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“My Tape is Blasting Like a Bullet:”1 A History of Moving Image Technology in Nigeria 
 

 
Introduction: 
 
 

The West African country of Nigeria is not only the most populous country on the 

continent, but is also its biggest film producer. Globally, Nigeria is second only to India in terms 

of annual film output, garnering its film industry the name, “Nollywood.” On average, 1,000-

2,000 films are officially approved for public exhibition and distribution, not including films that 

are distributed outside of the formal industry.2 However, referring to Nollywood as a film 

industry is in many ways inaccurate because celluloid has not been used as a capture medium 

since the 1980s; this is solely a video industry and as such these moving images are most often 

referred to as “video films” and consumed in people’s homes, rather than traditional cinemas.  

 The question that quickly emerges from learning about the immensity of Nollywood is 

how has such a huge industry formed in a country that by many other measures is desperately 

poor? The keys to answering this question lies at the intersection between technology, 

economics, and politics. Like the history of moving images in the US, the history of moving 

images in Nigeria is intrinsically linked to the interplay between the usage of technology and the 

economies necessary for production. Much of the scholarship on the history of Nigerian cinema 

has not accounted for the important influence that technology has played in how the industry 

developed and in many ways failed to develop in the years following independence from the UK 

                                                 
1 Jamie Meltzer, Welcome to Nollywood (IndiePix Films, 2009).  
2 “Welcome to National Film & Video Censors Board,” accessed February 26, 2013, 
http://www.nfvcb.gov.ng/index.asp. 
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in 1960. One of the goals of this paper will be to construct a technological history of Nigerian 

cinema from colonialism to the video boom that produced the Nollywood of today. It is 

important to note that the colonial era will be discussed exclusively from the Anglophone 

perspective as Nigeria was a British colony and thus subject to the cinema systems developed by 

the UK’s colonial administration. 

 It is also important to explain how the Nollywood system functions and the important 

influence that moving image technology has in the way that video films are produced. 

Nollywood’s unique distribution model, copyright, and the role of piracy will be especially 

considered.  

 Finally, the preservation of Nigeria’s cinema heritage will be assessed. However, due to a 

lack of available scholarship directly pertaining to Nigeria, this section will primarily deal with 

preservation from a speculative perspective. Specifically, the technological and infrastructure 

challenges of moving image preservation in a developing country will be discussed.  

 
A History of Moving Image Technology in Nigeria: 
 
 

 The history of the moving image in Nigeria can reasonably be divided into four distinct 

eras: Pre-Independence, Early Independence (Celluloid Era), The Decline of Celluloid under the 

Structural Adjustment Program, and The Video Boom (The rise of Nollywood). Each will be 

considered in turn with special emphasis paid to the influence of technology on moving images 

and political/economic influences on said technology. It should be noted that much of the 

scholarship concerning moving images in Nigeria focus on the content and creative attributes. 

While this topic certainly deserves thorough discussion, this paper is not the place for it. The 
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content of Nigerian moving images will be discussed only when it is relevant to the topic at 

hand.  

 
Pre-Independence: 
 
 
 The first documented public exhibition of moving images in Nigeria occurred at the 

Clover Memorial Hall in August of 1903 in the country’s largest city, Lagos.3 The content of this 

exhibition was in keeping with many early cinema exhibitions, short documentary clips, i.e. 

actualities. It is not clear who attended the early screenings of moving images in what was then a 

British colony, but it is likely that the audience consisted primarily of colonialists. Film was 

shown in cinemas throughout Africa during this time, but the idea of creating films specifically 

for an African audience does not seem to have been considered in any capacity. Beyond a simple 

lack of consideration, many colonial policy makers viewed narrative film as a potentially 

corrupting influence on ‘backward races.’4  

 Not until 1927 did the idea of using film as an educational tool in the UK’s African 

colonies emerge and even then it was simply discussed, but not acted upon in any real capacity 

until the 1930s and the outbreak of World War II. From a technological standpoint it should be 

noted that by this time the prospect of producing a film inexpensively and of exhibiting films 

outside of a traditional cinema had become a possibility, along with the rise of synchronized 

sound. In particular, Eastman Kodak launched the 16mm film gauge, though it was not the first 

                                                 
3 National Council for Arts and Culture (Nigeria), The Development and Growth of the Film Industry in Nigeria: 
Proceedings of a Seminar on the Film Industry and Cultural Identity in Nigeria (Lagos, Nigeria ; New York, N.Y., 
U.S.A: Produced and published for the National Council for Arts and Culture, Lagos, Nigeria, by Third Press 
International, 1979), 2. 
4 Rosaleen Smyth, “The Development of British Colonial Film Policy, 1927-1939, with Special Reference to East 
and Central Africa,” The Journal of African History 20, no. 3 (January 1, 1979): 439, doi:10.2307/181124. 
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amateur gauge, it proved to be the first one to achieve wide use.5 The creation of 16mm film is 

important to the history of Nigerian moving images because it allowed for the creation and 

exhibition of film at a significantly reduced expense compared to 35mm, a luxury in Africa, and 

the ability of amateurs to operate the equipment. This would play a major role in the initial 

experiments with educational film because the people charged with producing the films were 

primarily colonial government functionaries, not experienced filmmakers.  

 Two experiments are of particular note and influence, the health films of William Sellers 

and the Bantu Educational Kinema Experiment. Each experiment laid much of the groundwork 

for the future use of moving images throughout the UK’s African empire via the Colonial Film 

Unit (CFU).6  

William Sellers was an officer with the Nigerian Medical Health Service who began 

using magic lantern slides to educate the local population on matters of health in the late 1920s. 

In 1931 he was able to obtain funding from the Colonial Development Fund for equipment to 

produce and project 16mm films designed specifically for African audiences.7 According to the 

Colonial Film Project, Sellers then formed a health propaganda unit in Nigeria, which toured the 

colony in special vans equipped with travelling projection units consisting of a generator, a 

projector, a loudspeaker, and a mobile screen to exhibit his health films.8 The films were all 

silent, but an interpreter using a microphone would often narrate the film in a local language. 

This method of mobile exhibition and distribution via specially equipped “cinema vans” would 

                                                 
5 Leo Enticknap, Moving Image Technology: From Zoetrope to Digital, 1st ed. (London: Wallflower Press, 2005), 
66–67. 
6 “Production Companies | Colonialfilm,” accessed March 14, 2013, http://www.colonialfilm.org.uk/production-
company/bekefilm. 
7 Smyth, “The Development of British Colonial Film Policy, 1927-1939, with Special Reference to East and Central 
Africa,” 440–441. 
8 “ANTI-PLAGUE OPERATIONS, LAGOS 1937 | Colonialfilm,” accessed March 14, 2013, 
http://www.colonialfilm.org.uk/node/1526. 
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prove to be one of the primary ways in which Nigerians saw moving images during the colonial 

era. Sellers produced 15 films on a variety of health topics and eventually went on to be the 

founding producer of the Colonial Film Unit.9 

The other influential moving image project during the pre-war colonial era is the Bantu 

Educational Kinema Experiment (BEKE). BEKE, as the name suggests, was an experiment in 

the use of film to educate Africans in the ways of western society by the International Missionary 

Council with financial backing from the Carnegie Corporation.10 While the experiment was not 

carried out in Nigeria, it did prove important to the overall film policies created throughout the 

UK’s African colonies. 35 films were shot and exhibited throughout Eastern and Southern Africa 

from 1935 to 1937 and like the Sellers films, BEKE films were exhibited through the use of a 

specially equipped van. The BEKE films also used a live interpreter as necessary, but the 

producers also developed a unique method for adding sound to pictures, “The films were shot on 

16mm and silent, but used the technique of sound-on-disc. Silent films with intertitles were 

avoided as most of the audience was illiterate, while talkies were problematic on account of the 

huge number of languages spoken. When touring with the first twelve films, Latham [the 

producer] used disks in seven languages…”11 This is quite a remarkable use of technology when 

one considers that the original Vitaphone method for sound synchronization had been all but 

eliminated by the early 1930s.12 It is not clear how closely the BEKE system resembled 

Vitaphone in terms of syncing sound to picture, but Rosaleen Smyth does note that the system 

                                                 
9 Rosaleen Smyth, “The British Colonial Film Unit and sub-Saharan Africa, 1939–1945,” Historical Journal of 
Film, Radio and Television 8, no. 3 (1988): 287, doi:10.1080/01439688800260391. 
10 Smyth, “The Development of British Colonial Film Policy, 1927-1939, with Special Reference to East and 
Central Africa,” 442–443. 
11 “Production Companies | Colonialfilm.” 
12 Enticknap, Moving Image Technology: From Zoetrope to Digital, 113–114. 
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suffered from imperfect synchronization, likely similar to some of the issues faced by 

Vitaphone.13   

The two experiments mentioned above were highly influential on subsequent colonial 

film projects, but neither caught on with the powers that be and both ended when funding ran 

out. However, exhibiting films created for African peoples quickly caught on again at the outset 

of World War II. Seeing the need for colonized peoples to have a stake in the war, the Ministry 

of Information created the Colonial Film Unit (CFU) to produce and distribute propaganda films 

in Anglophone Africa under the auspices of the previously mentioned William Sellers. From its 

founding in 1939 to its close in 1955, the CFU produced over 200 films specifically created for 

African audiences. However, the early years of the CFU during WWII were marred by a lack of 

organization and the absence of footage from Africa in the films being produced. A system 

called the Raw Stock Scheme was devised in 1943 to provide the CFU with footage of Africa by 

distributing 16mm cameras and raw film stock to colonial officers to shoot images and return 

them to the UK. Concurrently, the exhibition of films using mobile cinema vans was further 

solidified into a rudimentary infrastructure for film distribution. Based on a report from the 

colonial government, 1,770,472 people attended exhibitions of CFU films in Nigeria in 1944.14  

In the post-war period, the CFU continued making films, but its role in the Ministry of 

Information was slowly shrunk over time. One notable development was the training of several 

Africans to form their own film units in Ghana and Nigeria in 1949. Nonetheless, the CFU was 

reduced in size before officially closing in 1955.15 This largely marked the end of the Pre-

Independence era of Nigerian moving images, but the CFU did leave one important legacy. The 
                                                 
13 Smyth, “The Development of British Colonial Film Policy, 1927-1939, with Special Reference to East and 
Central Africa,” 445. 
14 Smyth, “The British Colonial Film Unit and sub-Saharan Africa, 1939–1945,” 294. 
15 Rosaleen Smyth, “The Post-War Career of the Colonial Film Unit in Africa: 1946–1955,” Historical Journal of 
Film, Radio and Television 12, no. 2 (1992): 175, doi:10.1080/01439689200260101. 
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CFU through their expansive use of mobile cinema vans created much of the distribution and 

exhibition backbone for moving images in Nigeria. In fact, mobile cinema vans are still in use in 

today.16  

 
Early Independence: 
 
 
 Nigeria gained independence from the UK in 1960 and remained a part of the British 

Commonwealth until 1963 when it completely separated from the British crown. The history of 

moving images during the first decades of Nigeria’s independence can be described as an attempt 

to create something from nearly nothing. While the CFU had created a distribution and 

exhibition model in the form of mobile cinema vans, the funding and infrastructure necessary for 

the production of films failed to develop beyond a small number of films, often co-produced with 

foreigners, or alternately funded entirely by the government. Undoubtedly, the lack of political 

stability (e.g. the Biafra War and successive military coups) played a role in the slow 

development of the film and television industries, though television fared slightly better due to 

government control. From a technological perspective, the most important factors to examine are 

the issues faced by filmmakers in obtaining raw film stock, processing film, and the lack of both 

film and overall infrastructure i.e. access to electricity. For example, the Nigerian Electric Power 

Authority (NEPA) is often referred to by the phrase, “Never Expect Power Always.”17 This is 

not to say that films were not being made at all, but the issues mentioned severely hampered the 

ability of filmmakers to output films at a regular pace.  

                                                 
16 “234NEXT: ‘Tunde Kelani Looks to Reinvent Nollywood’,” Reading & Producing Nollywood: An International 
Symposium, accessed March 15, 2013, http://readingnollywood.wordpress.com/2010/12/08/234next-tunde-kelani-
looks-to-reinvent-nollywood/. 
17 Brian Larkin, “Degraded Images, Distorted Sounds: Nigerian Video and the Infrastructure of Piracy,” Public 
Culture 16, no. 2 (2004): 304. 
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 The departure of the CFU and colonial system of governance made way for Nigerians to 

begin making films for themselves, but as stated above, many obstacles stood in the way. As 

such, the films made prior to 1960 are almost exclusively documentaries produced by the newly 

formed Federal Film Unit. It was not until 1970 that an entirely independent feature was 

produced in Nigeria, Kongi’s Harvest, and even then it was directed by American actor, Ossie 

Davis.18 The film was produced through collaboration between Nigerian, American, and Swedish 

production companies and was based upon a play by the future Nigerian Nobel Laureate, Wole 

Soyinka. However, Kongi’s Harvest is largely the exception, not the rule when one considers 

independent (Non-governmental) feature film production. The key barrier was the simple lack of 

available raw film stock or processing facilities. Any producer wishing to make a film in Nigeria 

would need to import all of the stock necessary for the production and then ship the exposed film 

to a foreign processing facility for printing. Additionally, nearly all of the post-production work 

would need to be done overseas as well.19  

 A curious technological development was the use of reversal film, rather than negative 

stock. As noted by Leo Enticknap, negative film is almost an absolute necessity when it comes to 

being able to widely distribute a film.20 While one can certainly duplicate a reversal film, the 

process is more complex and precludes one from being able to achieve wide distribution, thus its 

primary appeal in the home and news gathering markets. However, in Nigeria, where wide 

distribution was essentially a dream, reversal film offered a way to make a film at a significantly 

reduced price. According to Hyginus Ekwuazi, “…costs are characteristically very high. The 

way out for some of the Yoruba folkloric filmmakers… has been the use of reversals, as against 

                                                 
18 Nwachukwu Frank Ukadike, Black African Cinema (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1994), 144. 
19 Operative Principles of the Film Industry: Towards a Film Policy for Nigeria (Jos: Nigerian Film Corporation, 
1992), 221–223. 
20 Enticknap, Moving Image Technology: From Zoetrope to Digital, 4–28. 
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the use of negative films… The only going for such films is the cost of production [sic]: whereas 

it costs at least one-and-a-half million Naira (N1.5m) to make a negative film in Nigeria today 

[1991], the same film in reversals could be made for at most fifty thousand Naira (N50,000).”21 

As Ekwuazi hints in this quote, shooting with reversal film cuts down costs, but the quality of the 

stocks, in terms of sharpness and color reproduction, is lower due at least in part to the non-

professional circumstances for which they were most commonly designed. As such, Nigerian 

filmmakers who elected to use reversal films were able to shoot more cheaply, but the technical 

quality of their films was much lower and the possibility of distributing their films over a wide 

area was much lower.  

 Note should also be made of the Yoruba folkloric films. The Yoruba, one of Nigeria’s 

largest ethnic groups, have traditionally engaged in the use of travelling theater troupes for 

cultural entertainment. Many of these troupes adopted filmmaking as a way to record 

performances and tour them throughout the Yoruba regions of the country, though they 

eventually began using the medium for more than simple capture. Like the feature filmmakers, 

the Yoruba filmmakers consistently faced issues with financing their ability shoot and process 

their films. As such, they too gradually adopted less expensive capture methods. However, a key 

difference between the two schools of filmmaking is that the Yoruba filmmakers continued the 

tradition of travelling around the country for performances, only they were now projecting films 

instead. As such, they had considerably more success in exhibiting their films than the feature 

filmmakers.22  

 It is important to discuss the development of television in Nigeria, as it also represents a 

part of the country’s moving image heritage. Whereas, independently produced feature films 

                                                 
21 Hyginus Ekwuazi, Film in Nigeria, 2d ed (Jos, Nigeria: Nigerian Film Corporation, 1991), 71. 
22 Jonathan Haynes, Nigerian Video Films (Ohio University Press, 2000), 51–57. 
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consistently had issues with growth as an industry, television was largely under state control 

meaning there was greater access to funding. This meant that while it still had significant 

problems with infrastructure and content production, television was better able to sustain itself 

and reach a much wider audience. It should be noted that Nigerian television during the early 

years of independence often acted as nothing more than a mouthpiece for whoever happened to 

be in power at the time. 

 The first Nigerian, as well as African, television broadcast took place on October 31, 

1959, with the creation of the Western Nigeria Television Service (WNTS) by the regional 

government of Western Nigeria.23 Due to the major expense of importing and purchasing a 

television, WNTS, as well as the subsequent television stations, arranged for the creation of 

public viewing stations during broadcast periods. This improvisatory approach to reaching a 

viewing audience can clearly be seen in the precedent of mobile cinema vans and in the 

subsequent exhibition of video films via video projectors outside traditional cinema spaces. One 

year later, the regional government of Eastern Nigeria began their own television broadcasts 

(ENBC-TV), followed by the Northern Nigeria regional government (RTK) and the federal 

government itself (NTS) in 1962.24 Like all early television broadcasters, Nigerian television 

stations relied heavily on live broadcasts for programming due to a lack of recording technology. 

Stations eventually had access to second hand film chains for the purpose of broadcasting pre-

recorded content, though Nwulu et al. do mention that WNTS also imported an Ampex 2” quad 

recorder, though the purchase year is unclear.25 New television stations were formed throughout 

                                                 
23 N.I. Nwulu et al., “Television Broadcasting in Africa: Pioneering Milestones,” in 2010 Second IEEE Region 8 
Conference on the History of Telecommunications Conference (HIS℡CON), Nov., 2, 
doi:10.1109/HIS℡CON.2010.5735315. 
24 Ibid., 4–5. 
25 Ibid., 2. 
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the country as new states were created, culminating in the formation of the Nigerian Television 

Authority (NTA) in 1977. The NTA consolidated all of the state television stations under a single 

authority and continued expanding the number of stations over time, as well as introducing color.  

 Despite the oversight of the NTA, none of the growing regional television stations were 

networked together and as such it was not possible to perform national broadcast throughout the 

whole of Nigeria. The government, presumably flush with oil money (See below), installed the 

Nigerian Domestic Satellite Communication System (DOMSAT) in 1975 to distribute 

programming from the Second World Black and African Festival of Arts and Culture to state 

capitals with television stations. DOMSAT was expanded over time as new states started their 

own stations.26 However, there was still no method for live national transmissions and with the 

government moving from Lagos to the new capital city of Abuja, no earth stations existed for 

federal government transmissions. A US company, the Harris Corporation, was contracted to 

build the new earth station, but ran into delays. As such, Scientific Atlanta was contracted to 

build a transportable station instead. The first live national broadcast occurred on October 1, 

1982, Nigeria’s independence day.27 

 Despite government support, the NTA struggled with infrastructure issues like the 

independent filmmakers. Very little technical expertise existed and any replacement parts were 

difficult to find and expensive to import. To quote N. Frank Ukadike, “The Authority has more 

unusable equipment discarded as junk than it has equipment functioning in the field.”28 For 

                                                 
26 Obafemi Lasode, Television Broadcasting: The Nigerian Experience (1959-1992) (Ibadan: Caltop Publications, 
1993), 33. 
27 Ibid., 36–38. 
28 Ukadike, Black African Cinema, 115. 
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example, the quad recorder mentioned above was purchased second hand and broken. It 

remained idle until a new employee was able to repair it.29  

 
The Decline of Celluloid and Traditional Exhibition Under the SAP:  
 
 
 While technological changes can have a socio-economic impact, socio-economics can 

also impact technology. Such is the case in Nigeria. This section will examine how macro 

economic events in Nigeria during the 1980s radically altered moving image technology, 

specifically, the rapid death of celluloid usage by filmmakers and its replacement with video.  

 Nigeria is one of the world’s largest oil-producing states and during the 1970s when its 

vast reserves began to be tapped; the country experienced a large economic boom when the price 

of oil shot up. However, the Oil Boom, as it is known, did not last and much of its profits were 

squandered by the corrupt political system. Beyond this, oil exports came to represent a 

disproportionately large percentage of Nigeria’s economy. Just as quickly as Nigeria experienced 

an Oil Boom in the 1970s, it experience an Oil Crash in the 1980s. The price of oil halved almost 

overnight and as a result, Nigeria’s GNP per capita collapsed in 1986 to approximately one 

quarter of its peak in 1980.30  

 To try and fix this state of affairs, the government, in consultation with the IMF and 

World Bank, created the Structural Adjustment Program (SAP) in 1986. While debate continues 

as to the ultimate success of the SAP in reviving the economy, the effects on the average 

Nigerian were disastrous. As part of the free trade goals of the SAP, the local currency (Naira) 

was devalued against the US Dollar to boost exports. Unfortunately, this caused serious issues 

                                                 
29 Nwulu et al., “Television Broadcasting in Africa,” 2. 
30 Paul Mosley, “Policy-Making Without Facts: A Note on the Assessment of Structural Adjustment Policies in 
Nigeria, 1985-1990,” African Affairs 91, no. 363 (April 1, 1992): 228, doi:10.2307/723124. 
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with local price inflation, when coupled with stagnant wages and rising unemployment.31 

Essentially, the Naira was capable of purchasing fewer goods while at the same time wages did 

not increase to compensate as people lost their jobs due to the poor economy.  

 The impact of the SAP on celluloid filmmaking was nothing short of devastating. 

According to Ukadike, “… filmmakers who had already experienced difficulties raising money 

to make films must now be prepared to pay ten to twenty-five times more than before to make 

one film…”32 As detailed above, all raw film stock needed to be imported for production. With 

the exponentially increased exchange rate, importing film became a near impossibility for most 

filmmakers. While it is true that some were able to use less expensive reversal stock, the overall 

effect of the SAP was to end the use of celluloid film in Nigerian productions. By 1990, only a 

single feature film was made in all of Nigeria.33 

  While highly unfavorable exchange rates doomed the production side, 

unemployment and low wages took a toll on exhibition. Nigeria could never be said to have had 

a large network of cinemas capable of handling a wide release, but cinemas often did exist in the 

major cities, particularly in the commercial hub, Lagos. Not only did the SAP lower the potential 

audience’s disposable income, it increased the violent crime rate, making it at times unsafe to go 

to the theater to see a movie, foreign or domestic.  

 While the SAP signaled the death of celluloid, it proved to be a boon to video. It was not 

long after the peak years of the SAP, that the spark, which ignited Nollywood, took place. 

 
 
 
 

                                                 
31 Lasode, Television Broadcasting, 44–45. 
32 Ukadike, Black African Cinema, 129. 
33 Haynes, Nigerian Video Films, 40. 
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The Video Boom and the Rise of Nollywood: 
 
 
 Despite the presence of both feature filmmakers and active television production crews, 

the Video Boom, which spawned the Nigerian video film industry, was started by electronics 

traders and import/export businessmen in the large street markets throughout the country. Credit 

for creating Nollywood is most often given to Kenneth Nnebue, an electronics dealer in the city 

of Onitsha. In 1992, Nnebue had imported a large quantity of blank VHS tapes, but had great 

difficulty in selling them off. In order to increase their appeal, he decided to shoot a low-budget 

feature and record it onto the tapes. The movie, titled Living in Bondage, was an undeniable 

smash success; it is said to have sold approximately 750,000 copies.34 Seeing Nnebue’s success, 

many imitators followed suit and the video film was born, using many of the filmmakers and 

television staff unemployed under the SAP. In spite of their massive popularity, video films 

continue to be associated with poor, “fly by night” production values. Most feature length videos 

are shot in only two weeks and the earliest videos were most often shot on U-matic, SVHS, or 

even VHS. As stated above, an evaluation of the videos’ content is not the focus of this paper 

and as such the artistic merits of the videos will not be discussed. 

 
The Distribution Structure of Nollywood: 
 
 
 The most interesting technical aspects of the Nigerian video film industry have to do with 

the distribution models that have developed around the use of video as a capture format. This 

will be discussed along with an examination of some of the piracy issues faced by producers and 

new directions for distribution.  

                                                 
34 “Nigeria’s Film Industry: Nollywood Dreams,” The Economist, July 27, 2006, 
http://www.economist.com/node/7226009. 
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 Theatrical exhibition, while not unheard of, plays only a minor role in Nollywood. The 

Yoruba folkloric filmmakers mentioned in the Early Independence section do still travel and 

engage in public exhibitions of their video films, but this is very much the exception, not the 

rule. Distribution of the videos is built around audiences viewing them in the privacy of their 

homes or at small viewing centers equipped with a video projector. Additionally, video films 

tend to be made for one or another of the three dominant ethno-linguistic groups (Yoruba, Hausa, 

Igbo) and are often in either one of these languages or English/Pidgin English. Each of these 

groups has their own distribution networks, owing in part to their cultural dominance in different 

geographic regions. The videos, which are now most often made on DVD or VCD, are sold in 

mass quantities in the electronics and home appliance markets throughout Nigeria. The most 

famous of these is Idumota Market in Lagos, where many of the most powerful video distributors 

are located. Like Nnebue (An Igbo), they most often started as electronics dealers selling blank 

tapes and in many circumstances imported pirated copies of Hollywood and Bollywood films. 

Interestingly, it is these distributors who often provide the financing for the videos and as such 

they dictate many aspects of the productions.35 It is not inconceivable that this could be one of 

the root causes for “the quantity, not quality nature” of the industry. Brian Larkin describes the 

network for distribution in Northern Nigeria, which are geared towards the Hausa ethnic group, 

as follows,   

 
The system is this: the main dealers are based at centers in Kano, like Kofar 
Wambai market. They then sell to distributors in other northern cities, and these 
in turn supply smaller urban and rural dealers who provide goods for itinerant 
peddlers. The system is based on a complex balance of credit and trust; and 
although it depends, in part, on piracy, it has evolved into a highly organized, 
extensive distribution system for audio- and videocassettes… As Alhaji Musa Na 
Sale, president of the cassette sellers association, told me, if something is popular, 
“even the nomads will hear it.” The decentralized nature of this distribution 
system means that neither the government nor the association knows exactly how 

                                                 
35 Haynes, Nigerian Video Films, 69–70. 
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many people are tied to the industry, especially given its massive expansion with 
the rise of Hausa video films.36 

 
 Despite their often-middling quality, video films compete directly with and in many cases 

outsell imported Hollywood and Bollywood films in the home video market. However, it can be 

difficult to accurately judge the distribution levels and sales numbers because a certain 

percentage of sales are not in official books because of dishonest practitioners and piracy. 

According to Haynes and Okome, the average number of cassettes/DVDs/VCDs sold is 

approximately 30,000, with 50,000 considered a big success at an average price of around the 

equivalent of $1.00-2.50 each.37  

Piracy plagues the video film industry, as many videos are pirated almost immediately 

after or concurrent with release, cutting into already slim profits. While certainly not a legitimate 

market, pirated videos represent a significant part of the distribution chain for a popular video 

film, despite the profits not returning to the producers. As stated by Larkin, “These Nigerian 

videos are a legitimate media form that could not exist without the infrastructure created by its 

illegitimate double, pirate media.”38 The pirated videos are often sold in outlying areas and in 

villages, but the most formalized aspect of the pirate video market is the unsanctioned rental 

clubs. These are essentially small storefronts where members rent videos, the main difference 

between this and a legitimate video rental business being that the owner of the club is not paying 

any sort of royalty or licensing fee.39 

Despite widespread piracy, Nigeria does have an active government body for registering 

and enforcing copyright, the Nigerian Copyright Commission (NCC). Nigeria’s first copyright 

parameters emerged in 1970 with a document titled, “Decree No. 61.” However, it did not make 

                                                 
36 Larkin, “Degraded Images, Distorted Sounds,” 295. 
37 Haynes, Nigerian Video Films, 68–69. 
38 Larkin, “Degraded Images, Distorted Sounds,” 290. 
39 Haynes, Nigerian Video Films, 69. 
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provisions for an administrative body to handle creators seeking a copyright, nor any sort of 

enforcement body beyond the existing Ministry of Trade. In 1988, the military government 

revamped the copyright laws and created the Nigerian Copyright Council (Later becoming the 

NCC) to administer copyright. A further amendment in 1992, gave the NCC the power to hire 

inspectors for enforcement purposes.40 The degree to which the NCC is successful in competing 

with pirate distributors is unclear; according to Haynes and Okome, there may be as many as 

2,000 video rental clubs in Lagos alone, as of 2000.41  

A recent development in the production chain has been the creation of Internet streaming 

sites devoted exclusively to Nollywood and Ghanaian video films. The largest and fastest 

growing of these sites is iROKOtv, which attracted over 500 thousand users in its first six 

months.42 Rather than appealing to local Nigerians, where broadband speeds are incapable of 

reliable video streaming, the site is aimed at attracting members of the Nigerian Diaspora in the 

US and Europe, where broadband is plentiful. While video streaming will not likely overtake 

traditional video distribution in Nigeria for quite some time, it does offer major benefits to video 

film producers because the business is entirely above board.  

 
Preservation of Nigerian Moving Images: 
 
 
 While scholarship on Nigerian moving images is limited compared to the US, quite a bit 

has been written about it and the emergence of Nollywood. The same cannot be said for the state 

of moving image preservation research. Attempts were made to contact various Nigerian entities 

potentially involved in the preservation field, but correspondence were not returned. This is not 
                                                 
40 “Historical Background - Nigerian Copyright Commission (NCC),” accessed March 10, 2013, 
http://www.copyright.gov.ng/index.php/about-us/ncc-historical-background. 
41 Haynes, Nigerian Video Films, 69. 
42 “‘Netflix of Africa’ Brings Nollywood to World,” CNN, accessed March 15, 2013, 
http://edition.cnn.com/2012/07/04/business/jason-njoku-iroko-nigeria/index.html. 
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to say that these organizations are “vaporware,” but this section will be somewhat speculative in 

its approach to on the ground developments and directions going forward.  

 Nigeria’s National Film Video and Sound Archive (NFVSA) has been a member of FIAF 

since 2002 and has its roots in a 1979 military decree creating the National Film Corporation 

(NFC).43  In addition to encouraging film production and providing laboratory facilities (which 

never truly developed), the NFC was to create a national archive for the country’s moving image 

heritage.44 The current state of the archive is unknown to this author, but a 1995 article in the 

Audiovisual Librarian journal45 does provide some insight, albeit quite dated. While the creation 

of an archive was mandated in 1979, the NFVSA did come into being until 1992 and was 

initially composed of films repatriated from the UK and productions involving the NFC. As of 

the 1995 article, the archive had a collection of over 20 thousand items, both film and sound 

elements, stored in a 110 square meter space. The article also suggests that the archive has very 

limited access to the equipment necessary for basic preservation measures and a staff of two, not 

including a janitor and a messenger. However, the continued operation of the NFVSA can be 

confirmed by numerous Nigerian newspaper articles, which report on a one-day conference on 

the topic of moving image preservation and archiving in Nigeria, sponsored by the archive.46  It 

seems that the goal of the conference was to raise awareness about the lack of audiovisual 

preservation infrastructure and to petition the government and Nollywood producers to provide 

assistance.  

                                                 
43 Ukadike, Black African Cinema, 143. 
44 Operative Principles of the Film Industry, 118. 
45 AKINTUNDE S. A and SELBAR J. J, “Focus on Nigeria’s National Film Archive,” Audiovisual Librarian 21, 
no. 2 (1995): 122–125. 
46 “Around and About Nollywood...,” accessed February 15, 2013, 
http://www.ngrguardiannews.com/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=94569:around-and-about-
nollywood&catid=109:moviedom&Itemid=514. 
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 On a purely theoretical level, developing world moving image archives in tropical 

regions, like Nigeria, face very serious challenges for even the most basic of preservation best 

practices, such as environmental stabilization. The typical tropical weather cycle consists of a 

wet season (High humidity) and dry season (High heat and dust). In a situation where electricity 

is inconsistent at best (See NEPA above), the use of both air conditioning and dehumidifier 

systems can prove problematic, since one would not want to introduce serious temperature and 

humidity fluctuation due to periodic power loss. Shuba Chaudhuri offers a highly practical way 

forward for moving image archives that lack both extensive funding or access to reliable basic 

infrastructure.47 While her suggestions will likely not resonate with preservationists in 

industrialized nations (The preference for window unit air conditioners over central systems and 

the use of oil heaters to control humidity, for example), they speak directly to the needs of those 

in the situation described. While projects do exist for the training of archivists in preservation 

techniques and the exchange of information between those from industrialized nations and those 

in the developing world, for example, NYU’s APEX program.48 It may be more prudent to create 

a means for developing world archivists and preservationists to exchange information based 

upon a shared understanding of the difficulties involved and practices that have developed to 

confront them.  

 
Conclusion: 
 
 
  If one can conclude anything about moving images in Nigeria, it is that much more study 

is required. The goal of this paper has been to trace the history of moving images in Nigeria 

                                                 
47 Archives for the Future: Global Perspectives on Audiovisual Archives in the 21st Century (Calcutta: Seagull 
Books, 2004), 143–151. 
48 “Audiovisual Preservation Exchange (APEX) in Africa - Orphans7,” accessed February 27, 2013, 
https://sites.google.com/site/orphans7/home/apex-africa. 



20 

through the evolving use of various technologies and methods for capture, distribution, and 

exhibition. This is not an approach that has yet been taken in the available literature on the 

subject of Nigerian moving images. As such, it required a level of research beyond what might 

normally be the case for a paper of this length to piece together a history of technology use in an 

understudied part of the world. Moving forward, it is the strong recommendation of this author 

that those in the moving image preservation field begin to reach out more to colleagues outside 

the insular community that exists in the US and Europe and embrace their perspectives on the 

field beyond the occasional conference paper. Only when this begins can we consider our field to 

be truly international.  
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