work picks and questions that canon. So as well as being the incredible captain of this fleet of ships, you're also an artist, so could you tell me a bit about your practise?
Sonya Dyer (05:50):
Sure. So my practise has taken different forms over the years. I think now, I would say that I mainly make moving image works and sculptural works, and there's always a strong informative text and writing in the work as well. In the past, I've done things like performative lectures or projects that involved working with people more broadly, but this seems to be a natural place for me to land. And my ongoing project is called Hailing Frequencies Open, which is a phrase, if you watch Star Trek, you've heard a lot in particular spoken by Nyota Uhura, played by Nichelle Nichols in the original series. And in many episodes, it would be her only line of dialogue. She wouldn't really get much else to do in an episode. And if you read Nichelle Nichols' biography, she talks about the racism that she experienced and just how she had to fight for everything.
Sonya Dyer (06:51):
Most famously, there was a point where she wanted to leave the show and Dr. Martin Luther King Jr actually convinced her to stay and just said, "You have no idea how important what you're doing is, not only for us to see us in the future, but for everybody else as well." But Nichelle Nichols is also a really interesting character because she was involved in NASA on various boards and committees, really utilising her status within pop culture to work with the actual space agency, and through her company, Women in Motion Incorporated, she actually created this programme where she went around the United States recruiting astronaut candidates from so-called non-traditional backgrounds, because astronauts used to be white male fighter pilots. And so the first American woman in space, Sally Ride, came through Nichelle Nichols' programme, the first black man in space came through her programme.
Sonya Dyer (07:46):
So she really revolutionised space travel so I see her as a very important intellectual component of my research into this project, and also as a progenitor of a type of space travel, and also of black women being in the future within the popular imagination. So it's her, it's Andromeda, and also the story of HeLa cells. So HeLa cells were taken from a woman called Henrietta Lacks, HeLa. Basically Ms. Lacks had a very aggressive form of ovarian cancer and she had cells that were basically immortal. They reproduce at a rate that scientists hadn't seen before nor have they seen since, and they can reproduce onto any circumstances. You can put some on this table here and they'll just start reproducing. They don't require any kind of stimulation.
Sonya Dyer (08:41):
And so there is some controversy over how aware she was of what would happen to her cells once they were removed from her body, but they were shared around the scientific community globally and have become the goal standard for biomedical research. So your cancer research, your age research, and so on is done using HeLa cells. And they've made billions, of course, for the biomedical sciences industry. But what particularly interests me is that they were the first human material sent into space. The Soviets sent them into space in 1960. So I posit that human space travel begins with HeLa, with Henrietta Lacks. She's the first of our species that was sent out into the stars. So space travel begins with a black woman's genetics, if you like, her cells, her building blocks. And so those are the three main influences that fueled the mythologies that I'm building for Hailing Frequencies Open as a project. That was a very long explanation.
Weyland McKenzie-Witter (09:51):
One thing that's coming to me, I guess, I think it might be by design, is there's that dichotomy of black people being subjects of science and subsequently science fiction, but a lot of the work that you're doing is making us, I guess, more so active participants in the creation in these science creations. Am I right in picking that up?
Sonya Dyer (10:26):
Yeah, absolutely. Making us progenitors, making us a protagonist. In one of my videos, I make a series of videos based on conversations with black women scientists where I ask them about HeLa cells, and science fiction, all these things. And one conversation with Dr. Chanda Prescod-Weinstein, who's a brilliant theoretical astrophysicist, she talks about the relationship between scientific community and not only black bodies, but black people, and actually recognise that black bodies begin to people, and how it's understandable that there are often suspicions or hesitations when it comes to our encounters with the scientific community. You saw this around COVID as well. But in my work, I want to reimagine where the centre of narrative is located.
Sonya Dyer (11:23):
So for me, it's more than repairing something or correcting something because that's still responsive, it's actually just starting in a different place, starting in a place where these black women who are mythologized or "real people" who are also mythologized are actually where the story begins. Placing these women as where the story begins as opposed this endless battle to insert ourselves into things, which is very reactive and very disempowering, I think. Actually just making the decision that this is where it begins, that this is what I'm interested in. I'm building a mythology that is centred around subjectivities that are usually marginalised within not just speculative fiction but in the world we live in currently and more broadly as well.
Weyland McKenzie-Witter (12:27):
On the topic of myth building, the ships that you designed them, would you be able to describe for me the interior and describe, not only for me but for the listeners, the interior of the ship? What's going on? How's it running? What's the crew like? What is the day to day like on one of your fleets?
Sonya Dyer (12:57):
This is something I think about a lot and I have a lot of weird dreams about because these ships, the way that I imagine them, they're for HeLa cells, they're not actually for our corporal bodies. And I'm really influenced by people like Octavia Butler and the way in which she, in her writing, imagines not only aliens but what life might be and what form life might take. I read maybe a year ago, I've forgotten the detail so this may not be useful to you, but there's a sea creature that scientists presumed was dead matter, and only recently they realised that it was alive, it was just breathing so slowly that they hadn't register that it was alive.
Sonya Dyer (13:47):
And it's something that's come up also in my conversation with Jeff, who you're going to talk to later, about if aliens were looking for us, there's a lot of presumptions that scientists make about where they would look, but it's based on our understanding of things, not theirs. So I'm interested in building a ship that is for human materials but not for human bodies, and imagining the HeLa cells as sentient and as having motivation independent of what scientists might want them to do. And so their journey to Andromeda becomes a space of liberation for them. They can build their own societies. I made a work in 2020 called Kairos, which took the form of a group chat between HeLa cells. And with that, I was trying to work out the different conversations that would take place in a society that was forming itself. So what is it to reimagine how a space-faring society might organise itself? What is the anti-colonial way of exploring space and how might they then look upon us?
Sonya Dyer (15:09):
So in my mind, the interior is not a space that you and I could live in, it's a space where cells can multiply and roam freely. Almost like a beehive where different types of bees have different jobs, I imagine different types of cells would have different jobs. So some would be navigational, some would be taking care of other elements, but that's what I imagine. But I had some really weird dreams about it, and actually in the third film, I would like to be able to enter into the interior. But just a really fluid space, almost an aquatic interior space that has more curves than corners and where communication isn't verbal. So I work with Morse code in the videos that I make, but I imagine things like communicating via light, via vibrations, again thinking about how a beehive might work as well. But just almost womb-like, I guess, but floating in space. That's the kind of stuff I think about.
Weyland McKenzie-Witter (16:51):
Okay. We're standing here looking at Andromeda. What happens when the HeLa cells reach Andromeda?
Sonya Dyer (17:00):
That's the question. So there's this sci-fi story, it became a short TV episode, called Cosmic Slop, where these aliens come and arrive in the United States, and demand all the black people. I forgot the name of the original story, I should look it up, but the TV show was called Cosmic Slop. And the conversation, the dramatic drive, if you like, of this episode is really about are these aliens pro or against us? Are these our friends?
Weyland McKenzie-Witter (17:49):
Did they leave us here or are they coming to collect us for more inter-colonial space travel?
Sonya Dyer (17:56):
Right. The story is called The Space Traders. That's the original story.
Weyland McKenzie-Witter (18:03):
The Space Traders.
Sonya Dyer (18:06):
So I'm interested in that ambiguity and although there's a utopic part of my brain that thinks it's all going to be like Wakanda or something, but I'm interested in leaving that ambiguous, for now at least, and concentrating my energies much more on the possibilities of what it could be. I don't know whether I need to answer that question or whether I need to answer that question in this series of works. It might be something that happens afterwards.
Weyland McKenzie-Witter (18:50):
Could you tell me a bit about Cosmic Wonder? If I say the words Cosmic Wonder, what does that mean to you?
Sonya Dyer (19:02):
Cosmic wonder is a project that I'm doing with Dr. Jeffrey Grube and his students at King's College, and it's part of a collaboration between King's College and Somerset House. So we got together and put together a joint application and were fortunate enough to get the support. And they are building a telescope which has the capacity, we think, to look out into the stars and potentially to look for what else might be out there in terms of different forms of life. And so I'm really interested, for me it's fascinating to be in conversation with scientists. I don't understand most of what they're saying but I like that, I like learning from them.
Sonya Dyer (19:52):
Part of the project is really working with them and recording bits of their journey, which will feed into my next film but also be a standalone thing. Also, I'm really interested in space instruments, in things like telescopes, in the labour that goes behind building these things in relation to artistic labour, and just these correlations and relationships between the ways that I work and the ways that they work. And they're a really interesting bunch of students because they're from different cultures, different backgrounds, and so they're bringing a range of cultural perspectives on what is out there as well as their scientific knowledge that they're developing.
Weyland McKenzie-Witter (20:48):
I'm going to need you to drop me from we're in Andromeda, we're by Andromeda right now. Could you drop me back off to King's, go see Jeff and a couple of the students?
Sonya Dyer (21:02):
Okay, it's going to take 3.5 million light years, but we can have some kind of warp speed situation. We can get you there in 10 minutes.
Weyland McKenzie-Witter (21:11):
We're going to enter HeLa space where things move differently.
Sonya Dyer (21:14):
Exactly. What is time?
Weyland McKenzie-Witter (21:16):
Nothing.
William Eagleham (21:31):
So my name is William Eagleham, I'm a third year physics student at King's College London. We're currently standing in I think the smallest official lab space at King's. This is where we've spent the last five weeks building, or building as much as we can, of our radio telescope. This thing here. Radio is 2.3 metres. The original idea was that we were going to try and observe the movement of the Milky Way. We've had to readjust slightly, refocus, but I think, considering the time we've had, we've done quite well with this.
Adit (22:00):
Yeah. I'm Adit [inaudible 00:22:02], I'm also a third year student. I'm doing physics with astrophysics at King's. And just to add on what Will said, we've made quite a lot of progress. Unfortunately, the last few things that are left are just being able to connect a device to it, and then fixing it up on a tripod, and being able to take readings and stuff. But I mean given the time constraint, and the problems with the admin and the estate's people, we've done a considerably good job.
William Eagleham (22:30):
Yeah, I'm happy with what we've done so far.
Weyland McKenzie-Witter (22:33):
I'm not a physics person. I didn't like physics in school. Could you explain exactly what's going on here? To me, this looks like a giant spider web.
Adit (22:43):
A giant wok.
William Eagleham (22:44):
That's one of the comments that I've had.
Weyland McKenzie-Witter (22:48):
Yeah, a spider web, wok.
Adit (22:49):
Death Ray?
Weyland McKenzie-Witter (22:49):
Death ray.
William Eagleham (22:49):
Death ray. I've had death ray. That's my personal favourite
Weyland McKenzie-Witter (22:51):
Sometimes you need a death ray, so I just want to make sure that you guys aren't building death rays or, if you are, that we remain friends.
William Eagleham (22:59):
You remain friends.
Weyland McKenzie-Witter (22:59):
Exactly.
William Eagleham (23:00):
You are behind the death rate, you're not on the receiving end, don't worry. So do you want to start or shall I?
Adit (23:07):
Go for it. I'll take over after.
William Eagleham (23:08):
So it's a radio telescope specifically, so we're observing in the radio part of the electromagnetic spectrum. That's all of the electromagnetic radiation that we can see. So the light that you get from the sun, the light that comes out of your screens, that is a small sliver of a much wider electromagnetic spectrum. Radio waves, the same type that you get in a car shortwave radio, except in this case, we are looking up at the sky specifically. So the reason for this specific shape, the reason that you see most large telescopes as circular, slightly concave objects, is that this is the catchment area for the radio waves. What's going to happen is radio waves are going to come down, they're going to hit this mesh and, because of the shape of the telescope, because it is curving upwards, no matter where they hit, they will all be redirected up to a point, about I think it was 1.08 metres.
Adit (23:57):
1.08 metres.
William Eagleham (23:59):
1.08 metres, you see, I remembered, above the centre of the telescope, which is where the transmitter is.
Adit (24:03):
Which is about-
William Eagleham (24:04):
Yeah, about here-ish. And our transmitter is around here somewhere. It's a very unassuming little brown round thing that cost about 50 quid. So we plug that in and then all of the radio waves coming down from the sky hitting this area will all get focused into this transmitter.
Adit (24:22):
Yeah. Just to add onto that, the reason why we're doing the radio waves in specific is that all other wavelengths which are smaller, relatively, tend to get distorted because of a large dense object in the sky just blocking them. Could be gas clouds, could be a planet, could be a solar system, could be anything. Because of that, a lot of the visible light does not really travel through because it tends to get obstructed, then a lot of other smaller wavelengths as well. Radio waves are known as one of the most reliable sources in that context because that wavelength is so big that they usually tend to just pass through and most commonly it makes it very easy to just study everything in that spectrum, just because of the fact that it's not really that distorted and it can easily be fixed with a little bit of math, mostly math that you can even do by hand.
Weyland McKenzie-Witter (25:15):
Yeah, math that I could do by hand.
Adit (25:17):
I mean it starts with a lot of trigonometry.
Weyland McKenzie-Witter (25:19):
So I can't do it by hand. What is it specifically that you guys enjoy about the creation of telescopes?
Adit (25:29):
Right. I mean one of the biggest fascinations as an astronomer and anybody who wants to go into astrophysics is the ability to see something in the sky. The fact that you're making something from ground up, I personally feel that physics is art, and the very fact that you're making it from scratch, assembling everything right from the centre all the way out to the mesh, putting everything together, writing a little bit of code, and then actually having an image or a spectrum on the screen that you can say confidently this is our galaxy or this is some part of our galaxy is the same feeling that I feel an artist would get when they finish a painting.
Adit (26:07):
Because the end goal for this is to actually map the Milky Way in the radio spectrum, so the fact that if we can see the Milky Way and we can say 100% that from scratch to this point is just seven, eight of us in the group who've done this thing, and this is our art out there. And if it does help in any of the science, that's what the fascination of making a telescope comes from. The fact that you're behind the thing that's given rise to the particular thing that you see, the set of data or whatever you see, on the computer screen.
Weyland McKenzie-Witter (26:46):
Jeff.
Dr. Jeff Grube (26:46):
Yes, hi.
Weyland McKenzie-Witter (26:47):
Nice to see you.
Dr. Jeff Grube (26:47):
Good to see you too. I'm Dr. Jeff Grube. I teach here mostly, but I also have a background in research in high energy astrophysics, so looking at light, which is much higher energy than we can see, so even beyond x-rays to gamma rays, and this is what we would think of as dangerous radiation that really does cause mutations in our body. But luckily we're protected from most of that when it comes from space because of our atmosphere. So our atmosphere protects us. And this is what I did my PhD in, building larger telescopes, so about 12 metre diameter, out in the desert of Arizona. And it's a new type of astronomy, only really was successful since the 1990s, so that's also quite cool.
Dr. Jeff Grube (27:33):
It's on the other extreme from this radio telescope because, again, these are very long wavelengths where we're talking about 21 centimetres. So it's cool, you can look on a ruler and figure out how long this wavelength is. Which, as Will or Adit may have already mentioned, means that we can use this mesh dish. But for the other telescope I used, it's clever because I said that the atmosphere protects it, so we're actually trying to look at what happened when the atmosphere protected us from this dangerous gamma ray radiation and how that eventually reaches Earth. So anyways, that's a long-winded version of my research background, but King's, I'm really happy to work with students and teach a few modules in astronomy, and it's been fun.
Weyland McKenzie-Witter (28:21):
What was your introduction to project Cosmic Wonder?
Dr. Jeff Grube (28:24):
So my introduction is Sonya and she's great, I really love her vision for the project, and it made sense to me to combine this with our project in radio astronomy. The two came together really well is her vision of space exploration, the way that it relates to different identities and different ways of understanding the cosmos. And then, as we've heard already, the way that we can personally make that connection through our labour, through technology, through getting small injuries on our hands from wire mesh, and actually the process involved hopefully connects us to this larger cosmos.
Weyland McKenzie-Witter (29:16):
What is the next frontier of astronomy?
Dr. Jeff Grube (29:22):
That's a very good question. I just finished teaching a first year astronomy module and it ended the semester at the beginning of the universe. We went all the way back to the big bang and there's still quite a lot that we can do. So trying to understand the early universe cosmology and then linking that to what we're doing here. One of the things that you can do with these type of telescopes is look for dark matter and you can make connections on the nearby scale, so in our own galaxy or Andromeda, other nearby galaxies, and then go even a bit further out to other more distant galaxies.
Dr. Jeff Grube (30:02):
And so that's still relatively a small part of the universe, that's our local universe, but then we have the very far distant universe, which has expanded out from the big bang, and trying to connect those two. I think really the future of astronomy is that connection, is we keep expanding our knowledge. It's a very complicated universe we live in, all of the details, the wonderful complexity of galaxies and star systems, but then trying to connect that to the big cosmological picture and things that we don't know about. We don't know about dark matter. What is dark matter? It should exist, but we don't know what it is, and so these type of connections are really interesting between different types of astronomy.
Weyland McKenzie-Witter (30:48):
What are some of the ethical considerations in looking into space?
Dr. Jeff Grube (30:56):
Very good question. I'm curious to hear your views. I think people can look at this from many different angles. One of them is openness. So one of the reasons I like teaching is that you build on knowledge and some of these tools might seem very technical and just really boring, but once you start to build on some of these blocks, then anyone can go out and download NASA's data and their taxpayer money, they can see the return on that. If they want to really study what professional astronomers do, they can do it as well. There's that type of involvement, there's also citizen science projects where people can do look at different images of galaxies and they can really help do the astronomy, classify these galaxies. Zooniverse is a name of one of these websites where you can get involved.
Dr. Jeff Grube (31:50):
And so I think part of the ethics is making it not just the reserve of some privileged professional elite, but really trying to open it up. There's also, of course, green astronomy, making sure that we don't destroy the earth when we're in the process of doing astronomy. And actually, it's not too bad. One of the main problems is that astronomers like to travel, so maybe the pandemic has helped me do less travelling. And just the way that you interact with your colleagues, so openness and making sure that the opportunities are available, again that's changed a huge amount. I'm now in my early 40s and I've seen the difference, as I mentioned with my PhD students and when I was a younger student, just seeing the field become more diverse and more open is really exciting.
Adit (32:46):
Yes. As scientists, you do have a social responsibility, not just because you're using money that's, in big projects, usually taxpayers money, but also generally because you do have the ability to make something that can potentially ... because at the end of the day, something like the atomic bomb itself was a work of science as well, so that is a side, so you have to be very careful with what you're doing. But in terms of astronomy specifically, I do feel like Dr. Grube mentioned that people can be involved and actually see where the taxpayer's money is going. I feel that not just that, but in addition to that, it's also one of those things where it allows people to understand that science is not as intimidating because if you're sitting at home and you can do the same thing, and you can get access to the same data that a scientist sitting in one of the best universities or best research labs in the world is, you do realise and you do tend to feel that it's going in the direction where people can get involved at any stage, pretty much.
Adit (33:55):
It's no longer that science is something that's glorified and people studying science are elites, everybody can get involved sitting behind a computer screen. But I do agree, some of the things are problematic. I do like what some of the organisations are doing in terms of reusable rockets and stuff, because yes, that does allow for a lot less space debris, a lot less pollution, a lot less carbon emissions, et cetera, because I have been involved with a little bit of climate stuff recently, but I mean the nuclear explosions is definitely something that's a very concerning side and something where the moral obligation does come in of being a scientist, and trying to do good for society, and not causing harm in an attempt to constantly push science forward. Because sometimes it's better that you don't push it to the extreme and do 10% less as a scientist, because if that 10% less is saving the environment or saving the community 50% more or something like that, it's always better.
Weyland McKenzie-Witter (35:06):
Thank you for picking me up. You didn't need to. How much petrol money do I owe you? Gas prices are crazy on Earth, I can't think about it.
Sonya Dyer (35:13):
Yeah, we're passed fossil fuels, we're not dealing with that.
Weyland McKenzie-Witter (35:17):
I would hope so. I guess the ship runs on just the power of the replicating HeLa cells.
Sonya Dyer (35:24):
It runs on the collective imaginative potential of the HeLa cells. It's the collective coming together that moves the ship.
Weyland McKenzie-Witter (35:35):
I like that. Could you tell me a bit about the concept of dark fecundity?
Sonya Dyer (35:45):
Thank you for that question. Yes, the idea of dark fecundity is something that I developed through my PhD and that is also powering my imagination in terms of how I think about this project and work moving forward. And it's really coming from a point of thinking about this idea of reproducibility and that hyper reproducibility, and the way in which HeLa cells in particular represent hyper-reproducibility, and how so much of the concept of race, as it is now used, because it wasn't always denoting skin colour, initially race was about class, in this country anyway, the way in which blackness, in particular black women, are associated with an out of control reproductive capability, which was something that was forced upon us doing enslavement and then is often used as a tool to-
Weyland McKenzie-Witter (36:56):
Pathologise.
Sonya Dyer (36:59):
Yeah, pathologise us now. Whether it's to do with this idea that Africa is overpopulated, or this idea that immigrants or refugees will have too many kids, or I'm from Hackney, you're from Hackney, the myths around black mothers in places where we grew up. This idea that there is something out of control about darkness and then thinking about this framing of the African continent as the dark continent, and the way in which religiosity, in particular Christian thought, powered colonial endeavours, so this association with, for example, the biblical curse of blackness, all conspires to create this idea that something that is dark is inherently negative, inherently unknowable, uncontrollable, but needs to be controlled.
Sonya Dyer (38:08):
And so whether it's a dark place or dark people, you see this in the caste system in India, for example, is always to be kept in a particular position in society, in the lower end of society. And so by thinking about the darkness of space and the vastness of space, and the fact that our planet is just one grain of sand in a whole field of rice in terms of the universe, I began to think what if we can reimagine darkness as a space of infinite creativity, infinite innovation, of infinite love? And what if that's what we were reproducing? So thinking back again to HeLa cells and the fact that they were the first material sent into space, what can we then imagine the endlessness of space and the endless reproducibility of these cells combining to create as an effective space.
Sonya Dyer (39:15):
And so for me, dark fecundity is a way of articulating a transformative generative creative space that blackness can occupy. That's probably the cleanest explanation that I have of it at the moment, but rethinking, reimagining darkness and thus blackness as a space of generative and generous creativity. I just want to open up a space where we can start to articulate and work through what happens when we get past responding to things or needing to recover from things. Not because I don't think that there are things we need to recover from but, as I say, just as an act, one of many acts that I'm sure many people are doing, to help us create this space where that is not our default position.
Weyland McKenzie-Witter (40:34):
Yeah. It goes back to us not being subjects but now protagonists, because if we're always replying, then it means that action is being put upon us by a separate protagonist and we just have to reply, but if, I guess, we decide where the narrative starts, if it starts with the HeLa cells going to Andromeda, if it starts wherever, then we can be the protagonist of whatever we want.
Sonya Dyer (41:05):
Yeah. And saying actually, this is what darkness is, this is what darkness means. I don't know what you were talking about back then, but this is what it is. It's endless, and we keep producing it and reimagining it because we can, and we always have.
Weyland McKenzie-Witter (41:23):
Yeah. It reminds me of, I think it's Huey P. Newton, that power is the ability to define phenomena. So if we're able to define what darkness is, if we're able to define the narrative of the HeLa cells, then that in itself is power, I guess, and that's dark fecundity.
Sonya Dyer (41:46):
Yeah. And the ideas on it being a fecund, it means that it's fertile, it's ripe. It means it can live on, it can reproduce, it can multiply.
Weyland McKenzie-Witter (42:00):
Well, this is a series about archive and from Andromeda to the name of the fleet, to Uhura, it's all about our memory of the past and how our memory of the past can affect our beliefs of what is possible for the future. And so I guess the concluding question, conundrum, I'm not sure what it is, is how can we use the process of archiving to actively construct the future that we want to see?
Sonya Dyer (42:36):
That's a great question. I mean I guess it also starts with reimagining what an archive can be and reimagining what deserves a place in an archive, what deserves to be preserved, and this falls into the conversation around monuments which I'm also engaged with with the sculptures, in particular with the ships, but being open to the meaning of things changing with time. So the Colston statue is a prime example. When the statue was initially created, it wasn't hugely popular then, no-one wanted to pay for it then, but it became mythologised as this symbol of stability and of Britain not being ashamed of its past or whatever, that completely mythologised, which then led to it becoming the symbol of things that a new generation actually wanted to remove from sight, didn't want to celebrate, didn't want to lionise. It returned to the antipathy that actually was there right at the beginning of its creation.
Sonya Dyer (44:09):
The myth was in the idea that it was something that was welcome, not in the idea that it didn't need to be there to begin with. So I think that kind of flexibility, that temporal flexibility, is really important in thinking through what an archive can be. If you think of an archive as a form of preservation, that's what I think it can do. If we keep ourselves open to change and to being fluid, that Bruce Lee says be like water, just thinking of time as water, thinking of space as water, for me I'm interested in honouring stories and mythologies that get misremembered, that get forgotten or neglected, most often quite deliberately. Just excavating those and then seeing what role fictioning can have in reimagining the utility of those archives as well.
Sonya Dyer (45:17):
So thinking about Nichelle Nichols, not just as this beautiful woman that looked great, and used little dresses, and who played this iconic role, but actually as someone who very consciously, and deliberately, and purposefully weaponised her fame to, in a very material and real way, change things at NASA. I'm really fascinated by that kind of three dimensional, four dimensional life because to me, it's the kind of life that isn't always afforded to black women, particularly of her generation. So she's a particular fascinating example of that and it's no mere coincidence that she wrote her own account of her life, that's her archive of her life. So we do have to write our own histories and write ourselves into history. That's potentially the power of the archive because her writing her story influenced me and so many other people.
Laurent John (46:42):
Thanks to Sonya Dyer, Dr. Jeffrey Grube, and his students. This episode is produced, sound designed, and narrated by Weyland McKenzie-Witter with introductions by me, Laurent John, and additional music by Achips and Yumi Bello. The Somerset House podcast is executive produced by Eleanor Scott.
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