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Babymother

Stuart Hall on ‘Babymother’

Despite the much-acclaimed British cinema renaissance, Black Biritish films are
still rarer than gold dust. Babymother, the new ‘reggae musical’ from Formation
Films, courtesy of Channel Four Films, the Arts Council and sundry foreign
backers, will be one of the first of the new cinematic wave to test the
treacherous waters of British film distribution. Directed by Julian Henriques,
former Arena and BBC arts-documentary producer, and produced by
Parminder Vir, herself a successful television-documentary producer and his
partner in Formation Films, Babymother is grounded in the vibrant Black scene
of dancehall — the latest musical sound (and look) to capture the imagination of
Britain’s urban Black youth. Shot on location in Harlesden, one of London’s
Black inner suburbs, using largely non-professional actors, it is a much
expanded and transformed version of an idea first tried out by Henriques in a
1992 Channel 4 docudrama-with-music, We the Ragamuffin.

Babymother is the story of Anita, a young Black woman who has two children
for babyfather Byron, an ambitious reggae singer. Anita is determined — along
with her two rude-girl friends Sharon and Yvette — to become a dee-jay, make
a successful recording and be the toast of the local dancehall scene. However,
life as a babymother on a Harlesden housing estate is a difficult base from
which to launch this project, and Anita is having trouble with both the
babyfather (who is more dedicated to his singing career than to his paternal
duties) and her mother and sister (who disapprove of her ragga style, attitude
and ambitions), not to mention raising the money for the demo-tape session.
The vicissitudes which accompany her struggles to survive, and her group’s
ultimate success in a competition with Byron, provide the film’s main narrative
drive.

This storyline, however, is merely the thin scaffold for the elements that really
give Babymother its vitality and raw energy, which have everything to do with
the dancehall scene. It is not the first film to be based on dancehall — but the
low-budget, tape-to-fim Hi-8 DanceHall Queen (shot by Don Letts and Rick
Elgood for Chris Blackwell of Island Records fame), which commanded
Jamaican screens without a break for six months, still languishes without a
commercial release in Britain [although it had sell-out runs at the Ritzy and
Prince Charles in London — Ed.]. Dancehall has been loosely appropriated into
Britain’s Black inner suburbs from Jamaica’s burgeoning club scene. The music
derives by way of a series of sliding transfers from ‘roots’ reggae, through hip-
hop to dee-jay music and US-influenced gangsta rap: rhythms with which
Black youth has been beguiling the hearts and souls of white ‘wannabes’ (that
is, ‘want-to-be Blacks’) in the urban club scene for some time. The violent
imagery, sexually explicit (often homophobic) lyrics and dance movements
which characterised the so-called ‘slackness’ style of the dominant male ragga
singers (such as Buju Banton) have been translated into the stunningly
glamorous, recklessly minimalist fashion outfits, incredible hairstyle
constructions and erotic body-moves of their followers, the ragga girls. Indeed,
the women’s display/performances in dancehall — to or at or for their ‘men’? —
have rapidly become its scandalous, spectacular centrepiece. The girls’ taking
of centre stage, putting their new-found independence (or, not to mince words,
‘pussy-power’) into the music and their bodies fully on the line — which is at the
narrative heart of Babymother — represents the capture and overrunning of the
last bastion of the male-dominated reggae scene. As the song puts it, ‘No
need no ring 'pon we finger to be a man’s wife/The loving wha' we have man



Anton Rice (Anton)

Saffron Lashley (Saffron)

Corinne Skinner Carter (Mistress Edith)
Suzette Llewellyn (Rose)

Clive Buckley (Matt)

Bushman (DJ on radio)

Badi Uzzaman (shopkeeper)

Tippa Irie (MC)

Governor Tiggy (Bee’s act)

Peter Hunnigale (Matt’s act)

Barbara Lawrence, Stella Pilaya, Tanitia
(Dionne’s posse)

Dujhan Dennis Planter (blues party performer)
Superflex, Bubble Ranks, Richie Dan
(performers at Sound System)

General Levy, Lorna G, Caibo

(recording artists in studio)

Carlton ‘Bubblers’ Ogilvie, Trevor ‘Fagan’ Fagan,
Tony ‘Crucial’ Phillips, Kenton ‘Fish’ Brown
(Ruff Cut Band)

UK 1998

82 mins

Digital

The screening on Mon 16 Nov will be introduced
by director Julian Henriques and producer
Parminder Vir

Become a BFI Member

Enjoy a great package of film benefits
including priority booking at BFI Southbank
and BFI Festivals. Join today at bfi.org.uk/join

Sight and Sound

Never miss an issue with Sight and Sound,

the BFI’s internationally renowned film magazine.
Subscribe from just £25*

* Price based on a 6-month print subscription
(UK only). More info:
sightandsoundsubs.bfi.org.uk/subscribe

SIGHT..
SOUND

BFI Player

We are always open online on BFI Player where
you can watch the best new, cult & classic cinema
on demand. Showcasing hand-picked landmark
British and independent titles, films are available to
watch in three distinct ways: Subscription, Rentals
& Free to view.

See something different today on player.bfi.org.uk

25 & Under

We want to open up great independent and classic
film and TV for all, making it as accessible as
possible. If you are under the age of 26, you can get
discounted tickets for BFI Southbank and BFI
Festivals. BFI Southbank cinema tickets are £4,
with festival tickets £6, so you can enjoy the very
best of cinema from around the world at an
affordable price.

Sign up today and verify your age online, and you
can start enjoying discounted tickets immediately.

want that for life/We live in the gym, non-stop exercise/And the body wha’ we
have make man stand up and rise.” So much for patriarchal power.

Almost everything to do with dancehall itself in Babymother is first rate. The
recording-studio sequences and dancehall scenes — especially the final
showdown between Byron and Anita — are beautifully shot and exciting to
watch, transmitting an authentic feel of the cultural vibes. The music — ranging
from slow reggae to ferocious rap put-downs like ‘I Don’t Care’ and featuring
some of the finest current Black British performers (including Carroll Thompson
and Cinderella) — is of consistently high quality.

Babymother’s audiences will be invited — perhaps for the first time — to look
inside the engine of popular creativity, in all its raw excess, which is being
tentatively invoked in more sober terms in New Labour’s relentlessly empty
hype about New Britain. This is a bit of New Britain little dreamed of by Norman
Tebbit, or, one suspects, Tony Blair (though Peter Mandelson may have
encountered it!). This film is wired directly into the motor of assertive energy
which is powering so-called multi-cultural Britain, to whose rhythm London is
increasingly swinging. Indeed, dancehall represents the thin, shapely,
aggressively stylised and eroticised Black body of Hot Britain struggling to get
out from inside the sleeker, fatter, complacent corporate figure of Cool
Britannia.

Cultural critics — in Harlesden, Kingston and on Brooklyn’s Atlantic Avenue (for
this is a Black diasporic phenomenon, as Isaac Julien’s 1994 television
documentary The Darker Side of Black clearly shows) — are already at work
trying to unravel what Babymother has to tell us about the current state of play
in the gender wars. For dancehall represents one form of the cultural
emancipation of young Black women: the film'’s rude girls breaking out from
being forever bossed about by the rude boys in the unthinkingly masculinist
world of reggae culture. It transmits the sight and sound of an explosive
declaration of independence — though the position of the rude girl who is also a
babymother (implying the continuing importance but conspicuously absent
presence of the babyfather) reminds us of the persistent ambiguities on which
this independence is predicated. In dancehall women can simulate the wilder
aspects of copulation in their dance movements on stage as explicitly and
aggressively as any man, but they remain, as Babymother shows, emotionally
centred on the absent male and are on display for the men (as well as,
perhaps, for one another). Their sexual lives, their squabbles and jealousies, still
revolve around the male figures to whom the performances appear to be
primarily addressed.

These complex issues are well represented within the film through Anita’s
tender moments alone with her children, the scenes of them with their father,
when he’s at home (which avoid the usual sentimentality), and the fim’s theme
song itself, which underlines the message: ‘Baby-mother! Be a Mother to Your
Child" But they cannot be fully explored within the limits of its entertainment
conventions. In that sense Babymother marks another episode in second-wave
feminism’s long, incomplete march. It reminds us that popular culture, despite
its elements of celebration and resistance, is also and always an ambiguous
and contradictory space. Among other issues, Babymother poses the question
of just how, and by what complicated shifts, the liberation of women is
connected to girl power. And, as an added bonus in an engaging Black British
extravaganza, Anita, Sharon and Yvette make the Spice Girls look like convent
fifth-formers at a Sunday afternoon tea party.
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