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Ngozi:  ... there’s parts of me that look like my mum, but in the world out there, I don’t 

look like my mum, I look like my dad. So I wanted to make a film that showed, this is 

what I got from my mum.  

 

Female Voice: This is a UAL Decolonising Arts Institute podcast created as part of the 

Decolonising Archives Research Residency programme. This podcast is hosted by Dr Ana 

Gonzalez-Barrera as part of her 2020 residency project, Disorienting the Gaze, Ngozi 

Onwurah early films. In this podcast, filmmaker Ngozi Onwurah talks to Dr Ana 

Gonzalez-Barrera and UAL Associate Lecturer and PhD student, Claudette Davis-

Bonnick, about her early films, The Body Beautiful, and Coffee Coloured Children.  

 

Ana: Thank you so much for joining us. We have already met twice, and to talk about 

your films, and we have been talking about The Body Beautiful. Actually there might be 

some other people joining in a bit, so we are all excited to hear from you.  

 

Ngozi: OK [laughter].  

 

Ana: To get started, maybe, I think it would be very good if you could tell us about your 

time at St Martin’s.  

 

Ngozi: Yes, so I went there from foundation. I did foundation at Manchester Poly. I came 

down from Manchester to London to go to St Martin’s, and I mean, it was a really 

interesting time because I was learning about what I was doing. So, St Martin’s really 

fostered this creative – they were very, very supportive, and it was a very exciting time. 

But then after a while, you really started to notice that you were the only – well, there 

was two black people there, so there was a bit of push and shove about that, but actually 

in the end, St Martin’s were really good.  

 

They had one term where everybody there took a back seat and they brought in Black 

Audio Film Collective, and they took over the whole course for six weeks, for everybody, 

and that was, I just remember that being one of the most empowering things that I’ve 



 

 

done. The amount of growth that happened in that six weeks’ period was amazing.  

 

And then for my graduation film, which was Coffee Coloured Children, they also brought 

in Isaac Julian to be my visiting professor, if you like, to be the person who I talked 

through the film with, as it was being made.  

 

But also, at St Martin’s, it’s incredibly arty, and at first that was a lot of fun and I had a 

great time, but during my last year, I began to get a little frustrated because I had all these 

ideas, but not necessarily the technical knowledge to do them because it was always so 

idea-based, rather than technical, yeah? So, I would shoot something amazing, but it 

would be out of focus. So, I started to teach myself, and source myself more things to do 

with skills. It feels like I got the artistic inspiration from St Martin’s, but the actual skill-

set, I sort of had to partly do that for myself.  

 

Ana: Yeah, I’m very curious about that process in Coffee Coloured Children, but also in 

The Body Beautiful, and the way that you work with your mother, and I think also your 

brother, Simon, did the photography for Coffee Coloured Children, right?  

 

Ngozi: Yes. Yes.  

 

Ana: So, the films are, of course, very much concerned with your family’s life, and your 

memories, so how is that for you, working with them?  

 

Ngozi: Well, the thing about Coffee Coloured Children was, it was almost, I couldn’t start 

anything until I made that film. That film, it was like a sort of exorcism. It was all these 

things that were circulating round in my life, and the difference between Newcastle, and 

when I’d come to London, and how – London and Manchester, because they have bigger 

black populations, I was able to find myself more. But, there was all these unresolved 

things about growing up, and Coffee Coloured Children kind of was what brought them 

all together.  

 

And so it was literally a case of, I needed to get that film out before I could start my life as 

a filmmaker, or any kind, that was the starting point. So, that was incredibly personal. It 

was a personal story, which was still quite painful at the time that I was making the film. 

And it revealed a lot of things, that film, because when I was talking to my brother and 

my sister, but especially my brother, we realised how many similar things had happened 

to both of us, that we hadn’t been telling each other. And then the fact that we used 

ourselves in the film, I think made the film even more personal.  

 

So, we had this, sort of – my first film was this very, very personal, very honest, on a level 

that was maybe a bit brutal, but what happened at the end of that was – so, Coffee 

Coloured Children got really quite well-received. I think it touched a, sort of, spot within 

a lot of different places. So, I got quite a bit of attention from that, and then I realised 

that, with my mum, what was happening was, although she was really, really proud of me 



 

 

and really happy, I think Coffee Coloured Children as a film was quite hurtful for her as 

well, because in a way it was saying, ‘In order to be myself, I am identifying as black, and 

that’s kind of erasing you as my white parent. I’m rejecting ... ’  

 

She understood it on an intellectual level, what was happening in the film, but on an 

emotional level I think she found it quite – I know she found that it felt like I was 

excluding her, because obviously I wasn’t exploring my Irish heritage, or coming out – it 

was very much about what being black meant, and how I came to be this person.  

 

So, what I wanted to do was, I wanted then to make a film that didn’t negate Coffee 

Coloured Children in any way, but still said, ‘This is the truth, and this is me.’ But, a film 

that could show what I had got from my mom.  

 

So, in a way, I didn’t have the visuals – I mean, I do. I do. There’s parts of me that look 

like my mum, but in the world out there, I don’t look like my mum; I look like my dad, 

and there’s nothing in her that you can see in the same way. So, I wanted to make a film 

that showed, this is what I got from my mom. This is what is in me from her. And my 

mom was always really, really a big storyteller, a big reader, she used to read to us a lot.  

 

So I thought, when I started the sort of process of Body Beautiful, I thought what it was 

going to be about was how she gave me this imagination and this storytelling, and helped 

me sort of get lost in a world of stories, but as we were talking, the subject matter of body 

beautiful is really what came to the – it dominated everything else. That was clearly the 

story that was coming out, so that’s how that started. 

 

Ana: Yeah, I mean, we have talked about the Body Beautiful, and also how the film 

confronts the silence and invisibility surrounding breast cancer, and about the changing 

relationship between mother and daughter in the film, and how they come to see each 

other as women. And, were you concerned at the time with feminism? 

 

Ngozi: That’s a really complicated question for me. My relationship with, like, formal 

feminism, or feminism, or even the word, is very, very complicated and convoluted, and 

it started with Coffee Coloured Children. So, one of the things that happened with Coffee 

Coloured Children was, there was a screening in London, and it was by a women’s group, 

and it was a – I hadn’t realised this; I was still at film school, but it was a safe space for 

women, so it was women only. And, we had gone to the screening early and there were 

some – three kids that’d come down from Sheffield, three mixed-race kids had come 

down to see it, but two of them were boys, men, and they weren’t allowed into the 

screening.  

 

And I just remember being furious because I had made the film for those people. Those 

were the people that I was talking to with Coffee Coloured Children, mixed-race kids 

who lived in a predominantly white area, trying to find who they were. And they weren’t 

allowed in, but inside the screening, it was full of white women, who I hadn’t made the 



 

 

film for.  

 

So, I think this was me discovering intersectionality way before it had the words, like 

what your identities are, where they intermingle, and where they intersect, and how you 

can work in those spaces. And it ended up being this very furious argument where I was 

more or less told that I wasn’t – I came away feeling I wasn’t woman enough for that 

space.  

 

So, that has coloured a lot of how – and that was the first experience, but I’ve had so 

many of those experiences, where it’s, I almost have to give up my blackness to be in a 

female space, or give up my – I think a lot of black women struggle with this space. So, I 

think it’s very complicated.  

 

Ana: Yeah. Claudette, do feel in to jump in whenever you want to.  

 

Claudette: Yeah. This constantly negotiating your space, do you feel – it sounds as though 

you felt like, when you did Coffee Coloured Children, it was in some way being cathartic.  

 

Ngozi: Very much so. I didn’t realise that’s what was happening, but at each stage of the 

film, when we did different things, it felt so cathartic, and the end scene where we’re 

burning everything, that wasn’t actually there originally. It’s just that after the whole 

process, that’s what I had to do. I had to burn all these things, and then that would be, 

you know, you’ve let it out into the universe. It’s gone through you and into the universe.  

 

Claudette: Some of the things I’ve heard said, I haven’t said it myself, but I’ve got family 

who are mixed race, but sometimes people say, ‘Oh, the problem with mixed race 

children is that they’re confused,’ and I’m not sure if it’s confusion, that they don’t know 

who they are, but I think it’s mostly negotiating their space, and where they feel 

welcomed, and I’d just like you to expand on that a little bit more, because you talked 

about, just now, about giving up sometimes your blackness, or giving up your femininity 

in order to fit in a space.  

 

And you also mentioned what I interpret as, you’ve made the film to show a side of life 

that someone else who has come along, and almost say to you, ‘We’ll take over from here 

now, and we’ll show it how we want to show it,’ so I just wondered if you could express 

that a little bit more for me. Maybe I’m getting it wrong?  

 

Ngozi: No, no, you’re getting it right, but there was a lot there. So, the big thing about 

mixed-race and biracial children being confused, it’s actually not the case. It’s almost the 

opposite. It’s almost that they are logical, they are being logical, and it’s the world that is 

– it’s not them that – they are trying to make sense of a world that doesn’t make sense. It’s 

not them that are the problem, it’s the world, because biracial, there would be no 

problems for biracial kids, if people could acknowledge that there’s black and there’s 

white, and they’re all human and you can mix together.  



 

 

 

And the confusion comes from what the external world is imposing on them, but then it 

does become their issue. I mean, you know, I think there’s some kids that are growing up 

now in certain areas where it’s much less confusing for them. I think for us growing up in 

Newcastle at that time, with very few black people there, and without our black parents 

there, yes, I think it did lead to a lot of confusion.  

 

Claudette: Did you say your black parent was there?  

 

Ngozi: No, so we came back from Nigeria when I was seven, and we came back without 

my dad. So, my dad was around for the first seven years, and I was in Africa, so obviously 

there was a very big black presence there, African black presence. And then we land in 

Newcastle in an all-white – basically come as refugees, so we land in an all-white, very 

working class neighbourhood, and they didn’t know what the hell to make of us. So, it 

was – yes, it was not pleasant.  

 

Claudette: What you’ve just said about, they didn’t know what to do with you, just an 

anecdotal thing, someone from a church I used to go to, she went to Kenya, I think it was, 

to visit someone from a church over there, and decided to set up a school that we’d 

sponsor children to attend, and so on. So, she went for a quick break over there, and she 

said it was the first time in her life that she had been the minority, and suddenly she felt 

different, and she’d never experienced what it would be like for black people in this 

country, feeling the minority.  

 

And, that kind of made her take stock of herself a little bit. So, I guess she was walking in 

your shoes for a little while because I think maybe she thought she would go there, and 

she’d still be confident, and be able to have all her privileges and stuff, but she had to go 

into a scenario where she didn’t have quite everything she had at home, and she wasn’t 

being given any special privileges because she was white. And that kind of knocked her 

sideways for a bit [laughter].  

 

Ngozi: And I think that’s really true, but I think that what also she has to – why it’s even 

more different than that, though, is that being white in Kenya, whether she realised it or 

not, a lot of privilege went with that, and a lot of assumptions went with that, and she 

had a lot of – she comes from a country with healthcare; she didn’t have to worry about ... 

She has a lot of things.  

 

What happens when black people are in all those white spaces is, the power dynamic can 

also feel against you as well, definitely the presumption of what is normal and what is 

accepted behaviour in white spaces, goes against you as well.  

 

Claudette: She [unintelligible 00:15:43] for a couple of weeks, but it sure changed her 

attitude to a lot of things.  

 



 

 

Ngozi: Good [laughter].  

 

Ana: I have also been thinking about the conflicting ways of looking, actually within the 

Body Beautiful, how mother and daughter see themselves, and how they look at each 

other, but also how others look at them, like for example in the scene at the sauna, or 

with the man at the canteen, the photographer directing modelling sequencers, and I 

don’t know, it seems to me that you explore this kind of power in looking. Were you 

considering that, or any issues of spectatorship?  

 

Ngozi: Yes, for sure. I mean, the whole film, in a way, is about the way people see you, 

especially in relation to your body, sort of the different views. And it was because it was 

at a time, I remember the time when my mother started to change from my mother to a 

woman, in my eyes, I began to understand that she was a woman, not just my mother, 

and that’s when her body started – there’s something very comforting, usually, about 

your mom’s body and all this, but then when you start to see her as a woman, and you 

realise that you are judging her in a way that is so reductive, and yet is so ingrained that 

even you are doing it to your own mother.  

 

So for instance, that was what was meant to happen in the sauna, was that the towel slips 

and she notices how the other women are seeing the scar as a thing of fear, as a thing of 

ugliness, and she sees it as they do. So, she can see her mother through those women’s 

eyes, because if it wasn’t her mother, she would have the same response in that moment. 

And yet, because it is her mother, she sees her differently as well. She sees her as a whole 

woman.  

 

So, that idea, and the artifice that goes around it, so when the photographer is using ice to 

make the nipples go hard, that is something you can’t walk around doing in real life the 

whole time. It’s to show how these layers of things are built up, and then how they are 

looked at. So, when she’s in the recreation centre and the young man is looking at her, 

and she can – and the mother can see that, and she can see that, and that’s a moment 

where they become – they see each other – all the way through the film, it’s the ways 

they start to see each other, especially the daughter because that’s the biggest change.  

 

But, for the mother, there’s a change. For a mother there’s when her daughter is just her 

child, and then when she goes into that realm where she’s a woman, and the kind of 

woman that is making her invisible by being young, and being a certain – her body, this 

kind of thing. Her daughter is actually almost turning out to be her adversary or her 

enemy in terms of that realm of how you are viewed by people.  

 

Ana: Yeah, and yet, they seem to kind of come together in the end, no?  

 

Ngozi: Well, that’s the idea [laughter].  

 

Ana: Yeah.  



 

 

 

Ngozi: Yeah, because there’s an honesty. They see each other as they are. They’re dealing 

with the world as they are, because a lot of what happens, especially with terms of race, 

and being biracial, is that you’re kind of waiting for the world to be the way it should be, 

in order for you to be, almost, your full person. And yet, that isn’t how it is, and you have 

to live fully in the moment, and that’s what happens with them. The mother understands 

what she gave to her daughter; her daughter understands what her mother gave to her, 

and they love each other. All these external things to do with race, body, sexism, ageism, 

in that moment, when they’re on the bed, it’s all acknowledged that those things exist, 

but they love each other.  

 

Ana: There’s this very complex relationship, I think, between your childhood memories 

and the past, and it is kind of reworked in the film, and I wonder whether you consider if 

the films also, in some ways, look into the future?  

 

Ngozi: [Laughter]. I don’t know. I had a strange experience when I had a screening, and 

my daughter, who’s now 23, she was there. So, she had seen the films before when she 

was younger, but I guess too young for it really to resonate – not resonate, but to be, sort 

of, take on fully. And then, she came to my screening, she was in the audience, and then 

somebody actually, without knowing she was there, asked if my daughter came to me to 

do this kind of exploration of our relationship, would I be open to doing it?  

 

And it was quite – because mother and daughter relationships are quite often 

complicated. I realise I’m not sure I would be as brave as my mom was if my daughter 

came to me to explore those same things. My mom gave completely of herself to make 

that film, like literally bared her body and her soul in that film.  

 

In terms of predicting the future, I don’t know because I don’t know if it’s something I 

could be able to do with my daughter, with that level of honesty that my mother did it 

with me. I definitely wouldn’t get naked and let her film me [laughter].  

 

Claudette: What I was getting from that, there seem to be a lot of revelations and 

acknowledgement in coming to terms with things that you probably hadn’t addressed in 

the past.  

 

Ngozi: No, definitely a lot of things came out while we were making Body Beautiful, like 

the level of [hurt 00:21:56], the things that had been – that we hadn’t acknowledged. But, 

we’d had to be honest. We’d had a much bigger explosion – not explosion, but a much 

bigger, sort of, discussion around Coffee Coloured Children. That was the biggest thing, 

because whereas with Body Beautiful, we were two women, essentially, talking to each 

other, alright, mother and daughter, but it was things that affected us both as women, like 

body perception, self-perception.  

 

Whereas with Coffee Coloured Children, the discussions still went across racial lines. I 



 

 

was still a black person talking to a white person even though she was my mother. So, 

there were some lost in translation moments, there was some language, whereas with 

Body Beautiful, we had a stronger space to talk about that because we had a lot in 

common, which we were both just trying to distil in the film.  

 

Claudette: How did you and your mother come together with the racial aspects of your 

relationships?  

 

Ngozi: You know, it’s one of those things that I say got much better, but didn’t get fully 

resolved, yeah? So, Body Beautiful, in a way, was a way to help resolve the gap that was 

being left by that, that would probably never truly be bridged. So, it got much better, and 

we had ways of dialoguing, but there were still a couple of really core things to do with 

race that we sort of just had to acknowledge, but leave untouched to maintain our 

relationship.  

 

Claudette: And was that the same for your brother as well?  

 

Ngozi: No, so I was much older when I came from Nigeria to Newcastle, so I sometimes 

think the shock was the biggest for me, and the change, the change of being this African 

kid growing up really privileged, the doctor’s daughter, living in Nigeria having this 

really good childhood, suddenly to come into Newcastle, and having to deal with what 

happened there.  

 

So, my two siblings and I, we all dealt with a lot of things similar, and we all dealt with 

some things differently. I was really angry. I think I felt the anger the most. My brother 

was much, much younger when he came to England, so he had nothing else to compare it 

to. And he was very, very close with my mother. He left home when he was 15 because 

he couldn’t be in Newcastle anymore, and he came to live with me in London.  

 

And so, we all had – there were certain things that we responded similarly to, and then 

there were certain reactions that we had that were different. But the residue is there 

amongst all three of us.  

 

Claudette: Is your other sibling a sister?  

 

Ngozi: Well, by the same mother, I have one sister and one brother, so there’s three of us 

with the same parents. And then my father took a second wife and had another six 

children, so I have six half-brothers and sisters, of which two are boys and four are girls.  

 

Ana: Well, we’ve also been discussing racism in Britain, and thinking – Stuart Hall was 

saying that we kind of are still living in the post-1980s, and he speaks about this kind of 

unsettled history where everything is still urgently at stake. So, I’m thinking, of course, of 

tomorrow’s election, and you know, Boris Johnson’s closeness to Trump, the Black Lives 

Matter protests in the summer in the UK, of course, the decolonising the university 



 

 

movement, even the university, UALs commitment to antiracism. So, we have been 

discussing all of that, and I wonder how you perceive things have changed since the 80s, 

and if you’re hopeful at all?  

 

Ngozi: Ugh, I can’t answer that ‘til after tomorrow. I mean, I can’t – it’s just this knot in 

my belly at the moment, what’s going to happen tomorrow. I think it’s hard to say that 

things have got better. I mean, on a very basic level, they have inasmuch as when I was 

growing up, there was no Will Smith on the television, there was no Black Panther, there 

were ...  

 

So, there’s some things that you have to acknowledge are better, but the core, the core of 

it, the core of why there is racism and where it came from, in a way, that still hasn’t been 

dealt with, and in a way, that was what Trump was. So, a reaction to something that was 

there all the time, and in a way it’s been peeled back and revealed, and it’s gone viral, if 

you like. And there’s some people that are very happy about that. It’s like, a lot of people 

that thought, oh, once people see what Trump is like they’ll realise they made a mistake, 

it’s no, like, once we see Trump, it’s like, we like that, we’ll have a bit more of that.  

 

And so, I think that we’re in a really perilous situation, and there’s part of me that things 

we’re not going to get past it without a big clash because that’s what it’s coming down to, 

in America especially. And I mean, I think in England it’s not quite as brutal, but it’s still 

there. And in a way, it’s just a bit more polite, whereas here it’s a bit more out there. So, 

am I hopeful? I mean, right this second [laughter], but it’s really not a good time to ask.  

 

I mean, my son and my daughter’s generation, I just think they’re amazing. I mean, they 

are exciting to watch, and they, I think, they seem to have a really good mix of – they 

inspire me, his generation and my daughter’s generation. They’re very exciting. She’s 23, 

he’s 17, and they’re – it’s over to them, because we fucked up, didn’t we?  

 

Claudette: They’re the young activists [laughter].  

 

Ngozi: They’re both super, yeah, like – but it’s also just the way they see the world, and 

they way that they – it’s so much more encompassing, the way they link the climate 

change to racism, to this, to that [unintelligible 00:28:50], it’s just fantastic, the way 

they’re seeing connections that we didn’t know –  

 

Claudette: Their expectations are so much more than ours were at the time.  

 

Ngozi: Yes, I think they are. And also, more realistic, yes.  

 

Claudette: But, I read something, I reviewed something the other day from – oh, gosh, its 

name’s just gone out of my head. He was writing to Angela Davis at the time, and in this 

open letter he said that, ‘I am my father’s child, but you’re not your father’s child,’ and 

what he was actually saying, he was still thinking in the old slave mentality way, that 



 

 

they’d just come out of, but she had moved on so much, and so her activism and 

everything she was doing, was beyond what he was doing.  

 

But, it’s so interesting what you’ve just said about their generation, and I think when 

you’ve come from the generation where he was actually looking at the past and the civil 

rights, and they were looking at totally different things, and it was good to see that 

generations don’t stay the same, that they keep moving, and I think each generation 

inspires the next.  

 

Ngozi: Yeah, but the last one, the millennials, seem to be a bit strange, but this one – 

what are they called? The Generation Z, Zedders or what – Zoomers, they are really more 

– from what I’m seeing, they’re more impressive. I have more hope with this one than I 

did with the millennials, for instance. And what you say about Angela Davis, so at the 

moment, my son’s discovering the Black Panthers and it’s just so exciting because he 

keeps running out of his bedroom going, ‘Mom, mom, and did you know that they 

invented the school meals system, and if it wasn’t for them ... ? And they did this, and 

they did that!’ And then he goes back in his room, and then, ‘Mom, mom, did you realise 

that ... ?’ And it’s just like, OK.  

 

And so it feels like you’re watching our past linking with our future. You can see that the 

Black Panthers were an amazing movement, and he’s sort of ... So, in terms of 

decolonising the curriculum, him and his friends, what do they call them? They call it 

curriculum violence, trying to challenge that within the school saying, ‘Why aren’t we 

learning, when we learn ... ? Why am I learning about the Black Panthers by myself in 

my bedroom? It’s American history. Why is it not in the classroom?’ And he’s, like, 17.  

 

I was not doing that when I was 17. I don’t think I even remotely would’ve had the 

confidence that I could even go to teachers and school administrations and start saying, 

‘You know what? You’re teaching me shit.’ Whereas – and what they were teaching we 

was much shittier than what they’re teaching – I didn’t learn about anything like that at 

school. Africa was where savages were, and missionaries went to help them. So, yes, I 

think that’s the future. Then I’m optimistic.  

 

Claudette: I have to say, I actually asked my teacher the other day why can we not do 

philosophers – we’ve been doing philosophy, and my question was, can we not study 

some philosophers who are black, which is why I ended up doing this thing –  

 

Ngozi: One thing about talking about teachers, yeah?  

 

Claudette: Yes?  

 

Ngozi: So, when you were saying about – because my son is actually thinking of applying 

to the London College of Communication, so we’ve been looking at the websites and 

everything, and so when you go to the different departments and they have the teachers, 



 

 

the professors, the lecturers, I mean, the visuals are still truly depressing. They were all so 

many white people, the occasional woman, but still more – I mean, he’s film, so they’re 

going to say, oh, film is predominantly male.  

 

Anyway, it just felt like, at an educational institution, I don’t know how a liberal 

educational institution, how it can still be that you can even show a page of staff and 

there not be a person of colour on that page. I’m not even saying a black person, I’m 

saying a person of colour – I would take that.  

 

And so then you think, no, things haven’t changed that much, because when I was at St 

Martin’s, that was the same issue, that’s why they brought in Black Audio Collective, 

because the staff was still predominantly white. And that’s – I’m talking, like, 30 years 

ago, nearly 30 years ago, that I was at St Martin’s. It’s not acceptable.  

 

Claudette: I remember I was at LCF at that time as well, and the only black lecturer 

taught race relations, as they called it then.  

 

Ngozi: Yeah [laughter]].  

 

Claudette: And it hasn’t changed.  

 

Ngozi: Yes, it really hasn’t. It’s still a long way to go.  

 

Claudette: Yeah. We have to keep hopeful, though, because I think if you lose hope, I 

know we get down sometimes because you feel like you’re constantly fighting, but if you 

lose hope altogether, you lose yourself as well. And I think, when we look at the younger 

generation, we’ve given them something to fight with in the past, and they’ve taken that 

and they’re running with it, and I think that gives you hope.  

 

Ngozi: Yes, you try – and then you watch something, and you think, oh, my God, the 

system is so rigged. But yes, I do – I have two children – I have to believe that there’s, 

yeah, there’s a world for them out there that they can make into a better place. But the 

fact that it’s so tight in America after four years of Trump makes you think, yeah, well, 

you try not to think about what the implications are of that.  

 

Ana: Yeah. I found a previous interview where you spoke of Spike Lee as an important 

influence.  

 

Ngozi: Absolutely, yeah.  

 

Ana: Yeah. I was wondering what you think of his recent work, like the [Five Floors or 

Black Landsman 00:35:17], or what kind of work you find most relevant today?  

 

Ngozi: No, Spike Lee was – it’s impossible to overemphasise how pivotal he was. From the 



 

 

first – She’s Got to Have It was the first movie, black movie I saw in a cinema, and I really 

remember thinking, oh, so it’s possible, you can have a black ... This is real, I’m sitting in 

a movie theatre, not in a college classroom, not in a specialist film group, I’m sitting in a 

movie theatre in the West End with a bag of popcorn and I’m watching a movie that has 

black people in it, being told by a black person, being filmed by a black person. It was 

amazing.  

 

And then after that comes Do the Right Thing which is absolutely, still to this day, one of 

my favourite films, but I can’t tell you how amazing it was to be there and see that, and 

be part of that, and be in the cinema when that happened. So, Spike Lee, integral part of 

my aesthetic, my journey.  

 

I mean, you know, when you got to his age and you have that big backlog of work, 

there’re going to be some ones you – there’s some of his films I don’t especially like; 

there’s some that I think are OK, and then there’s some that I love, and then there’s two 

that changed my life.  

 

I haven’t actually seen the five bloods yet because I’m still really sad about [unintelligible 

00:36:45], so I will watch it, but it’s like, every time I start, I think, ‘Oh!’ But, Black 

Clansman, when I went to watch it in the cinema, I really enjoyed it, and I really 

thought, oh, Spike Lee’s back on form, and I had fun. There was a bit of a debate 

afterwards about the particular guy that was the lead, and that he was really FBI, and he, 

most of the time, he was in black movement ... anyway, there was this debate, I started 

getting into it, and then I thought, do you know what? It’s too complicated. I just want to 

like the movie. I’m going to leave it there and move on, so that’s my thing about Black 

Clansman. I enjoyed it. 

 

Ana: Yeah.  

 

Claudette: Oh, the writer I was talking about was James Baldwin.  

 

Ngozi: Oh, OK, yeah. Oh, I thought you meant a contemporary one.  

 

Ana: I think we should conclude soon, so if you want to ask something else, Claudette?  

 

Claudette: I enjoyed the film, and I kept wondering, is this fiction or fact, or a bit of both, 

because it was so raw, it was so genuine –  

 

Ngozi: Thank you.  

 

Claudette: And it drew me in, and I felt like, surely you didn’t expose yourself that much, 

all your inner self that much. It can’t all be real [laughter]. Sorry, you know what I mean. 

It’s like there was so much – and listening to you now, obviously all those thoughts have 

dissipated because you’ve explained so much of it, and I just thought you just brought out 



 

 

all the empathy and all the real feelings that as a black person, I related to a lot. I am 

coffee coloured by accident, in the term that both of my parents are black, but I’m quite 

high yellow, as they’d call me in Jamaica [laughter]. So, when I first came to this country, 

the thing they used to ask me, back then, they used to ask you if you’re a half-caste.  

 

Ngozi: Oh, I remember that. I remember.  

 

Claudette: And they’d say, ‘But your hair’s so long and you’re so fair-skinned. How come 

you’re not?’ But, I noticed that sometimes when I went into somewhere where I looked 

as though I was the only black person, people wouldn’t know what quite to make of me. 

But, no doubt about it, you’d still be treated as though you were black, but you could see 

that quizzical little thing. So, it was really good to hear from your perspective, as well, 

how you felt about growing up and being from a biracial background. And I just thought 

the film was really – it’s very touching.  

 

Ngozi: No, thank you very much. Thank you very much. I mean, the sad thing about –the 

Body Beautiful, I just think, for me, now is just this wonderful connection with my mom. 

I’m so glad that I made it because – and I don’t know if that is what you meant about the 

future – it’s sort of like it was almost like a gift for the future, about me and my mum, and 

he spirit is there the whole time, because she pushed a lot of the things. I think because 

she wanted to make a film that was as honest and similar as Coffee Coloured Children, 

she didn’t want to flinch at anything.  

 

So, she was the one that insisted, for instance, that the lover was a black man. I thought 

I’ll just get a white guy, because it’s so complicated anyway, all the things we’re dealing 

with in the film. Let’s not throw in a young black man with an older white woman, just 

to – but she said, ‘No, no, it needs to be, because when I’m thinking about it, I’m thinking 

about your dad, and he ... ’ So she really pushed me in it, and I pushed her, and I think 

you can feel our personalities there.  

 

So, I’m very happy when I watch Body Beautiful. Coffee Coloured children I find really 

hard, because so many of the things in it still exist, and whether it’s skin bleaching or hair 

relaxing, there’s so many things where that is still going on, not sitting in the bath 

scrubbing your skin, but that – well, in the case of skin bleaching, it is actually that, but 

that there’s still so many kids that people – biracial people that come up to me after the 

screenings and say, ‘that is how I feel now,’ or ‘that is how I felt just a few years ago when 

I was growing up,’ that makes me really sad.  

 

In fact, we had a screening in Newcastle, and a girl got in touch with them, and they put 

her in touch with me, and now she and my son are making a film together, or have made 

a little film together called Mayonnaise Girl, which is what she calls herself, about this 

idea of two things being mixed together, but they’re not quite joined. And that’s 

incredible, that Coffee Coloured Children, 30 years later, my own child and another child 

that grew up in Newcastle, are making a film pretty much about the same thing, not quite 



 

 

as brutal, but the same thing. And that makes me sad.  

 

Ana: Yeah.  

 

Claudette: How did your Irish side of the family accept you when you came over?  

 

Ngozi: Well, it was more before that. It was more that, when my mum was dating my 

dad, there was a huge, sort of, fallout at that stage. But, my mum – my grandmother loved 

my dad, so grandma stayed with us, like, stayed on, and then we went to Nigeria 

obviously, and then when we came back, we didn’t really come back to a big family, 

because the break over it had already happened. So we came back and we were with my 

grandma, but my grandma was always – she made her choice. She was – she loved my 

dad, there was no issue there. But aunts and uncles and distant – other relatives, that was 

– my mum had already sort of broken from them a bit because of being with my dad.  

 

Claudette: Oh, I think she was quite right about choosing the black lover because what 

you said actually came back, and the way it was shot, you just knew that she was thinking 

about your dad, and he still made her feel like a woman. It was almost like she didn’t have 

her breast removed, and she was back being young again, and enjoying what she once 

had. So, that, I thought, worked beautifully.  

 

Ngozi: Thank you. It was my dad, yeah.  

 

Ana: I was going to ask you, what are you working on now?  

 

Ngozi: So, actually, what I’m working on now is, I’m actually doing a novel, a manuscript, 

and the idea was that I would finish it, the first draft, which I did, and put it to one side 

and leave it – sorry, so it’s a semi-autobiographical – I actually, it was originally 

commissioned by the BBC but then the budget was too big as a script because it involves 

the [unintelligible 00:44:14] war, it involves Newcastle, London, the 70s, the 80s, the 90s, 

so it’s period, so it was incredibly expensive. So, I got the copyright back a few years ago, 

and decided to make it into a novel, because in a novel you can write whatever you want, 

and you don’t have to film it so it’s cheap, and so you can tell the whole story.  

 

And so, my plan was, which was all going well, that I finish the first draft, I leave it, I go 

off and make a short film, and then I come back with fresh eyes and do the second draft. 

But then Covid hit just when we were about to start shooting the short, so at the 

moment, we’re just waiting for the circumstances – because it’s adding a lot of money to 

the budgets, trying to film through Covid. Anyway, basically, that’s on hold until we can 

get a time where we can actually film it.  

 

And so, what I’m going to do is, I’m doing a TV thing in Nigeria which, I think they’ve 

reached the stage there where they’re going to work through Covid because the numbers 

didn’t go crazy there. We’re just sorting that out now, and then hopefully when that is 



 

 

finished, I can come back, actually shoot the short, and then go back and do the second 

draft. But, if that doesn’t happen, I’ll just kick straight back in with the second draft.  

 

Ana: Yeah. OK, well, I just want to thank you so much for your time, and for this truly 

fascinating talk and conversation with us.  

 

Ngozi: Thank you. Thank you so much for teaching my films and showing my films to 

other people. That’s great.  

 

Ana: It’s our pleasure, really.  

 

Ngozi: Thank you very much, and thank you, Claudette.  

 

Female Voice: This podcast series is brought to you by the Decolonising Arts Institute at 

UAL, University of the Arts, London. The institute challenges colonial histories and 

imperial legacies, disrupting ways of seeing, listening, thinking and making, to drive 

social, cultural and institutional change. Special thanks to our podcast host, and guests, to 

Bridget Hart for the podcast production, and to you for listening. 
 

[End of recorded material 00:46:07] 
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