
Page 16 Designing Sistas                                                           Spring 2014           Page 17 Designing Sistas                                                   Issue 1 Volume 1 

Nicholle La Vann, MFA
Activist Filmmaker

Image Maker

Nicholle La Vann is an award winning Afro Latin filmmaker/Creative Director for the film 
“Bringing Conscious Back” Filmz

“25 Years 2 Freedom”The Betty Tyson Story” about a woman who served 25 years for a murder 
she didn’t commit. 

“Living Legendz”  Which features Abiodun Oyewole, Jamal Joseph and the legendary Dr. Leonard 
Jeffries.

“Solutionz” 

La Vann received her B.A. from the State University of New York at Buffalo
 
received the 2011 PASS AWARD from the National Council on Crime and Delinquency (NCCD)
Her film “Homicidez”was given recognition from Rochester City Mayor, Robert Duffy and was 
given a proclamation on May 29th as “Nicholle La Vann Day” for her service to the community 
in providing a voice to the murdered victims families. She has a series of events and youtbe shows 
dedicated to awakening audiences inner self through the eyes of professional artists rarely seen 
and heard in mainstream media for the contributions.

As an artist of visual culture, Nicholle is interested in the intersection between the digital environ-
ment and social issues. Visual expression is a potent site where negative stereotypes can be sub-
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Nicholle La Vann is a woman of incredible determination and impres-
sive strength.  She overcame the odds of homelessness, violence, injus-
tices and rape. She has a growing ability to turn the inside out and she 
does so quite effectively.  She is now on a quest to give voice to others 
through her filmmaking and... Above all she has a nurturing spirit and 

unshakeable faith! The sista truly brings  it!  found ways to heal her life and affirm the 
lives of others



Image Maker

Chekejai:  You have been developing films and working to 
increase awareness around issues of incarceration and how that 
impacts children as well as looking at how false charges and 
imprisonment impacts lives.  Tell us about yourself and how you 
came to do this work? 

Nicholle: I was born in Oceanside, California in 1967 at Sable 
Hospital, which is on an air force base. I'm  46 now. I will be 47 
this year on July 23rd  – the same day as Haile Selassie.  That is 
pretty significant to me.  I was raised in Hialeah, Florida which is 
in South Florida. When I was in the 4th grade my family moved 
to Rockledge, Florida which was a very small town of Brevard 
county in Central Florida. I Iived there until I was 17.  

I got married when I was 18. It was an abusive relationship. I left 
that.  I had two children at the time. I moved to Atlanta.  At that 
time, I met an individ-
ual that I thought I was 
in love with, and I got 
pregnant. The relation-
ship didn’t work out. I 
moved to NY when I 
was 19 or 20. I became 
homeless and stayed 
at Under 21, which 
was Covenant House 
(a shelter) at the time. 
They helped runaways 
and kids get off the 
street.  

I worked at a clothing 
shop at Grand Central 
Station while I was 
pregnant.  At that time in my life, I was kind of uncertain. 

I had my two suns (sons) with me. I have a daughter who was 
with my mom at the time. I got into acting and modeling in the 
80s. I was an extra in a couple of movies, Mo Betta Blues and 
in Scenes from a Mall with Woody Allen and Bette Midler. I 
was also an extra in a couple of episodes of the Cosby Show. 
That broke me into the film business. I realized that I had gotten 
typecast as being a “pretty girl” so I played a dizzy girl in most 
of the films that I was cast in. That wasn't going the way that I 
saw fit. It was an issue for me because I felt that nobody saw my 
talent. In the late 80s, I resorted to exotic dancing. I did that for 
7 years to take care of myself and my children because I had no 
other income and I didn't want to be on welfare or ask people for 
money. My grandparents were republican and I was brought up 
middle class. I was raised not to ask for government money, but 
to do for myself. In 1995, I got pregnant with my fourth child.  
At that time, I stopped dancing and changed my life around. I 
wanted to go back to school. People in Brooklyn (where I was 
living at the time) said, “ you ain’t gon' be nothing. You sitting here 
on the steps smokin' with us.” I said, “I'm tired of this!” I got up and 
left. After a brief stint in Atlanta, Georgia with my mom I ended 
up in Rochester, New York because I was accepted into college 

there. I was also less distracted there. I enrolled into a community 
college. I made it onto the deans list and graduated with honors 
in visual communications. I was then accepted to the University 
of Buffalo. I did 2 years and finished with a minor in photography 
and a 4-year bachelor degree in media studies. When I left there 
I realized that what I really wanted to do was photography and 
video. I got my masters at City College in New York (CUNY) in 
2005. That's the jest of it! 

Chekejai: Your journey has been a truly tremendous journey. 
Homelessness is a very tough space to be in and you were in that 
space with children,  how did you come out of it?  

Nicholle: I had to overcome it with praying for guidance and by 
having faith in the Creator, that She would see me through it. 
And I knew that She wasn't going to let me down. I knew that 

what I was doing was 
the right thing.  I was 
uncomfortable. I was 
in shelters, I was on 
benches. I just had to 
keep striving. I rented 
a room,  I stayed with 
people – sometimes 
with people I didn't 
really know. I slept with 
my kids in the bed with 
me. I was the protector.

I did what I had to do 
as a mother. I hustled. 
I sold water in Central 
Park and almost what-
ever it took.  I didn't 

sell my body but I did sell a fantasy on stage and I sold water. 
That is about as far as I could take it. Selling bottles of water in 
Central Park with my kids. Those are the times when I didn't have 
money but I had character.  I see that character in my kids today 
even though that was a struggle but the character that is built in 
my suns no money could pay.  Those are the things that mean the 
most to me. Things that resonate in my children. 

As far as my films – A lot has happened.  I think that everything 
that happened to me before I got into film making — I was raped 
at a young age and I had a child out of that rape, I was beat up by 
the cops in 1993 in Penn Station and that hit the news — those 
situations with racism, prejudice, being a victim, being a survi-
vor all that has to do with why I do documentary. I feel like even 
now my voice was never heard. I feel like it's my responsibility as 
a filmmaker to make sure that people are heard and my voice is 
heard along with them. 

As a director, you're the one that's the filmstress or the seamstress 
who puts this film together to make a point. And it's how you 
develop that and how you put that together that has impact.  It's 
about what people will walk away with.  I want to let people know 
that it's time to change, not time to sit around and talk about it 

“To empower audiences 
and spark up dialogue that 
promote conscious action 
is my ultimate goal at the 
end of the day.”

but get up and do something – knock on a person's door and find 
out how you can be proactive in the community.  

I started Bringing Conscious Back (BCB) because I am dealing 
with subjects that most people just ain't tackled such as children 
of incarcerated parents. My films deal with current issues that 
the media strays away from. Michele Alexander deals with it in 
her book, The New Jim Crow: Mass Incarceration in the Age of 
Colorblindness. There are other people but it seems that mainly 
women of color are tackling this issue: We don't want our children 
incarcerated. We want our children to be educated and not really 
educated with the education that 
the western world wants our kids 
to have. That form of education is 
limited and biased and does not 
teach them about themselves or 
give them much of what they can 
use in the world. Sometimes we as 
people of color or Black and Latino 
people have to go within to educate 
our children and educate them to be 
conscious of their environment and 
let them know what the expectations 
are. We have to teach our children 
the risk of being Black/Latina in this 
country and to lead with no apolo-
gies. That is such a big issue and 
that's one of the things that we stand 
for, better education and less incar-
ceration especially  for our youth. 
Too many promising kids out there!

Chekejai: Who is the target audience 
for your films?  

Nicholle: My films are for the community, especially those who 
don't feel like they have a voice or for those who struggle to use 
that voice to speak up.  BCB is about letting them know that their 
voices will be heard.  I don't care if I have to do this on the inter-
net or at the library. I don't care where I show it. The films will be 
seen. That's my dedication as a filmmaker, the revolution will not 
be televised, It will be visualized.

Chekejai: You are working to raise awareness and to give a voice 
and those are honorable goals.  Are there any other goals that you 
have?

Nicholle: To empower audiences and spark up dialogue that pro-
mote conscious action is my ultimate goal at the end of the day.

Chekejai: Through it all you still have this warm, nurturing spirit. 
You seem to be using film as a way to nurture those who are not 
in your physical reach,  you reach them virtually in a way to help 
them through a period to give them something for their future, 
for their spirit, their own personal selves and their voice. How did 
you come to this? 

Nicholle: I think that all of us have a different journey and my 
journey has steered me to be where I am today.  I don't think that 
I would really wish this journey on too many people but at the 
end of the day I'm glad –  I think that life and the Creator made 
this journey for me. I also had to make some of the conscious 
decisions as well. There were situations where I could have messed 
with drugs and did prostitution. There are doors that could have 
opened to that. I said, “oh no!”  I think that in every person's life 
there comes a time when you find that fork in the road or a cross-
roads and you say, which way am I going to go?  Am I going to sit 
down and say, “woe is me” or am I going to get up and put a “H” on 

my chest and say, “I'm a handle this 
sh#@!” I couldn't depend on anyone. 
I ended up depending on myself and 
the Creator. 

Being able to be a single parent, 
struggle and do film at the same time 
required discipline, courage and an 
“I can do it no matter what” attitude. 
I also teach film now and mentor 
kids in the hood as I put films out 
there for social change.

It’s been a lot but I know that there 
is a powerful soul that walks with 
me. This is how I honestly feel and I 
believe that wholeheartedly. A pow-
erful soul that has come back to join 
me. There were times when someone 
wanted something from me and 
they put a gun to my head. I could 
have been dead at the age of 15 for 
saying no. I might have been out of 

my mind. I might have been a little frustrated but, “Over My Dead 
Body!” I know that angles or my ancestors are walking with me, 
nudging me and saying, “don't...fear. Keep doing what you're do-
ing.”  I don't think that our ancestors ever die. I would not be here 
if it were not for the angels or ancestors who walk with me. There 
are times when we could have been gone – that guides me.

Chekejai: Living Legenz is another one of your films. That one  
acknowledges historians and cultural activist and artist. Would 
you talk about that some? 

Nicholle: I'm always always growing and I have a lot to learn but 
I'm thankful and I know that I’ve been blessed by my mentors, 
Dr. Jeffries and Abiodum.  I want the project to be done for my 
children and for your children's children and so that everyone 
can know who these people are and where they stand in history. 
It's sad but you can stand on 125th st ( in Harlem) and ask people 
if they know who Dr. Leonard Jeffries is or who Abiodum is and 
not many people will know who they are. We don't know who 
our legends [historians] are. People don't know who Dr. Jefferies 
is. We needed to know who Amiri Baraka was in life. It's sad that 
some people don't know who Amiri Baraka was. He started the 
Black Arts Movement.  



Image Maker

“BCB is about bringing 
awareness to... issues such as 
the violence in our commu-
nity and the incarceration of 
our children – let's talk about 
that!”  

Chekejai The Black Arts Movement was a rich part of our history 
and artistry.  It was a self-defining period and there are still things 
that we are enjoying and things that are still resonate. 

Chekejai: When you say “conscious”  I think of the Black Con-
scious Movement of the ‘90s.  Do you mean something aside from 
that? 

Nicholle: There are conscious people from other walks in life who 
are willing to help spread the word. When I started BCB I wanted 
to open up that door and let people know that this movement 
was for them – if they are Asian, Hispanic, green or whatever – as 
long as they are conscious, the movement was for them. Let's talk 
about GMOs in our food because that really means a lot. It's sad 
but many Black people don't know what that “No GMO” stand 
for. So just to make them aware and to make other people aware 
–you don't want that gmo, you want some granola! It's hard to get 
people who don't know to care so BCB is about bringing aware-
ness to this issue and other issues such as 
the violence in our community and the 
incarceration of our children – let's talk 
about that!  

Chekejai: So this is a different type of con-
scious movement – a movement towards a 
more universal consciousness? 

Nicholle:: Just bringing topics and making 
everyone aware. I'm going to bring con-
scious back – anyone can feel welcome.  

Chekejai: You have a quote on your blog 
from something that your grandmother 
used to say to you in regards to work and 
your ethic. That seems to inform and im-
pacts your work
 “Once a task has first begun, never leave it 
till it's done. 
Whether the task be big or small, 
either do it or don't do it at all.” 

Nicholle: It makes me finish my work. My kids now have it – if 
I’m not finishing something on time they quote my grandmother.

Chekejai: That's the circle being unbroken. 

Nicholle: It's a part of the spiritual journey of where I am today.  

Chekejai: It's a part of your journey and you seemed to have 
found ways to heal. You found outlets to help you to decompress 
and ways to help others and affirm life.   Where is home for you? 

Nicholle: I consider Harlem my home.  My heart really lies there.

Chekejai: What's next for you going forth?

Nicholle:I plan to go to Africa to finish the journey.

Chekejai: Any suggestions for little sisters who may want to do 
what you do?

Nicholle:

My messages to young sisters:
•	 Getting to know yourself is where it all starts. 
•	 Be professional and get out and meet new people in the field 

who have similar interest – that is always be the right answer 
at the end of the day. 

•	 Find a film group or a collective of filmmakers. 
•	 Get yourself focused and always finish what you start or 

nobody will take you seriously. 
•	 Stay organized and stay positive by any means necessary.


