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Brief Synopsis

This film is a musical portrait of street life in urban West Africa. It follows the birth of Hiplife
music in Accra, Ghana which is a mixing of various African musical forms and American hip
hop. It follows Reggie Rockstone, the Godfather of Hiplife and the Mobile Boys a group of
aspiring rap artists as they move across the political and musical landscape of urban Ghana.

Synopsis

In 1994, rap musician Reggie Ossei Rockstone returned to his native Ghana in 1994 and sparked
a musical revolution. Rockstone left a successful English-language rap career in London to make
hip hop in the Twi language and record and perform in Accra. This film paints a musical portrait
of urban life in Ghana by showing how hip hop and highlife popular music came together in the
streets of Accra creating a new musical culture called Aiplife. Combining the visual languages of
remixing, portraiture, and historical footage, this film follows urban youth culture through
studios, performances, and neighborhoods in Accra. It moves with Rockstone, known as the
Godfather of Hiplife, in his quest to develop rap music in Ghana. This intercuts with the story of a
young group of aspiring rappers called The Mobile Boys as they try to make it in the music
industry. African American influences emerge in rap styles and beat making as artists combine
older proverbial speech, urban popular styles, and electronica. The film ties political history
together with vibrant musical life to look at the economic hopes and musical dreams of young
urban Ghanaians as they confront the realities of corporate sponsorship, political change, and
international hopes.
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Jesse Weaver Shipley is a filmmaker, painter, and installation artist. He teaches visual culture,
African studies, and anthropology and is the Director of Africana Studies at Bard College in New
York. His awards include a Fulbright-IIE Grant in Accra, Ghana; and a Residential Fellowship at
the Carter G. Woodson Institute for African American and African Studies. His first film was
Legacy of Performance (217 2003) which creates a political portrait of West Africa by following
an aging military bodyguard as he returns from urban Accra to his remote village in the barren
Northern regions of Ghana. Living the Hiplife is his first feature-length documentary. He is also
completing a book on hip hop in West Africa.

Reggie Ossei Rockstone is a music producer and hip hop artist who was instrumental in creating
African rap music. Through the 1980s and early 1990s he moved between London and New York
in fashion, acting, and breakdancing. He began his rap career with PLZ in London. They released
“If it Ain’t PLZ” and “Build a Wall Around Your Dreams” on independent label Go For the
Juggler to critical acclaim. In 1994 he returned to Accra, Ghana and began rapping in the Akan
language while sampling local rhythms. His album’s Me Ka Me Ka, Me Na Me Kae, Ma Ka, and
Last Show have been groundbreaking in terms of making rap music African. He has received
numerous awards including a 2002 Living Legends Awards from Spacefon for lifetime
achievement in musical innovation and a 2004 Kora Music Award in South Africa for Best
African Music Video.
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“Living the Hiplife is really thoughtful and visually exciting at the same time. It is absolutely
engaging. It is a musical documentary that gives a powerful sense of life in contemporary Africa.
I loved it.”

John Akomfrah

Filmmaker, Smoking Dogs Films

Founder of Black Audio Collective

Member Board of Governors BF| (British Film Institute)

“I am struck by how cleverly this film portrays contemporary West African expressive culture. It
is especially important because it shows the importance of Pan-Africanism and African Diasporic
artistic and political connections to people in Africa. Many people are forgetting this and need to
be reminded of the daily concerns of African life.”

Chinua Achebe
Writer
Author of Things Fall Apart

“This film reveals for American and European audiences what is happening in the streets of
Africa. It weaves together history with music in a way that is really compelling. It’s a really
powerful film that documents a vibrant, yet sadly underreported part of the rap world.”

Link Landvik-Larsen
Writer, Relevant Times

“Living the Hiplife captures the textures of West African music in a visually compelling
bricolage. Its vivid characters have ambitions of fame and fortune that are contrasted with
archival footage and the geographies of afro-cosmopolitanism.”

Jyoti Mistry
Filmmaker, | Mike What | Like
Johannesburg, South Africa
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