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THE | NVASI ON 1897 AGENDA I N THE BENI N LANGUAGE
FI LM SEGVENT OF NOLLYWOOD

*(Osakue Stevenson OMCOERA

I nt roducti on

Lancel ot Qluva Inasuen (LA) has always insisted that his
I nvasi on 1897 (2014) likehis Adesuwa (2012), anong nany ot hers,
are Ngerian filns (Ndlywood filng), not just Benin? |anguage fil ns
because in his specific words, “we are still experinenting...” *Thisclam
rai ses a nuner of issues inviewof what the Benin video-filmisvis-&
vis what can be considered the Ngerian video-film It aso creates the
need to seek and nake sone clarifications on what real ly constitutes
the Benin video-film as a video-fil mshat in Benin or Edo | anguage, or
one that concerns the vays of life of the Benin people, or one shot on
Benin soil or in sone diasporic Benin coomunity. It islikdy becase o
sone of the issues arising fromLQA's renark that nade Gsakue
Qwera to theoretically situate Ebuwa (2009), Adesuwa (2012),
I nvasion 1897 (2014), anong others, as Benin | anguage video-fil ng
because they draw fromthe rich repertory of Benin history, inagery,
nusi ¢, dance, language and so on, especialy as they pertain to the
Benin (pa who entbodies the custons and traditions of the Benin
race (2014).

The Benin video-filmis a filmproduced fromthe Benin peopl € s
perspective. It derives fromthe Benin worldview as well as the
contenporary experiences of the Benin-speaking people. In fact, it
has been enpirical ly and theoretical |y establ i shed that the Benin vi deo-
fil menjoys an envi abl e stat us anong i ndi genous N gerian fil mcul tures
as aresut of itscutura vauetothe Benins and its wde accept ance
by the Beni n-speaki ng audi ence (Qwera, 2014). Inthisregad, LO's
tour of cinenas in Ngeria, Americas, and Europe, wth his award
W nning novies such as Ebuwa (209, Adesuwa (2012), Invasion
1897(2014), etc., have further opened up the wndows of Benin vi deo-
filng tothe wder vorld, just asthe Hasa, Yoruba and I gbo fil meul tures
have attai ned.

*Gsakue St evenson OMOERA is o the Bpartnent of Theatre and Media At s Anbrose
Ali Uiversity, Ekpona
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Qher dynanmic Benin fil mpractitioners such as Syl vester Unadi ae,
Jdly Aradasun, Wlson Eigao, Oiions Eionwe, Mnday Gsagie,
Euni ce Ohor egi e- Gsayande, Ohvadel i Uaagboe, anong ot hers, have
produced and are still producing fascinating novies in different
production sites in Benin Gty and environs. The worth of this bustling
Soci 0-econonc conti nuumof creat i vel producti ve activities inthe Benin
aeaand dsewherein Ngeriarepresent asphereof critica possibilities
inthe country's quest for sustai nabl e nati onal devel opnent (Qnoer a,
2015). Indeed, the filnic activities of Benincinesstes, particu arly LO,
have nade possi bl e, sone kind of rapprochenents anong the Benin
peopl e as well as other peoples in Ngeria and the world over. These
cultural experiences have steadily ensured the devel opnent and
sustenance of Benin in the face of huge socio-paitica and soci o
econonmi ¢ chal | enges, whi ch have been spawned by contenporary
ol obal confrontations.

Regard ess of the fact that LQ objects very doggedy to the idea
d cdlirg Ebuwa (2009), Adesuwa (2012), Invasion 1897(2014), etc.,
Benin video-filns, sone interesting dimensions in the dynanmics of
histaicdzingtherdaionshi p between the Benin peopl e, their | anguage,
their djets dat and djets trowés, as well as the nascent use of
Nol lywood filns as advocacy tools in the call for reparations and
‘rigtirg the wongs of western poners in Arica indudngtheactivities
of Bitainin Benin Kngdom wth particua reference to the film
I nvasi on1897, are worth highighting The filmtels of the Bitish
i nvasi on of the Benin K ngdomin 1897, the despoliation it occasi oned,
and how the resilient Benin peopl e waded through that dark era of
their cdlettive histay. The Bitish incursion into Benin is an actud
event that occurred over a hundred years ago. It was a series of
under hand deal ings, intrigues, diplonatic rows, and econonmic and
mlitary advent uri smbetween the Britons and Benins, whi ch cul nnnat ed
inthe assault on the Benin Kingdomand the |ooting of precious
artefacts and other valuables fromthe pal ace of the Benin (ha
(Owoera, forthconing).

It isinviewd the foregoing that we tried to probe what nade
Lancel ot Gluwa | nasuen (LQ) to nake Invasion 1897 and how his
oject of inerest vitalises the agenda of the Benin | anguage vi deo-
filmin N lywod Theinterviewwss conductedinBenin Gty onJuly 4,
2015.

Ompera: God norning, sir.lf s a pleasure neeting you agai n.
LA : N pleasure, t 0oo. G ahead.

Omoer a: Qngratul ati ons on the rel ease of your newnavi e, |nvasi on
1897 (2014). Hwdid you start novi enaki ng as a career?

LA : I've ansvered that before *
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Gan you hazard a guess on the nunber of filns you ve
nade before Invasion 1897 (2014)?

"Il aso refer you to ny website, which is
“www. | ancel ot i nasuennovi es. ”

Sone peopl e say that Invasion 1897 is the nost aniitious
filmproject you ve ever pursued? Db you agree wth t hen?
| agyee wth themtat dly.

If dl yoivesadsofar isawthingto go by then Invasion
1897 (2014) is a nega-budget novie in the annal s of
Nol | ywood?

0O Yes A any rate, thank you.

Wth nany local and international awards as a producer
and director of Beninlanguage filns and Bnglish Nol | ywood
filns, how vwere you able to blend these consci ousness
into the nanagenent of casts and crew of |nvasion 1897
(2014)?

Qearly fromthe beginning we knew what we wanted to
achieve, get naj or casts and crewfrom al over thevorld...
I brought ny DQP. and sound nan fromindia |'d casts
fromabout fourteen different countries, and then | vent to
London to findise wth severa others. Infact, peope from
over thirty coutries participated in Invasion 1897 and
nanagi ng themweren't a piece of cake but we were
consci ous of what we wanted to achieve. V¢ all worked
hard for it. W& were ready psychologically, nentdly,
spiritual ly and Gd hel ped us through and we were able to
pu dl that together. Bfare Invasion 1897, I've hed the
opportunity of shooting in Giana, Hlland, Grnany, ad
South Arica severdly and, of course, |'ve shat inthe big
one, Hllywod. So, wthal thoseinternati onal experi ences
| vas ddetodrect addgvethe rigt drectios to wet |
vanted to achieve in Invasi on 1897.

Wit is your aimof doing this?

This very popular global story connects us, the Benin
peop € toother parts of theverld | vatedtolet the vorld
hear our omn side of the story. It vas inport ant they hear
our own side of the story.
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In specific terms, Invasion 1897 is the (ha Ovoranen’ s
stay. Wiat inspiredyoutorewitethis clichéd history using
noti on pi ctures?

| saidtha befare |'ve reasoned the sigificance in the
cidcdaionof the Ngeriastory today. | canbddy say that
if Bindidnot probably fal in 1897, there woul d prabad y
not have been a country called Ngeria. I'mnot sureif the
Bitish were not able to defeat the Benin Kingdom |’ mnot
sure if it would ve been possible for themto anal ganat e
the southern and northern protectorates of Ngeria and
put themtogether and call it one nane. If there vas a
nmdd e force that couldn't folowthe r whins and capri ces
the centre would' nt have held for them Ironicaly, the
significance of this place caled Benin hasn't been prg ected
enough inthe generd picture of this entity called Ngeria
Hence, | needed to ‘drop thisstay. Ufotunatey, it hesit
got to vhere it ought to be because the authorities here
dd't quite understand wat we were trying to do. The
power of notion pictures, they don't have an idea they
don't understand.... The needed supports, the needed
propaganda, and the needed excitenent, have not been
sufficiently giventothis work. Ve are hopi ng sone persons
w1l understand when the tine cones.

Is ths simlar to wat you dd wth the Adesuwa story in
your chartbuster Benin novie, Adesuwa (2012)7?

Wdl, le necarect thet. Adesuwa, | nvasi on 1897 are nat
Bnnnwies. | fed it’sbdittlingthe filmto rarrowsuch a
gargantuan productionto say a Beninfilm It’s not a Benin
filmbut it’s back-grounded in Benin like a lat of other
chartbuster filns. You see that they are all aways back-
grounded; ve just used the Benin cutue totel the story,
because the story connects to the Benin people. The
| anguage spoken in the filmis English and the background
adcdtueisBnn Q, it's‘wog tosayit'saBnnfilm
It is an Bglish Nollywood fil mwhich is back-grounded in
Benin (Edo) culture.

Thark you for your interesting exdanation, but | ‘msure
your clains would generate serious argunents in sone
aher foa A aw rae codd you let’ s into sone of the
chal | enges you encountered in the naking of |nvasion
189772
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Fnance.... V@ didn't get it the way we planned and nost
people couldn't just understand because it wvas the first
tine they were being in such a big set. They coudn't j ust
understand the picture and vision of wat | vanted to see.
S, inasense finance vas really a problemon its own.

Gn you put a finger on the cost of produci ng this novi e?

I’ve never even thought about that. It was a big budget
film

Miny Nol I ywood producers and enthusiasts believe it is
not possible to have a nega film production such as the
one you just nentioned, wiat is your viewabout this?

Wwdl, | vaidit sayit’ s nat posside Anything you want to
achieve, yaucanachieve If | get fivehillionddlars today
fa afilmpodction | kowthekindd stay | wil pck | wll
achieve it because there are severa stories that have not
been td d. It’s because of financiad constraints thet ve are
now linmting orse ves to tdling parlowr to parlor stay;,
inlawy lovestoy; andal that. So nmuch nore i s happeni ng.
The B afra story has not been told fromthe N gerian
perspective. The concretization of thisetity caled Ngeria,
whether it’s true or fase, has not been tadd The Lord
Lugard factor, how do they cone about naning this place
Ngeria? A lat of stories have not been tod, how Lord
Lugard fell has not been todd Wiat is restraining peope
fromthese stories is howdo ve narket it, howdowe sell it
and where do we even source the noney to nake such
prgect. S, | thinkk finance is anajor thing. Roor structure
is dso acther factor.

The picture quality, sound, cinenatography and the
general nmise en scene in Invasion 1897 aein a shp
shape and even the Bitish FIimlinstitute (BA) recently
attested to this during a recent screening of the navie in
London.

V|, again we just vanted to let people knowthat we ve
the capacity to do whatever we set our minds on. Verld
class filns can enanate fromhere... If the resources; the
structures; encouragenent; environnent are right, Ngerian
filns can be on the sane pedestal wth the best anywhere
inthe verld

How di d you cone about the concept?
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The staory is out there, 1’'ve dwvays vated to tell the story.
I’'vepassion for the Benin nan or wonan. As a fil nmaker,
this is one story | was passionate about and one story |
vanted totell and | thank @d I've been dbletoachieveit.
| sill fed | ddit nake Invasion 1897 thevay | vatedit to
be but we are happy we got sonewhere.

Under what genre of filmwoul d you vant to classify |nvasion
189772

The epic.

Wth vell over 400 novies in the fil nographi c corpus of
Beninfilns, does it bother youthat filns are hardy nade
inthe docunentary fornat in that segnent of Nol | ywood?

WIl, | thrk ala o us weren't trained to actud ly nake
docunentary filns but we just started doing that. Ve are
doi ng a docunent ary on sone guy Who sells apple in Benin
Gty. The tent ative nane of the novie is the “Benin Apple
Hle’o the“BninFut Hle.” I mnaki ng a docunent ary
on the Benin noat, and also I've the intention to nake a
docunent ary on child-naning cerenony.

Dd it ever cross yowr mind while naking Invasion 1897
that you were engaging in asot of filnmc refigwing of
nenory; a kind of trauna healing, historically speaking, of
wounds i nflicted on the Beni n consci ousness over a century
ago?

W1, | just nade a Ngerian filmnat aBeninfilmas | said
exlier adve are still eperineting wththa, ckay! If a
filmruns in the cinena anywhere in the world, nake one
billion dollars in one week, the nan or wonan wo nade it
woul d sl e to the bank al ongsi de the cast s and crew. Bt
| believe too that filns can be strong advocacy tods wth
which certain things that bother us as hunan bei ngs can
be addressed. So, we try to aways break linits, refrane
sone of the things ve were tdd inthe ligt of newfacts,
wth the hope that we can be better persons and the vorld
would be a better place. VW ve started to
experinent....through Invasion 1897. Son | bdieve we |l
et there

Ae there other specific issues, wth regard to the Benin
(Edo) nation you sought to address wth this chartbuster
Nol | ywood novi e? And do you thi nk you' ve achi eved t hen?
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Nb, there are nany issues we' ve not touched. Thereis the
nost popul ar nass exodus of people from Arica the
question of hunan capital devel opnent, anong ot hers,
and the nyths that surround them Ve woul d | ove to touch
nany of these issues if Gd gives us life.

I’ mavare that you ve graciously honoured nany invites
fromuniversities ad ather training instituions, includng
the Departnent of Theatre and HImAts, Uiversity o Rot
Harrcourt, the Departnent of Theatre and Mdia Ats
Anbr ose Ali Uivesity, Ekpona, in Ngeria and el sewhere
to serve as guest lecturer/guest artiste to nentor, hone
the skills and inspire up-coming tdents Ae there any
specific plans to replicate yourself or the feat you ve
attained or even surpass it by way of setting up fil mschod s
to train and enpower nore younger generations of
vi deogr aphers, screenwiters, actors and actresses, and
other talents in the Benin segnent of Nl | ywood?

That’s in the pipdine. That’s vy | do nore of lectures,
pudic speaking. |I've visited quite a nunlber of universities
tal king, showng our filns and we're hoping that very soon
our institue for filmand perforning arts wll be announced
and nade operational .

By the sane token sir, as a guest lecturer in the
Departnent of Theatre and Media Ats Anbrose Al
Whversity, Ekpoma in the 2013/2014 acadenmic session,
youtaked about a certan2 /2 theary. CGan you expound
on what this really neans in relation to the naking of
Invasion 1897 which is probably the nost costly nega
budget novi e fromthe Benin film segnent of Nol lywood in
terns of production?

| believethat for any actor/actress to successfuly ‘odiver’
a character in a film certain denents in that character
that personhesit asanindvidud tha nakesit. | fed there
is a2Po hhmor her intha wrk and in that character.
Then others shoul d be what the artist wil givetoyou, wich
nakes the other 75% In casting for (ha Guoranen, | try
to apply that. | wanted a Benin nan that understands the
stary; that hes passionfor the story. S, when you actual |y
see the nan playing the ‘character’ of (ha Quoranen, it
dravs alot of attention as far perfornance is concerned.
In essence, that is wat we are trying to say.
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Omoer a: Thank you, sir.
LA : You' re wel cone.

Not es

1 Invasion 1897 was screened in the New Lecture Theatre (N.T) o
Anbrose Ali Wiversity, Ekpoma, on 23" Jdy, 2015, through the
cdlaoraive ef fort of the Bpartnent of Theatre and Media At s
Anbrose Ali Wversity, Ekpona and Lanceweal th | mages N geria
Limted. The novi e has nade successful runs in cinenas i n Benin,
Lagos, |badan, London, Gilifornia and el sewhere.

2 Benin(and not Bni) which is interchangeably used with Edo in
this work is the language spoken in the southern part of Elo
State. It is dso used to refer to the pegde foud in this area
According to the Benin Traditional Guncil - Palace Press
Rel ease, Ref. No. BTC A66/ VAL |V 262 dat ed 28th August, 2006.
“Qur attention has been drawn to the practice in which sone
persons in correspondence to the Palace and publications in the
newspapers and nagazi nes refer to Beninas “Bni’. It is hereby
stated for the inffornation of the genera pudlic that our correct
ethnicnane is Beninand not ‘Bni’, and that our people are to be
referred to as Benin people or sinply Benins. The O N (ha
requests that the use of ‘Bn’ shoudd stop forthwth Indvidads,
gover nnent agenci es, corporate organizations, print and
el ectronic nedia, and the general public shoul d pl ease take note”.
Sgned (actual signature) Ghief S Q Ulgbe, MN lyase of Benin
on behalf of al Bnin Qiefs.

3 The sane i ssue was rai sed by LQ in another interviewhe granted
neinBenin Gty onJuy 4, 2015 That interviewwichis entitled
“I nasuen Factor in the Benin Language H I mSector of Nol | ywood”
wll appear inaforthcomng pudication, Twenty Years Behind the
Nol | ywood Canera: Reflections on the Flns of Lancel ot Qluwa
I masuen, edited by Kwnaghkondo Agber and Q ynpus g ue.

4 LO expounded on this natter in “Inasuen Factor in the Benin
Language H I mSector of Nol | ywood” whichis part of a forthconing
publication, Twenty Years Behind the Nollywood Canera:
Reflections on the Flns of Lancelot Qlua | nasuen, edited by
Kwaghkondo Agber and Q ynpus F ue.
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