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FILM

International Film 
Festival Rotterdam  
The International Film Festival Rotterdam, in 
its 48th year, has long been a venue for cinema 
at the edge, its curatorial aesthetic spanning a 
wide berth of experimentation across artist films, 
global fiction features, non-fiction forms and 
short films. These coexist alongside a fulsome 
programme of affiliated events that pull in 
developments at the intersection of the moving 
image and contemporary art. The daunting 
number of strands, screenings and sidebars 
generated major festival ‘fomo’, with cinephiles 
scurrying between an array of theatres, art spaces 
and events. You could be left with your head-
spinning from Jean-Luc Godard’s installation 
exhibition of his latest work, The Image Book, 
in a living-room context on a TV in a ‘zone of 
hospitality’ at the art deco NH Atlanta Hotel. You 
could catch the supercut of Phillipe Parreno’s 
No More Reality Whereabouts in a theatrical 
environment, or walk among the outtakes of 
Sergei Parajanov’s The Colour of Pomegranates 
on a hip-level network of engirded screens in 
the Armenian Church: the haunting, previously 
unseen images cloaked in the scent of ambery 
incense. Or one could flit between curator Olaf 
Möller’s programme, ‘Laboratory of Unseen 
Beauty’, collecting unfinished, incomplete ‘ruin 
films’, and the display of deconstructed and 
recomposed film books by Mika Taanila, ‘Film 
Reader’, in which the innards of historical film 
tomes, biographies and film guides are surgically 
cut to expose tense lines of pages and images 
within as alternative bodies in an act of witty and 
striking de-montage suitable for the differences 
between page and screen. Within the manageable 
scale of this walkable Dutch city, one could have 
many Rotterdams. 

If one of last year’s festival showstoppers was 
Apichatpong Weerasethakul’s film theatre/hotel/
installation Sleepcinemahotel, this year’s festival 
instalment also provided new materials, old 
technologies and novel architectural dispositifs 
to consider in relation to histories of and new 
developments in the moving image. Tackling 
the fate of the slide projection format as a 
mode of aesthetic and historical possibility, the 
‘Blackout’ programme mounted in the Kunsthal, 
thoughtfully curated by Julian Ross, presented 
work by 11 artists who have recently worked with 
the slide format. Kodak discontinued production 
of the 35mm Carousel Slide Projector in 2004, so 
an exhibition like this could have courted an easy 
analogue nostalgia, but the selection of work 

by artists and filmmakers took a path that 
emphasised the potential of slide projection 
for navigating occluded, postcolonial and 
decolonial histories, as well as formally 
probing the constitutive blindness the format 
produces. In that sense, many of the works 
also contended with the function of redaction 
as a formal and ideological tactic, and history as a 
site of omission and suppression. 

Anchoring ‘Blackout’, and the most 
compelling and moving artist profile of 
the festival, was the presentation of the 
expansive film and performance practice of 
Cauleen Smith. It included a slide-projection 
installation, Space Station: Rainbow Ihnfinity, 
which drew on material drawn from Smith’s 
evolving project of research into the work 
and ideas of Sun Ra, Black Utopia LP. A wall 
was bedecked in rainbow stripes and slide 
projectors were placed alongside sitting chairs 
and plants allowing visitors to choose their own 
rhythm of images as well as to interact with 

one another. Smith’s Black Utopia LP at the 
Kunsthal deployed the archival heft of analogue 
technologies – using the record player and the 
slide projector – yoking them to histories of 
Afrocentric speculative creative practice and 
emancipatory thought. Over 900 slides were 
improvisationally presented by Smith over 
the course of 90 minutes, alongside her own 
LP of Sun Ra recordings, rehearsals and other 
ephemera. The slides collate material from 
various sources, including Sun Ra’s drawings and 
writings, photographs and documentation of 
community life in Chicago, as well as speculative 
fugues linking space exploration, apocryphal 
ruins, diagrams and discourses of black 
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liberatory possibility. 
The performance 
concluded with Smith 
stopping the slides, 
record still spinning, 
moving to the front 
of the theatre space, 
slowly waving a large 
flag made of sparkling 
silvery fabric and 
translucent panels over 
and across the seated 

audience, interlacing with the projection and 
foregrounding her creative labour. The switch 
from archival fragments to the ‘live’ realm of 
the gestural proved a stirring, affecting tension 
between abstraction and other modes of being, 
given shape in the flow and rhythm of Sun Ra’s 
and Smith’s many flights and fabulations, both 
conceptual and sonorous. Smith, commenting 
on her work, reflects that ‘there are spaces 
within our minds that are not reached through 
language and representation, but accessed 
through energy, through abstraction, through 
the unsayable and unseeable’. 

The festival included a screening of Smith’s 
short films and a restored print of her first 

Oakland-set feature, Drylongso, 1998. Smith’s 
short films allowed a further immersion into her 
aesthetic of musical and archival contrapuntal 
design, in which historical narratives were 
reactivated: whether in the re-enacted reading 
of three African-American women’s testimony 
to their lives amid slavery and struggle for rights 
and recognition, drawn from a book by Gerda 
Lerner, in Three Songs About Liberation, 2017; or 
in the staging of an Afro-futurist feminist utopia 
in Noah Purifoy’s Outdoor Desert Art Museum in  
California’s Joshua Tree in Sojourner, 2019. 

Performance work and the work performance 
does for cinema proffered an extra supplement 
of intensity and feeling; it also provided a 
through-line for artists’ films throughout the 
programme, including Vincent Meesen’s Ammodo 
Tiger Award winning short Ultramarine, 2018, 
which featured improvisatory poetry by African-
American poet Kain alongside percussion by 
Belgian musician Lander Gyselinck, expostulating 
on the colonial histories of the colour blue as 
currency, affect and resource. Performance as 
strategy of resistance also thrummed through 
the comic and speculative staging of Moroccan 
artist Meriem Bennani’s Party on the CAPS, 2018, 
a sci-fi confabulation that imagines a future in 

which teleportation has replaced air travel and 
deportees are ensnared by US immigration 
operatives to be detained on an island city called 
the CAPS, a heterotopia of migrant refugees in the 
middle of the Atlantic. Featuring the filmmaker’s 
own family partying and dancing in green- and 
lime-toned regalia amid digitally animated 
psychedelia and interfaces of digital surveillance, 
the film’s gestic flight through speculative worlds 
at the border of present lived reality is emceed by 
a wayward, crudely animated crocodile, Fiona, 
adding a playful ‘poor image’ frisson to a critique 
of the policing of borders in our dystopic present. 

But perhaps it was Tsai Ming Liang’s digital 
feature, Your Face, 2018, a portrait film in the 
tradition of Warholian impassivity, that in its 
unembellished plainness most emphasised the 
stakes of cinema’s reliance on the performing body. 
Observed in extreme close-up, the film captures 
the faces of 12 sitters, many of whom are in their 
70s and 80s, as they speak, pose, stare, fall asleep. 
Disclosing far more than a physiognomic horizon 
in the texture and wear of a life lived as inscribed 
on the face’s surface, the film becomes testimony 
to the humbleness and the profundity of the 
camera’s encounter with a person, at close range. 
One woman discusses her life as a striving career 
woman despite her thirst for her true love, an older 
woman delightfully exercises her facial muscles 
for the camera and a man reveals his romantic 
failings while Lee Kang Sheng, Tsai’s avatar and 
longtime collaborator, talks about his father. Such 
confessions feel all the more tender in relation to 
the spectator’s sense of time that passes through 
the camera, through these bodies, like water 
through a sieve, without return. ❚

International Film Festival Rotterdam took place 
23 January to 3 February. 

Elena Gorfinkel is senior lecturer in film studies at 
King’s College London.
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