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Chapter 1: The Black President
I leave the United States on January 22,1983, to spend three weeks in Lagos, Nigeria, on a quest to find the legendary African musician Fela Anikulapo Kuti. One suitcase contains my clothes; another suitcase contains fifty-seven rolls of Super-8 movie film and 35mm slide film, two cameras, a small tape recorder, two microphones along with assorted cables and batteries. I feel guilty about leaving my wife with full responsibility for my two-month old daughter and seven-year old son, but I badly want to do this.
I hope to make a short movie about Fela in order to raise money for a larger project about Fela and the pop music scene in Lagos. At a minimum, I want to see Fela and the other musicians in Lagos: Sunny Ade, Commander Obey, Sonny Okossun, Chrissie Essian, and Bongos Ikwue among others. I want to learn about the scene and whether it‘s possible to make a movie in Lagos, the music capitol of Africa. As a white man, I have a lot to learn.
Accompanying me is a native Nigerian named Joe, a student in the film & video department at Columbia College Chicago where I'm a teacher. Joe offered to be my guide, assist me in shooting the movie, give me a free place to stay at his home, and provide transportation. Most exciting, he claimed to be a friend of Fela's and expressed great optimism about the possibility of meeting and filming him, despite the disturbing fact that Fela had not returned my letters of inquiry.
For over a year, I’ve been obsessed with the musician and political firebrand known as “Black President.” Fela Kuti is Africa’s best-known and most fiery performer; he mixes radical politics and pop music as they have rarely been mixed before. Now in his 50s, the singer, saxophonist and keyboardist popularized his unique blend of Western funk and traditional African rhythms along with his own tribal religion. His name means "He who emanates greatness, who has control over death, and who cannot be killed by man." Fela, along with his ethno-orchestra Africa 70, invented the sprawling, hypnotic Afrobeat style that merged African percussion and polyrhythms with the theatrical flash and funk style of James Brown, the improvisational skill of Miles Davis, the poetic incendiary rage of Malcolm X, and the electrifying charisma of Bob Marley.
His mother Fumilayo pioneered Nigeria's struggle for independence: she led the fight for women's suffrage and won. She begat a rebel: Fela's music and lifestyle are synonymous with protest and revolt. His sarcastic denunciations of state corruption, corporate dominance, and police repression brought him persistent government persecution including forced exile, detentions, jail terms, and numerous beatings.
Proclaiming music as his weapon, Fela has been waging a musical war with Nigerian authorities for more than 15 years. A self-styled disciple of Kwame Nkrumah’s Pan-African socialist ideas, Fela attacked tyranny, oppression and injustice while prophesying a utopian vision of African unity. Songs like the anti-military “Zombie,” and the anti-corporate “I.T.T. International Thief Thief” express Fela’s acerbic criticism of African authorities and Western exploiters. Like a musical machine gun, Fela fired off one scathing song after another, releasing over 35 albums between 1970 and 1984. “Colonial Mentality” and “Mr. Follow Follow” mock rich Africans for their obsession with Western ways; “Confusion“ condemns police brutality; while, “Vagabonds in Power (VIP)” and “Army Arrangement” criticize specific corruption scandals and ridicule African officials by name.
By the mid-70s, he had opened his own nightclub that he called The Shrine. His magnetic live performances attracted such notables as Stevie Wonder and Paul McCartney, who recorded Band on the Run in Lagos. Africa's first international pop star, Fela played a key role in the global spread of African music, blazing a trail for African musicians. He showed that Africans could develop an indigenous popular music and thrive with it rather than copying Western songs. In fact, Western musicians like funk innovator George Clinton were inspired by Afrobeat. The anti-establishment rap style of groups like Public Enemy and Grandmaster Flash owe a debt to Fela as does the African funk direction taken by Talking Heads, Brian Eno and other rock musicians in the late 1970s and early 1980s. "When I heard his music, it split my mind," says Talking Heads' leader David Byrne. "Everything about him is familiar and different. He references American jazz, the Last Poets, James Brown, Sly Stone and adds the African vibe to it. He also brought social and political awareness to African music."
Proclaiming the “Kalakuta” (or “rascal”) Republic, Fela established a commune for his band. He also maintained a harem of wives known as the Queens (polygamy is legal in Nigeria), some of whom are dancers and singers with his band. Since many of these women ran away from repressive homes, marriage to Fela keeps them legally safe from official authority and their parents. Fela also flaunted his rebellious image by chain-smoking spliffs of marijuana from the stage of the Shrine. His vituperative attacks on the Nigerian authorities made him the idol of the young and the poor and the most famous musician in Africa.
The government struck back in 1977. More than 1,000 soldiers laid siege to Fela’s compound for 15 hours. The rampaging militia raped some of his wives and threw the singer’s mother from a window; she later died from the injuries. In a symbolic protest, Fela brought her coffin to the police station and put a photograph of the event on the cover of his next album Coffin for Head of State. Declaring his mother a Yoruba spirit, he turned his nightclub into a literal shrine replete with an altar and all the religious trimmings.
Fela’s police confrontations embellished his legendary status as a stubborn champion of the common people and an oppressed crusader for human rights. Anointed “Black President,” he actually ran for president of Nigeria in 1979, though his political party Movement of the People (MOP) was outlawed. In 1980, he changed the name of his band to Egypt 80, identifying himself with the Egyptian god Osiris and explaining, “the pyramids were built by Africans.” Attacking Christianity and Islam as parasitic colonial imports, he defended animism and the wisdom of African religious traditions.
Friends retuning from Ghana, West Africa, told me about Fela, saying I should make a movie exploring his life, music and myth. The one record they provided intrigued me with its tough accessible African funk and provocative, anti-Western lyrics. Largely unknown to the record-buying public in the United States, Fela’s music was hard to find. Eventually, I travelled to an African music store in Brooklyn, NY, and acquired several records. I immediately connected with “Sorrow Tears and Blood” and “Colonial Mentality.” His music mixed a marauding funk groove, rhythmic chants, chill-inducing hooks and lyrics that reminded me of Frantz Fanon’s revolutionary proselytizing in his book Wretched of the Earth.
Despite the cultural ocean that separates our sensibilities, I loved his style of music, leftist politics, druggy stream-of-consciousness, and sense of humor. Harrowing, horrible and hilarious, his song “Expensive Shit” tells the story of police who raided his home and tried to plant a marijuana joint there; Fela grabbed the joint and swallowed it. He was arrested and held while authorities analyzed his feces for the marijuana. He mocks the police failure to convict him although everyone knows he smokes marijuana constantly.
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