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Unlocking our Sound Heritage - Artist in Residence 2019-
2020: The Unearthed Odyssey (Research, Artistic, Anti-
Racism) 

Names of entrant: Awate Suleiman 

Job title(s): Freelance multimedia artist and rapper and Artist in residence at the British Library. 
 

 

 

URL:  

https://www.bl.uk/case-studies/awate-the-unearthed-odyssey (Please note there is an embedded 
vimeo video on this page which is a recording of an interview with Journalist and broadcaster 
Keiran Yates and Awate and Awate’s 40 minute performance, please watch or listen to this. 

Introduction to AWATE: https://vimeo.com/468495893 

Blog posts 

https://blogs.bl.uk/sound-and-vision/2019/10/awates-journey-into-the-past.html 

https://blogs.bl.uk/sound-and-vision/2020/10/making-of-the-unearthed-odyssey.html 

https://blogs.bl.uk/sound-and-vision/2019/12/awate-finding-gems-and-sharing-them.html 

https://www.bl.uk/case-studies/awate-the-unearthed-odyssey
https://vimeo.com/468495893
https://blogs.bl.uk/sound-and-vision/2019/10/awates-journey-into-the-past.html
https://blogs.bl.uk/sound-and-vision/2020/10/making-of-the-unearthed-odyssey.html
https://blogs.bl.uk/sound-and-vision/2019/12/awate-finding-gems-and-sharing-them.html
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Awate on twitter: https://twitter.com/awatemusic 

Personal site: https://www.happinessisopenforbusiness.com/ 

Summary: Research project culminating in two performances, a genre-bending conceptual 

Afrofuturist album using 19 samples from the Sound Archive, three comprehensive blogs and work 
with three youth groups to unpack the themes and content. 

Short promo video: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=c9xR-FcjFtk 

Abstract: From August 2019, I was allowed to explore the British Library with near complete 

freedom for six months as Artist in Residence for UOSH. After my proposal to use the great depth 
of the Sound Archive to create a sample based concept album centring around the themes of 
migration and diaspora, I was given guidance by various members of staff. I met with curators and 
collators from every department in sound, from World and Traditional music where I was based, to 
Pop, Oral History, Drama and Literature as well as the staff who preserve and ingest the material in 
the BLCC. All of these incredible people gave me suggestions for recordings and collections as well 
as stories about genres, artists and curators before them. This was all used to create a shortlist of 
songs from which I sampled, creating an abstract concept album. The story takes place on a 
generation ship, during the one day a year a group of children are awake for a lesson taught to them 
by an artificial intelligence tutor. The tutor uses an algorithm to sample from the British Library 
archive from the years 1896-2019 in order to tell them stories of human migration using clips from 
Oral History recordings. As they are travelling to a different planet, the AI places them in the greater 
context of migration, exploring themes such as war, corruption, famine and drought. The concept 
album titled, 'The Unearthed Odyssey', also uses various modern music production techniques such 
as live chopping, looping and digital VSTs for manipulation as well as traditional elements such as 
pianos, bass and a wealth of instruments sampled from the archive. I also featured the voices of 
refugee children based in South London, having them play the characters of the children in the 
future, interacting with the samples in the past. Musically, the album also moves forward into more 
modern techniques as it progresses, starting with bare tracks dominated by the samples only and 
progressing into more complex and modern productions towards the end. I go further into the 
process in three blogs I wrote for British Library Sounds website. In addition, in November, I hosted 
a live hip-hop sampling event in the Entrance Hall using a song from 1907 with two other producers 
and was due to have premieres of the final piece at the BL and Leeds Conservatoire which were 
moved online after the pandemic. 

Research Question: My challenge was to use the sound archive in an innovative way in order to 

raise the profile of the Unlocking Our Sound Heritage Project or bring it to new, non-traditional 
audiences for the British Library. 

How does your project showcase British Library digital content? 

Much of the digital collections were used for research in the first three months of the Residency. 
Some of the BL Sounds collections on the website also feature in the final piece. 

What was your approach (methodology)? 

Historical and audio research, keeping spreadsheet record, music production using a DAW (Logic 
Pro), teaching at The Roundhouse in Camden and Fairbeats in Lewisham, live performance, 
philosophy. 

https://twitter.com/awatemusic
https://www.happinessisopenforbusiness.com/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=c9xR-FcjFtk
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Did you face any challenges, and if so how did you overcome them? 

One of the main challenges that persisted throughout the project was clearances and issues with 
rights. Having the support of the staff around me, and the rights clearance team meant that I had an 
idea of what restrictions we would have around playing material off-site, publishing it or manipulating 
it in any way. In order to have a contingency, I made three extra songs that could be used as stand-
ins in case we had clearance issues with some of the songs that I had intended as first choices. In 
the end, I did have to use two of these, and we were able to get in contact with all of the rights 
holders, especially ones who we used vocals of, as it was their story of migration I was attempting 
to showcase. 

Please provide details of the sorts of impact your project has made 

The project lead to a lot of raised profile for myself, with the promotional photos taken in the 
basement and video trailers for the event being very successful in drawing attention to the project. 
I also received magazine coverage fromThe Pit, The Vinyl Factory, Leeds Inspired and Time Out. 
This project lead to me getting a commission with the Tate and Counterpoints Arts, working on a 
project reimagining the Tate and the idea of archives from a decolonial perspective. Soon after the 
premiere of The Unearthed Odyssey, I completed a draft of a script I had written, sent it to an agent 
I saw who represented someone I respect, and they read it due to knowing of my work with the 
British Library. I've since signed with them as a Theatre, Film and TV writing client. 

Background information of submitter (or team) 

2020 - Artist Residency with Tate Archives x Counterpoints Arts. 2019-2020 - Artist in Residence 
with the British Library Sound Archive for UOSH. November-December 2018 - Musician in 
Residence: Sao Paolo, Brazil for PRS Foundation and British Council. February 2018 - Critically 
acclaimed debut LP, 'Happiness', described as a British rap masterpiece by Trench Magazine and 
supported by BBC Radio 1. 2016-2017 - Resident Artist at The Roundhouse. September 2016 - 
Critically acclaimed debut EP, 'Shine Ancient' covered by Noisey and BBC 6Music. 

 


