A Resurrection of BlacAfrican Culture 

In Haile Gerima's Sankofa

     Sankofa, which comes from the Akan People of West Africa, Ghana to be exact, literally means to look back.  In other words one must know where they came from in order to know where they are going.  The film provides a layered message about the enslavement of BlacAfrican People, not just physical but emotional, intellectual, spiritual, all of which are Cultural.  The essential message is one must return to their ancestors wisdom and oral traditions (culture values) as sources to find healing, redemption and freedom.  Although chains may be gone there are still cultural shackles that keep people in slavery spiritually, emotional, intellectually, and literally.  How BlacAfrican Culture was taken from us was well known.  How do BlacPeople restore their cultural humanity? This question is what poses the challenge to the director Haile Gerima.  Haile Gerima presents Sankofa as a story that implies the resurrection of BlacAfrican Culture. Not only looking back to go forward but to place on the mantel the honor, knowledge, and culture of our BlacAncestorz as preparation for healing, redemption, justice, and freedom. 
     The Asante of Ghana use an Adinkra symbol to represent this same idea and one version of it is similar to the eastern symbol of a heart, and another version is that of a bird with its head turned backwards taking an egg off its back. It symbolizes one taking from the past what is good and bringing it into the present in order to make positive progress through the benevolent use of knowledge. Sankofa is an Akan word that means, "We must go back and reclaim our past so we can move forward; so we understand why and how we came to be who we are today.
" 

     The movie begins with a silence and then the sound of drums in a pitch black background. This is symbolic of saying, “from the dark comes the light”. Suddenly the image of a statue of BlacWoman and a BlacChild without the BlacMan appears. This is symbolic of the condition of the contemporary BlacAfrican Culture in particular the Black Diaspora within the United State. The image of the statue is captured at the feet symbolizing the bottom or the roots of BlacAfrican Culture.  The face of the woman is an expression of great pain and strength and struggle. In the background there are voices of BlacAfrican Languages.  For the audience of the BlacPeople in Diaspora who suffer from cultural deprivation what come to mind is what are these languages and where are they from?  At this time before one can answer the questions of African linguistics and symbols, the word Sankofa Appears. Now the audience is intrigued. The African names in the credits further inculcate the coming and resurrection of BlacAfrican Culture. At this Point BlacPeople are enchanted into a comfortable atmosphere for the feature that is about to unfold. Those who are seeking Black Knowledge are ready to consume this substance. 

     Haile Gerima then begins this journey by summoning the ancestors with the words, “spirit of the dead rise up and possess your bird of passage”. The movie, Sankofa, begins with a statement of, “arise, arise”.  These words pierce the heart and are a challenge to BlacPeople in the 21st.   Sankofa suggests, the ancestors valued their African spirituality. 

Suddenly a statue of a bird with eagle size and posture appears looking back, resembling a vehicle for flight.  This is symbolic of the use of the elements of Nature in a joint venture. Here is the suggestion of that BlacPeople, the wind, and the animals as partners in the journey to the resurrection of BlacAfrican Culture. You know that this is going to be a serious journey because Gerima talks about the BlacAfricans shackled in leg irons and in chains. Sankofa then tells the ancestors to step out the cane fields and cotton fields and tell your story. 

     At this point the question comes into your mind.  Why did he not say history? For those Black Scholars who are degreed in history they would be put at caution, while viewing a statue of a Black drummer boy. What is more important to the author is the untold story of the ancestors and he makes it clear. In order so that BlacPeople do not get off track the author repeats the acknowledgement of the ancestors by saying, “spirit of the dead rise up and tell your story. Lingering spirits of the dead rise up and possess your vessel”. Immediately the sun rise is in your vision and disappears as soon it came. The image of Sankofa playing the drums is then blended simultaneously with the sun fading and the “door of no return” at Goree Island. At this point one is not able to determine if the sun is at sun rise or sun down. This is symbolic of the burden of the ancestors in captivity and enslavement.  They worked from sun up to sun down.
     The story begins with the vision of a sugar cane field. The image of Sankofa is flashing in and out creates a subliminal effect of maintaining your concentration on the theme of the movie. “Spirit of the dead rise up and tell your story and possess your bird of passage”.  The author then begins to call the ancestors from all the continents from Alabama to Surinam, to the caves of Louisiana. The author calls them African Spirits as he continues to describe the inhumane conditions that the ancestors have endured. This reminds me of a passage in a poem I wrote entitled, “Black Culture is Strong
”

 BlacCulture is Strong.

How it was taken from us was well known.

Black Culture is Strong.

And how it was taken from us is well known

It was the 15th of January 2004. 

That was the day… I wanted the knowledge of Black Culture even more.

I never knew much about it.

Most I heard was bad things shouted.

I never study it a lot…

all I new was Black History Month in school that was all I got.

     The movie is so edifying you can not help but to think about your own personal struggle and the story of your family.  At this point you began to think about Black movies such as “(Roots by Alex Haley, The Middle Passage, Slaves, Amistad, Mandigo, Tamango, Fredrick Douglas Movie, Shaft in Africa”
), (Aseintos, Little Senegal and Addangaman
) it also made me think of some Black documentaries like (Africans in the Americas, and  This far by Faith
) that I saw on Howard University public television channel in Washington, DC.   As I was contemplating these myths of the oral tradition made into a living dramatization by BlacAfrican Filmmakers, I realize they told the stories of BlacAfrican Culture resurrecting it self (in my mind). Simultaneously, while in a day dream like state the vision of Shola and Sankofa on the scene continued flashing to encourage more eagerness to see the therapeutic message I was about to receive.

     This image was symbolic; it appeared as though Sankofa was going to take Mona on a journey to cultural resurrection. Sankofa betting the drum is a symbol of the drum call in BlacAfrican Tradition. This tradition can also be seen in the movie entitled, “Zulu” with Paul Robeson
. Here drum in the BlacAfrican Culture is an instrument for the call of the people to come.  Harambee is a term that comes to mind for the country of Kenya, from the Swahili language. The movie made me asked the question, why was Sankofa covered in white chalk and dressed in white.  What does white have to do with going back in the past?

      In order to maintain your attention as Sankofa plays the drum Dr. Gerima flashes the words “Listen” into the horizon and quietly reveal the Bird of Pray in to your vision. This is symbolizing the exploitation and greed of colonialism in Africa. Immediately the scene becomes the shore line giving you the feeling that Asientos does when see BlacPeople standing on the beach about to welcome some one home or bid someone is goodbye.    Finally, you see a fishing boat with a BlacMan throwing a net in the water. This gives you the impression of the phrase “fishers of men”. Quickly the scene shifts to the Goree Castle in Ghana were BlacPeople were being held. The words:

Africa listen ooh!, 

Africa listen flash.

 The Almighty Creator. 

The Almighty created the drum.

What did he create?

The divine drummer.
      On the screen as Sankofa plays the drum calling for the ancestors. Then the scene goes to fishing season on the beach where Black men and women are preparing to catch their crop of fish for the day. This brings to mind and old saying that my godfather used to say to me, “If you teach BlacPeople to fish they can stand on their own. If you fish for them you will have to take care of them”.  This scene is symbolic of independence. Before you can absorb this message the scene reflects on Mona in her swim suite walking in the water where the people are fishing, as though she has nothing to do and has nothing on her mind, nor does it appear she can fish. The music is in rhythm with her motion. She is out to have a good time. The bird of pray is now in your vision evoking the feeling of exploitation. 

     Haile Gerima's poetic and precisely detailed film takes its audience into its heroine's life and mind as her moral sense is challenged and changed. Mona is a self-absorbed BlacWoman whose mentality has not evolved beyond the Negro Era solely dependent on a European fashion modeling company and being exploited.  She has no cultural consciousness or responsibly about BlacAfrican Culture. She does not exhibit any self respect for her self or the sacred ground of her ancestors. 
     When I begin to view Sankofa I was viewing it with my wife. I asked her to watch it with me so I could use her input. When the movie came on my mother-in-law walked into the room.  She heard the call of the drums playing. She appeared to be eager to see the film. At the same time she said, “I don’t like these types of pictures”. That was symbolic to the struggle of BlacPeople during the process of enslavement and captivity. They were torn between whether they should stay or runway. Now there was an audience of BlacPeople watching this story of the resurrection of BlacAfrican Culture. 

     In visualizing this film BlacPeople experience a block in thought because of the severity of this revelation. It is so much to comprehend. It can also be too much at one time. This revelation has the same affect on BlacPeople as it has on Mona. My Mother-in-Law in her late 70’s kept leaving and coming back. It causes BlacPeople to stop looking and retreat from this message. The visual revelation Sankofa has to give to BlacPeople can be too much for them to endure all at one time. This is symbolic of how the BlacPeople have received the remedies for redemption. The author suggests, the resurrection of BlacAfrican Culture is a purpose that can only be accomplish by BlacPeople. Even though BlacPeople do not like film about slavery they are not able to pull themselves away from the content of the film. They are intrigued and drown in by the temptation there may be an answer to some of the problem they are faced with in their daily lives. To view this film one must have some coping silks because some of the scenes are so graphic for BlacPeople it is a bitter pill to swallow. Sankofa and other film about European slavery are very thought provoking and trigger in BlacPeople feelings of submission or rebellion. Before they are forced into silent contemplation and reflection on the affects that slavery has on ones own life.

     In watching the response of the viewers what came to mind was I assumed that one should know about it or did they forget it. This brings to the mind the question. What is the different between in amnesia and ignorance? How can you distinguish the two? Amnesia is forced and ignorance is taught.

     Amnesia happens through a violent force or traumatic experience. Ignorance is conditioned by the first generation that is affected by amnesia.  Ignorance is a product of amnesia passed on to the next generation. Is Mona suffering from amnesia or ignorance?  Is the result the same; is one more dysfunctional than the other? The author suggests what brought Mona out of this dysfunction was a resurrection of BlacAfrican Culture.

     Gerima suggest that the solution to the dysfunction of amnesia or ignorance suffered by BlacPeople is a perpetual system of didactic pedagogical cultural knowledge of which includes the preservation and wisdom of the ancestors to be acquired by the present generation. 

     Sankofa begins in Africa, in a Cape Coast Castle in Ghana, where there is interplay between a tour group and a photo shoot of Mona. In the middle of the shoot, Sankofa the man appears. Looking at Mona’s exhibition, with an intense stare as though she should be a shame of herself for acting like that on the sacred grounds of the ancestors. Mona is first frightened and screams, jumps up and stand behind the European who is taking the pictures for protection. This is symbolic of the barriers between the BlacMan and the BlacWoman. The author suggest that under colonialism before the BlacMan or BlacWoman of cultural autonomy can educate the BlacPeople on the resurrection of BlacAfrican Culture he has to go through the white man and all his systems of religious, economics, societal, and education.  Here Sankofa suggest Black Culture is strong and how it was taken from us is well known. 

     The Guard appears and asks Sankofa to leave. The curator then informed them that he is the self-proclaimed guardian of the castle who speaks to the ancestors. Before departure Sankofa speaks in the language of his people. Sankofa tells the tour group to go away, and tells Mona to go back to her past.  He claims that his people were stolen from Africa through this very location. The guard takes Sankofa away. But the impression of his stare and what he said stays on Mona mind. Even though Mona does not speak any BlacAfrican Language the author suggest her African spirituality understands the challenge that she is faced with. Mona latter on goes to investigate the castle and goes through the dungeon following the past of the tour group and finds shackles and spiritual reflections BlacAfricanz in captivity in the dungeons of the castle. 
Sankofa suggests at this point the resurrection of BlacAfrican Culture begins. The author leaves you to assume that Mona has fallen unconscious. In her present state she tries to flea but is soon taken captive by people of European descent as she cries in vain and says that she is an American, not an African. 

     What comes to mind at this time is that you say to yourself, you are African too. It does not matter where you are from, only that you are Black.   This is symbolic of the denial and suppression of African Culture by BlacPeople running from whom they are. For the author this is a heavy-handed way of showing that Mona is symbolic of not only herself but all BlacPeople who are suffering from cultural deprivation and has lost their connection to their past. The process of enslavement still shapes their lives as they are culturally conditioned by contemporary colonialism. Mona has walked into the past, where she is stripped, chained and beaten. Suddenly she is on a plantation, in a house and now has a slave name and is called, “Shola” with no memory of Mona or the 20th century.

     Mona's journey follows a circular evolution.  Generally speaking an African conception of time is past-present-future all at once (see John Mbiti's African Religion for an in depth understanding) it’s not linear but a continuous circle where those who have passed on communicate with those that are living
.  Mona going back is symbolic of BlacPeople need to learn about who they are in order to resurrect Black Culture in the present. The author suggests a Sankofa experience amongst the living and those spiritual mentors encountered on the journey going back to the past in order to resurrect an autonomous BlacAfrican Culture.
     In this spiritual journey Shola is a house slave, who does her duties as a slave and does not partake in anything that she is trained to think is evil or wrong.  The author suggest here this is very revealing about the mentality that the process enslavement creates.  Because it shows the slave was so conditioned they did not know the difference between what was good or bad, right or wrong. They only knew what their oppressors said or told them to do. Sankofa implies here that once your culture is taken from you and you suffer from cultural deprivation then the diseases of inhumanity amnesia and ignorance prevails. 

     Shola professes her love for Shango. Shola asked Shango, why did he not run away? His answer was that he could not leave his people behind. This is symbolic of Black leaders who believe that you should work from inside to make change. Also Shango had a plan to insurrect this inhumanity. The author suggest here that the untold story of having ancestors like Shango and NuNu is how the resurrection of BlacAfrican Culture brought an end to the slave trade and shattle slavery to an end in the western hemisphere. 

     Shola talks about how at night Nunu tells stories about her homeland and sometimes she goes out to the field slaves’ quarters and listens to these tales.  Then she listens to Nunu tell the story of the porcupine girl. Nunu tells us that there was a village with a beautiful young girl in it. The girl was named Afria. Now in this village everyone was a porcupine. Afria’s parents were both powerful; her mother was a medicine woman. Afria means special. Here Sankofa implies, this is very important as to how the maintenance of BlacAfrican Culture was preserve until it could gain enough strength to resurrect it self.  You can take BlacPeople out of Africa, but you can not take BlacAfrican Culture out of BlacPeople.  

    Slowly, Shola starts to learn the importance of resisting. This is primarily because she is repeatedly raped by one of the exploiters even though she prays to the white man’s God. The author suggests that this is how the european religions were used as a tool in the process of enslavement.  In fact she feels the more she prays to the white man's God the more she is raped.  This scene brings forth several questions about religion:

· What should be done about religion by BlacPeople? 

· Should BlacPeople return back to their BlacAfrican Spirituality? 

· Can one believe in God without practicing Christian faith? 

· Who invented Christianity? 

· Why did those who held BlacPeople in captivity not allow the practice of African spirituality?

· What is the relationship between BlacPeople born under colonialism and white people that make it easy to accept oppression? 

· Why don’t BlacPeople resurrect the African spirituality of their ancestors as their religion?
       When she is beaten and whipped severely after attempting to go through a resurrection induction ceremony, she is consoled by Shango and given a Sankofa bird. This act turns her into a rebel and she finally realizes the importance of resisting. Here the author implies that the resurrection of BlacAfrican Culture is omnipresent, opportunistic, and has the eventual will of the redemptive power of community. Sankofa implies, when ever oppression and inhumanity fails the resurrection of BlacAfrican Culture is there ready to reclaim and restore the victims of amnesia and ignorance with the wisdom of the ancestors.

     Sankofa implies here, the selling of Nunu is the turning point for Noble Ali in the resurrection of BlacAfrican Culture. Noble Ali becomes ‘ripe.’ from then on he pretends to be the same person in front of the white men but he becomes a part of the secret culture. He is no longer hated by the others but becomes part of their group.

            Sankofa implies redemption for Joe After he kills Nunu and hears the truth about his birth from Shola.  Joe realizes his betrayal of his people then he kills Father Rafael. In Joe’s case African Cultural Resurrection is learning the truth and going forward to redemption. 

     The author suggests that in Sankofa the resurrection of BlacAfrican Culture is the uncompromising spirit and conversion.  It is there to give redemption to Joe when he experiences internal struggle with Christianity and loyalty to his mother, African culture, relationships with BlacWoman and self identity.  These are the actors or instruments which the author uses to symbolize the resurrection of BlacAfrican Culture.  In the movie the resurrection Black Culture can be recognized by the uncompromising spirit or conversion:
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The Final Revolt, will of BlacPeople 
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      Resurrection of BlacAfrican Culture is a true revelation a about the middle passage, or enslavement of BlacPeople that is often overlooked.  BlacAfrican people come from different extended Cultural backgrounds, intellectual perspectives, religions, and experiences.  There are some that were free, born into enslavement and those from other parts of the Black Diaspora.  In most mainstream films about enslavement there doesn't appear to be much difference in the way BlacPeople are presented.

     Depending on the perspective of the viewer, of course.  Sankofa provides a harsh yet realistic critique of Christianity, it shows the brutality of the abuse BlacPeople endured and doesn't provide a sympathetic white lead as most mainstream films do.  The author suggest, if one where to read the old slave narratives, and diaries, one would see this film is much more realistic in its depiction of the enslavement period. What the author does not show is the relationship of the Arab-Islamic process of enslavement and captivity.  Dr. John Henrik Clarke says, that Arabs institutionalized Black Slavery and the European internationalized it
. 
        Sankofa suggest that BlacPeople are a lost nation who needs to take this journey back to find and discover for themselves the reality they are not free.  Although the physical chains are gone BlacPeople still have a colonized mentality and content of character from the present cultural conditioning.  The author suggests that only when BlacPeople return to their cultural source will they reconnect with their intellectual cultural consciousness.

     Sankofa is a good drama film, the audience is able to experience what other characters are feeling and identify with someone. The author suggest it is a reflection of BlacPeople dreaming about the past to build upon the legacy and embrace the future with the challenges that exists.  Reflection into the past can be beneficial if it strengthens ones understanding of how to improve their standards of living.  As BlacAfrican people, we can help others by realizing that among all that was lost, suppressed and oppressed, our greatness is embedded is in us and our culture.  Our ancestors have proven this and it is recorded. It is for BlacPeople to give credit to their accomplishments and keep the dreams of freedom alive. The story shifts back to the present, where Shola, or Mona at this time, ignores the photographer and goes to listen to an African chant being performed by Sankofa, a chant which she knows has an appreciation for the resurrection of BlacAfrican Culture, due to her new awareness of her rich African background. 
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