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Niels Van Tomme: In Episode III, 2008, you travel to the
Democratic Republic of the Congo, a country devastated by
civil wars and humanitarian stalemate. You reveal how the
Congolese don't profit from the global circulation of media
images taken of the situation by foreign photographers and
cameramen. As such, the locals don’t have access to their
most profitable export product—images of poverty. How did
you set forth to reveal this injustice?

Renzo Martens: In a way, the question you are asking says it
all. It all started with the idea that I had to make a film that
would reveal the power differential between those who are
watching it and the individuals who are depicted in it.1
wanted to make that particular relationship visible. Obviously,
I couldn’t just go out and film the people who are being
filmed. One of the ideas was to set up some kind of emancipa-
tory program within the film, which would allow the subjects
being filmed to benefit from it. And so I looked for the best
setting to execute that experiment. It seemed to me that the
Congo would be perfect. It has a long and well-documented
history of extraction of natural resources by outsiders paired



B the local population’s lack of information about the eco-
value of these natural assets. The very Idea that the
of poyerty constitute a highly profitable export prod-
il that the poor—the suppliers of imagery as raw mate-

gaible the power structures that }uvc led to the emergeme of
1hplmmmnon—nnd pretty much all portrayals of the poor
By the rich

NVT, In previous conversations, we've talked about the fact
1t you consider Episode ITF—or Enjoy Poverty, as it Is also
nawn—as an autonomous work of art that doesn't comment
i an external reality. There seems to be a productive contra-
diction at work here, in the sense that it's almost impossible
15 separate the images you're watching from the reality they
Sepict~the exploitation of poverty as & commodity. How
ahouid we understand the artwork’s autonomy (n this spe-
afic cortext?

RM: Well there's a rich tradition of art that deals with its own
muodes of repeesentation, rather than with whatever it may be
representing [ think that's where autonemy comes in. 1 don't
think something is autonomous just because it doesn't refer
1o the outside world, like 2 Robert Ryman painting, a white
canvas, hung on a white wall, in & white gallery, | mean, that's
avery valld gesture of course, and 1 lows that work, but I think
something can also become autonomous if 1t somehow folds
back anto itself, If the plece somehow becomes accountable
for its own existence inthe world And that's something that
o aften lacking in contemporary art's documentary practices.
he position of the piece vis-2-vis what It is depicting is often
rot included into the equation. I've somehaw tried to make a
wark of art that shows something in the world by virtue of
dealing with its own mode of production and representation
The plece Investigates [tself, and in & way it’s precisely this
self-referential quality that makes the world visible

NVT: At firat, the film received fierce critiques and shocked
reactions. As time goes by, however, an interesting discourse
ls developing around ft. Do you think that most people cant
see that self-referantinl quality because of the harsh reality
that ts depicted?
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RM; Well, it seerns to me that people rarely use art's potential
to engage with what is actually at stake in the political claims
of art. Over time, however, some people have started to
embrace this piece for its truthfulness and accuracy

NVT: In Regarding the Pain of Others, 2002, Susan Sontag
claims that documentary's tendency to create sympathy for
victims produces an “imaginary proximity” to these who are
suffering.' This lets spectators disregard thelr own responsi-
bility, the ways in which they actively take part in the cir-
cumstances that produce the very conditions of viclence.
Might the spectators’ unawareness of their own complicity
be the reason why Episode ITI depicts such an unconventional
appreach to suffering, one tn which the maker and its view-
ers are equally implicated?

R|M: Sure, What makes the piece difficult to accept for some
people i that 1t 15 not only the viewer who is put under
scrutiny, but also the artist and the constructs we maintain to
see art. No matter how socially committed art ts—or how
much it shaws the victims or the evil people responsible for
wars—art itself is granted this neutral space, a space that
doesn't need to be investigated. So, art can scrutinize oil com
panies in Africa, while not taking into account that we all col-
lecttvely fly to shows and biennials to see these pieces on jets
fuellad by the exact same oil companies. I'm not saying we
should all walk there from now on, or shouldn't make this
kind af politically engaged art but [ think 1 lke the artwork
somehow to present an understanding of its own role In the
watld. If the work neads the exhibition space to be radical, or
if 1ts political claims evaporate when you discuss it at a bar, |
guess the work s Just 1 somehow tried to create a plece that
embraces its own terms and conditions—the fact that its
claims will evaporate at the bar. Even If it means that 1t uitl-
mately embraces its own Inconsequentiality.
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NVT: Some parts of the film are very hard to watch, such as
the scene where you show the African photographers how to
capture the suffering of a dying child in the most aesthetic
way. The scene's ambiguity lies in the fact that you're doing
this to give agency to the local photographers, who are nor-
mally excluded from this kind of image - making, How con.
schously were you thinking about erossing ethical barriers
while making the film?

RM: Within the film it's truly the proper thing to do, These
local photographers live in & vitlage near Rwanda. [t's a3 war

zone. with both lots of mines and abundant natural resources.

Every three months or so, gangs of mostly Rwandan soldiers
invade the village, stealing, pillaging, and mmping its inhabi-
tants In thelr wake, photographers—mostly Westermn—earn 3
Iving by fiying in to take pictures of this suffering, Local phe-
tographers live in that village Between the war periods, they
make pictures of weddings and birthday parties, earning =
net profit of one dollar per month, When war breaks they
hide in the bushes. So, obwiousty, they're in the wrong busi-

ness. ] fust try to teach them some of the buste laws of capital.

1sm: create the most added value possible, using the natural
resources you have at your disposal.

It creates a really complicated situstton: if it's tmmoral for
local photographers to make a profit from such pictures, then
1t's immoral for any news journalist too. But. if it's not
immoral for some of them, that is, if we consider news pho.
tography te be a normal practice, then we can actually see
that as a whole, the situation is totally immoral. In the film,
the audience is led to a position of active complicity (n the
situation it depicts, from which theres no escape.

For uy, art lovers, there 3 no outside position, no place
from which to comment freely on a situation without being
part of It. For them, the locals, there is no cutside either,
there's no food in the evening, however hard they try. The
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plece makes you an integral part of that equation. It faces
115 Inconsequentiality in the light of these terrible dis-
crepancies in the world. That's what makes it radical, and
hard to watch, at times,

NVT: It seems to me that this isn't really a gesture ta
change anything fundamental about the situation, but
merely a way to make its hopelessness visible, While
teaching local photographers, you also quite literally
appropriate the visual clichés of colonialism, such as the
Stanley hat and the blackboard. it's the white man arro-
gantly teaching the African people how to take hold of
their poverty. Jsn't the truly critical dimension of the film
the fact that it realizes from the onset that its own eman-
cipatory project is bound to fatl?

RM: Indeed, it replicates colonial practices. But it akso
tackles very contemporary practices toa. 1 follow the very
Fame Jogic as the World Bank: tf you're poor, it must be
that you make the wrang chaices, have the wrong bus|-
ness models, and don't relate to the reality of the market
Icopy that attitude; I dont criticize it. Stnes 'm financed
by the very same types of institutions—and. as ! stated
earlier, the ptace's critical value expires at the bar~such
critique would not produce a lot of insight in what art can
or cannot do. As & matter of fact, it would not be very crit-
ical at all.

NVT: Previously you've mentioned Belgtan philosopher
Frank Vande Veire's argument about how art is always *a
medium's reflection on ftself,” which is always "histori-
cally stratified." In that sense. it's revealing to think
about the rale of film and photography in processes of
colonization, the exploitation of poverty, and the ways In
which these media have historically been a Hability to
truth and morzal jJudgment. [sn't that tension between
autonamy and complicity already inscribed in the media
you're working with?

RM: Sure, It 15 [ just try to take responsibility for it,
because it productive 16 embody such dualities. The film
doesn't want to comment on them, but actually wants to
be them. It generates knowledge about the medium,
about autonomy and complicity, and possibly also about
the outside world tn which it operates.




NVT: While watching your film, it becomes clear that some
wery specific charactertstics of the documentary genre—such
as satire, reenactment, and appropriation—are increasingly
linked to fashionable genres within contemporary art. How

can the appropriation of the language of documentary film-
making inform the field of contemporary art?

RA: There's a rich tradition of art dealing with its own modes

of representation. It's probably one of the only kinds of knowl.

edge production whose prime subject is its own operation.
Contrary to most of the films that are shown In documentary
festivals, art has the abiity to somehow bename reality itself
and not just a representation of something outstde it. This
suraly has Jed to art that may seem inert—an academic game
of seif-doubling. But, this very same quality, and the artistic
strategies that are constantly developed to enact 1t can
become extremely productive in dismantling the outside
world. It's by virtue of dealing with itself that the work of art
can deal with the world. 50,1don't see a duality betwesn
autonomy and reference to an external reality.

In the field of contemporary art too, many films merely
represent outside phenomena. The artist does not seem to
feel the need to put the piece itself—its very existence—at
stake in its claims to represent something outside itself. At
times, a whale cther realm, heyond rhetaric, becomes active.
1 admire this wery much. if art does not enter this realm, it
falls to use all its patential

NVT: I'm wandering If those aren't characteristics of any
critical position one adopts towards a specific field of knowl-
edge, whether we're talking about art, cinema, philcsophy
or sclence?

RM: Maybe. Still, art has this particular place: it has attained
total suto-referentiality and at the same time total immer-
sion with the world, the phystcal wortd—not a world of
words, images or ideas. Art uses its own existence to disman-
tie the world. This possibility is just very exciting,

NVT: Episode I1] t= also a tierce critique of contemporary art's
claims for political and soctal change. But, if these claims
aren't valuable any longer, Is there still hope left for art?
What should the field of contemporary art—not as an
autonomous realn but as a discursive fleld situated within

society—entail, then?
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RM: I'm glad you've read it as such, as a critique of these
ciaims, a critique of what the film itself displays. Sut | made
the film because | believe In art, and in its discutsive role in
society, even if this means embracing its uselessness, vanity,
and ambiguity. I think the plece deals with its own limits;
that's the place where new knowledge is genersted. And,
that's something 1 don't see happening arywhere slse than
mart

NVT: You aimed very high with Eplsode {if. and I'm curious
about your next moves. Are you currently working on a new
project? Wil you complete Episode I, the unrealized chapter
of this cycle?

RM: I'm working on a few new films, indesd, One of them is
Episode 11, the midde of a triptych—a medieval altarplece, in
a way, The outer panels, Episode I, 2003, and Episode IIl, show
earthiy narratives, They somehow deal with the image itself,
and its aspirations, like democracy and transparency. They
tackle how in reality the production and consumption of
images mostly add to confusion, and not to truth or beauty. In
the middle panel, 1 hope to somehow create a fountain that
sprinkles its lave and clarity over the two outer panels, and
thus changes them on a cellular level That may take another
ten or fifteen years, though.
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