
Doug F

Art Now, Tate B r t a n

pag. 1/1 Press Release- Rotterdam, September 2010

ACTX
Rotterdam Dialogues: Morality

19 - 20 November 20 IO from I to 7pm
Location: Witte de With Auditorium

Witte de With presents a two-day symposium structured around lectures,
dialogues and a masterclass by Wendelien van Oldenborgh. It is the penultimate
act of our 'morality' program.Elmina,

shbone

9 October - 2 January

With the proliferation of international art fairs comes much talk about how globalised art scenes
have become, and how artists can now achieve fame on a worldwide level. But as contemporary
art circles in lndia, China, Africa and the Middle East gain prominence, do artists still relate
themselves to the locality of the cultures from which they come, or do they become detached -
entering the transnational orbit of the global art scene? And what happens when an artist looks
beyond the artworld itself, to open up a dialogue with other cultural economies, and not on the
artist's home turf, but thousands of miles away!

That's what the New York-bom, London-based artist Doug
Fishbone has done with his groundbreaking project Elmina (2010),
premiering at Tate Britain this month. Fishbone is better known for
comedy-driven video monologues that muse on the philosophical
absurdities of life in the West. but with Elmina he has taken his wider
interest in the relativity of human cultures onto entirely new ground.
Working in collaboration with Revele Films, a Ghanaian film and TV
production company, Fishbone here coproduces and takes the lead role in
a feature-length drama, to be released on Ghana's thriving VCD (video­
CD) market- and simultaneously released as a limited-edition art video in
the Western' artworld. Remarkably Elmina sees Fishbone - a white guy
from Queens - taking the role of Ato Blanlson, a Ghanaian farmer, among
a cast of Ghana's leading film and T/stars Key to the work is that at no
point is the presence of a white actor playing the role of a black Ghanaian
ever commented on or referred to.

Elmina is therefore a surprising, entertaining and disorienting work:
Fshbone has handed over all creative responsibility for the film to Revele's Emmanuel Apea, the
film's director, who cowrote the script with his brother, John pea, a well-known actor who also
plays a leading role in the film. The brothers have come up with a potboiler featuring
globalisation, local corruption and political intrigue, in which Fishbone's farer pits himself
against the local chief. who Is conniving with Chinese Industrialists to convince the local
community to sell its land. so that the Chinese can build a. car plant, a cigarette factory and a
distillery. lt's high soap opera mixed with social commentary about economic change and the
mixed blessings of modernisation and prosperity.

So Elmin will spark debate, both for its timely content and for how it short-druits two
very different rultural situations - Western conceptual art and African popular cinema - while
raising tridy questions about the politics of art's audience. Although the artworld likes to
congratulate itself fur its cosmopolitanism, Its contact with a wider public is usually restricted to
the narrow channels of gallery. biennial and art fair - communicating with a preselected, self­
selecting audience. By drawing on wealthy Western art collectors to bankroll a piece of popular
African cinema, Fshbone opens an unlikely channel between two contexts normally worlds
apart. Art audiences find themselves dealing with the narrative conventions of a non-Western
popular film idiom, while Ghanaian viewers encounter the unlooked-for presence of Western
conceptual art, embodied in the curious shape ofAto, the nonblack Ghanaian farmer.

How that will play with its intended Ghanaian audience, who won't necessarily have the
badstory to hand, is hard to predict, but Fishbone is hopeful "We've aimed to make a.watchable,
thought-provoking film, In which the insertion of the white artist will hopefully be absorbed early
on, thanks to a compelling and properly acted and well-shot story. That's the point at which the
piece truly kicks in - whenaudiences accept the absurd premise that I am a local Ghanaian, and
it ceases to matter. le points to how an actor's race has become incidental in theatre (as with
the recent al-blade production of Cat on a Hot Tin Roof In New York and London), yet how it
remains more rigidly aircumscribed in inema. "If itan be done in a flm', says Fishbone, not to
mention a complex one which deals with collision of cultures in many ways. and across race lines,
I think Elmnina will have done something interesting."JJ Charlesworth
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Since the Fall of 2009, the team at Witte de With has been developing a series of
exhibitions and events that make visible the gray zones of contemporary morality.
This was motivated by our perception that an exponential number of moral
attitudes arc emerging in the public sphere that reinforce rigid, binary frameworks
for thought and action. With this in mind, our aim has been to shed some light on
the workings of morality from a range of different perspectives, focusing on the
areas where its application is elusive and unstable, culturally specific and
politically ambivalent. Our sense is that the question of morality must remain in
play but open and undefined. The purpose of Rotterdam Dialogues: Morality is to
forge a constructive discussion around this increasingly ubiquitous but elusive
term, transferring the explorations and speculations developed throughout this
past year's exhibitions and events to the discursive field.

With this symposium we wish to shed some light on the fraught encounter
between the values that characterize the idea of an open, egalitarian society, and
the intolerances articulated in the name of morality. As with previous Acts of the
program, the symposium guests have not been asked to specify the meaning of
morality, but rather to introduce case studies through which to think
constructively about spaces and instances where binary distinctions - good and
evil; right and wrong - fall apart. From the figure of the zombie and its dubious
status as an allegory of the contemporary capitalist subject, through the role of
comedy as a site for the performance of political critique, to the social
organization of tent cities as forms of social protest; each guest will share her or
his intellectual experience to form a base for concrete discussion.

The speakers represent a wide range of disciplines: philosophy, psychoanalysis,
literature, curating, criticism, art, anthropology and architecture. Among them
arc: Lars Bang Larsen (critic, Barcelona/Copenhagen), Clementine Deliss
(director, Museum de Weltkulturen, Frankfurt), Felix Ensslin (Professor for
Aesthetics and Art Mediation, State Academy of Fine Arts, Stuttgart), Joseph
Grima (director, Storefront for Art and Architecture, New York), Nikolaus Hirsch
(director, Stadelschule, Frankfurt), Candice Hopkins (curator, National Gallery of
Canada, Ottawa), Mian Mian (author, Shanghai), Matthias Muhling (Head of
Department Collections /Exhibitions/ Research, Stiidtische Galerie im
Lembachhaus und Kunstbau, Munich), Wendelien van Oldenborgh (artist,
Rotterdam), Aaron Schuster (philosopher, Berlin), Tirdad Zolghadr (independent
critic and curator, New York, teacher at Center for Curatorial Studies, Bard
College).

Practical information:
For tickets purchase, please refer to our website: wwwwdw.nl or contact us via
reseryations@ydy.n] or call +31 (0)10411 0144.

Press information:
For further information, please send us an email via pres@yd.n] or call + 3I (0) 10411 01 44.
Detailed program and further information will be available on www,wdw.nl,

The 'Morality' project is generously supported by the Mondriaan Foundation and SNS REAAL
Fonds.

Witte de With is funded by the City of Rotterdam and the Dutch Ministry ofCulture.


