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Ayo Akingbade’s film work carries an acuity, and A is for Artist (2018) is no different in 
continuing that sentiment. This four-minute black and white film is a densely coated 
interrogation of what constitutes an artist, with Akingbade firmly staking her claim for this 
position.  

The opening shots ground the viewer in the artist’s flat, as she ambles through the space, 
before sitting down at a desk to thumb through images belonging to her father. The images on 
show are reminiscent of slides, visual reels from fragments in time and familial moments, and 
with this we are given the room to reflect with the artist, posturing a poignant constant in 
Akingbade’s practice, the essence of preservation; the utilisation of remnants in order to 
provide a history, a past that accounts for a continuity.  

As this is going on in the foreground, the score meanders with stretched and sustained chord 
progressions, offering an alliance between the visual and the aural, incense languorously 
sways as the wide - almost subdued - tones afford space for necessary contemplation. There 
is a longing enmeshed in the sound that is curious and restorative, a signal to a channel of 
communication that feels like a processional ode. The movement between moments of 
silence and music further illustrate the dulcet greys and navy hues that the score summons; 
tied with the dancing smoke in the unbalance, creates an energy of a ceremonial ritual 
process.  

Akingbade’s mode of inquiry postures a surety but also a mode of redressing, utilising the 
space in between, for an intuitive practice that resists category to sit as a textured poetic, an 
opaque territory between artwork, documentary and archive, enabling the development of her 
own cadence. A is for Artist is a considered and tender journey into retracing a rootedness, a 
history, and the reframing of this.  

The artist traverses landscapes and familiar territory across Hackney’s Fellows Court to 
George Loveless House in Tower Hamlets. In a mode akin to a diary entry, with elements 
that immediately posit a personal account with a depth that reverberates to allow for the 
consideration of this as a mantra that exists beyond self, beyond a present time to document 
these locations, archiving these as necessary moments amidst rapid change as the ruthless 
extraction of value takes place in these sites. This invokes the presence of an essence shared, 
that what we are seeing has occurred before, foretelling that it will happen again.  

Interested in the work of Chantal Akerman, Claire Denis and the experimental facets of 
French New Wave filmmakers Jean-Luc Godard and Jacques Rivette, the hybridity of A is for 
Artist as an understated yet heightened visual work harks back to the latter, in its shedding of 
rigidity, the artist weaves a web that exalts the magic of cinema and the surreal with a clarity 
and openness. Namely the scene where Akingbade purposefully marches across Hackney 
Marshes, with a peculiar set of giant hands - a reference to Chilean-American artist Sylvia 
Palacios Whitman’s Green Hands (1977) - where the British-Nigerian artist could well be 
walking through a parallel reality, extending herself through this performance to realms 
activated via this intercession. This toying with the malleability of the real is also cloaked 
with Brechtian principles that embrace distancing as a technique; with non-linear and loosely 
connected scenes that help to illustrate to the audience the idea that they are in a fictional 
world, occupying a liminal passage with elements that spiral to deviate from a centre.  



Walking then becomes a rite, with the artist seizing control of her journey, working through 
grief in a rejection of passivity, of stasis. The artist’s steps occupy a space of refusal to 
provoke walking as a pivotal curative action, manoeuvring sites of significance from memory 
that can be held as sacred spaces as we too journey through East London to Lagos, and Idoani 
situated in Nigeria through the images shared, reflecting on paths explored by her family, the 
past gifts reflection as she moves through the present and into the future, with the right to 
optimism, but also with a prescient force that nurtures to affirm her intention and perhaps is 
an ancestral intercessor mapping and guiding her steps.  

Thinking beyond the aftermath of lethargic catchall metrics of ‘identity’ often attached to 
such works, we can afford to ponder the splintered nature of belonging and how this 
reproduces agency in work that seeks to explore and forge further connections with oneself, 
Akingbade veers from London and shares ephemera of family foundations. To have your 
heart in many places, to be dislocated, relocated, to be placed on the in, and within the out, to 
take up the space of the elsewhere. How do syncretic practices like those present in this film 
act to transport one away from the current, to impose a re-routing as a mechanism of care.  

A is for artist, but also for author and audience, with the filmmaker occupying a realm in 
which she is conjuring these forces as much as she is a participant in this melding of practice, 
ceremony and story that recall spellbinding oral traditions, a revelatory position in which the 
artist engages a stillness with an active hybridity of the real and the illusory to shift space in 
order to connect the fixed. The artist is vigilant and aware, placing herself assuredly, literally 
and figuratively within the work as it searches through who and what claims the space of the 
artist.  

The openness of its flow and subsequent conclusion speaks to cinema as less a finished 
product with a defined end point, and more as a lens into process and development, 
suggestive of the ways in which quotidian life itself unfolds not as some packaged and certain 
thing but blurry and often peculiar.  

Layered with the concerns of an artist working in and around the tenets of what the author, 
filmmaker and Black feminist Toni Cade Bambara, in a 1982 interview with Kay Bonetti, 
deemed a cultural worker to be. Concerned and “determined by the community you’re 
identifying with... deviating from artwork and practices that sells a capitalist ideology”.1  

What are your responsibilities, what is its purpose, what is to be preserved and who are you 
serving?  

A is for Ayo Akingbade.  

 

1 Bambara, Toni Cade. “An Interview with Toni Cade Bambara: Kay Bonetti.” Conversations with Toni Cade 
Bambara. Edited by Thabiti Lewis. Jackson: University Press of Mississippi, 2012.  

The late Toni Cade Bambara was an African-American author, professor, filmmaker and activist, born in 
Harlem, New York in 1939, her work engaged and focused on Black communities. An award-winning author, 
Bambara was also the editor behind The Black Woman: An Anthology, a collection of early works that brought 
together essays, poetry and stories from Audre Lorde, Alice Walker and Nikki Giovanni to name a few. 
Bambara’s work ranged from documentary to screenplay to fiction to academic work paving the way as a 
cultural worker, organiser and thinker. Toni Cade Bambara passed away on December 9, 1995 but her work and 
impact continues to resonate.  


