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| WAS THAT ALIEN: Filmmaker
ARTHUR JAFA in Conversation
with Hans Ulrich Obrist

June 26, 2017

On the occasion of Jafa’s exhibition “A Series of Improbable,
Yet Extraordinary Renditions” at Serpentine Galleries, the
filmmaker, artist, and music video director speaks about
Science Fiction and the Black experience.

Describing the famous chest-burster scene in Ridley Scott’s Alien, filmmaker Arthur Jafa zeroes in on the
moment where Parker (the Black engineer played by Yaphet Kotto) stares face-to-face with the monstrous baby
alien. He describes it as a moment of recognition between two archetypal black men — the “good” one who
works for the company and the “bad” one who has come to rape and pillage. But this constellation of
recognition works three ways. As Jafa himself recalls: “The first time I saw it, I realized that I was that alien.”

For Jafa, Science Fiction and the Black experience are two intertwined subjects, one that he traces early into his
own childhood in the Deep South, when he first saw 2001: A Space Odyssey by Stanley Kubrick, who he later
worked for as a cinematographer. The genre is unique in its ability to literalize a condition of quasi-humanity
that stretches across police brutality and the assassinations of civil rights leaders. Referring to samurai literature,
Jafa describes living with the posture of being dead — of “being cool” — as a strategy to stay alive in a system
of oppression, “so that the forces that are trying to destroy you will assume that they’ve already achieved their
goal.” This strategy of utilizing absence — one that is also central to the anatomy of conceptual art — takes
shape in Jafa’s exhibition “A Series of Improbable, Yet Extraordinary Renditions,” which also features work by
Frida Orupabo and Ming Smith.

Arthur Jafa spoke with Serpentine’s artistic director and 032¢ contributor Hans Ulrich Obrist:
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Am)\ur Jafa, Untitled Film Still, 2016. Courtesy of the Artist and Gavin Brown’s enterprise (New York / Rome)

Hans Ulrich Obrist: Could you talk about the very beginnings: how you
came to be an artist, a flmmaker, a cinematographer, a
photobook-maker?

Arthur Jafa: I don’t know when the start was. Somebody asked my dad about the books specifically, and he
said, “Well, he’s been doing a version of those since he was a kid.” It’s basically a form of OCD. It’s not
whether you’re neurotic or not, it’s whether your neurosis is productive or not. For a long time, there was
nowhere I went where I didn’t have one of these heavy-ass books with me. At the smallest invitation, I’d flip it
out and go like, ‘Yo, look at this. Look at this. What do you think of this?” And my best friend Greg Tate would
always say to others, ‘Have you seen the books?” The tour of the books amounted to you looking at them whilst
I did a running commentary about what was in them. Recently, [ was watching another good friend of mine,
John Akomfrah, give an interview, and he said something that struck me, because I feel it’s at the core of almost
everything that I do. He said that essentially what he tries to do is to take things and put them in some sort of
affective proximity to one another. That really hit me because I think for me, in a nutshell, that’s what it really
comes down to.

I have a somewhat contentious relationship to the idea that some of these things are in fact art. Oftentimes I see
things on the side of the road that I think are much more interesting than anything I’ve seen in art galleries. It’s
not to say that I don’t like art galleries, but they do create a certain hierarchy of artefacts and how they’re valued
or not valued. A few years ago, | was at Theaster Gates’s B.A.R. (Black Artists Retreat) in Chicago. I was
amazed by how many artists thought that art had an inherent value. Art as a notion has value, but do specific
things have inherent value? I don’t believe it at all. I think art is mostly about creating and assigning value to
things.
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I’ve said in the past that I think Black Americans, in particular, are preoccupied with things, because when we
came here we were things. We weren’t people. We weren’t human beings. We were things of a very particular
sort. I think that legacy of being things ends up creating a very complicated dynamic. Whether it’s a book, a
photo or a piece of art, one’s relationship to that thing is complicated. What I’'m interested in is the bringing of
two things together, but I’m also interested in this idea that things gain whatever value they have, whatever
assigned value they have, mostly through the context that they find themselves in.

| read a text where you tell an anecdote about your own beginnings
and about an epiphany that happened in relation to the film Alien.
Could you tell us about this?

It goes back to the class of things. The alien is a monster, but in my reading of it, I think the first time I saw it, I
realised that I was that alien. You’ve got a company that’s out there mining, or whatever they’re supposed to be
doing in space, and you’ve got two... it’s funny using this term in mixed company, but I have to because it’s the
appropriate term — it’s two niggers. There’s the good nigger and the bad nigger. The good nigger is Yaphet
Kotto, who works for the company, and the bad nigger is the alien. When they first start to confront this
xenomorph, is when John Hurt is at the dinner table, eating, and he’s like, ‘I’m feeling fine’, and then suddenly
he starts having this seizure until the alien, in its first permutated state, pops out of his chest. If you look closely,
there’s this moment where the whole crew is pulling back, except for Yaphet Kotto, who’s pushing forward
with a knife in his hand. I always felt that that moment, where the baby version of the alien and Yaphet Kotto
are facing each other, is a moment of recognition. This was the brother who couldn’t be reasoned with; the
brother who said, ‘No, I come to rape and pillage and procreate with you whether you want to or not.” It’s a sort
of primordial vision of Black people in a way.

Over the years, I’ve been struck by the additional information that came out, which verified my feelings about
the alien. For example, there was a 6’ 9” Sudanese guy named Bolaji in the alien suit. Remember that this is
Hollywood, where if a Black person gets a job, there’s a very specific reason why they’re getting that job. It
struck me on some primordial level that it’s not an accident that they put this 6’ 9” Sudanese guy in this suit. I
also remember seeing one of H.R. Giger’s books in his studio, which had a picture of a Yoruba staff, an Elegba
staff. If you look at that staff in the book, you actually see the alien’s head and where the design came from. As
is often the case with great science-fiction films, Alien is bound up with these ideas of the Other. And the Other,
as far as it exists in the Western imagination, is bound up with who Black people are imagined to be.
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Arthur Jafa, Love is the Message, The Message is*Death (still), 2016. Video (colour, sound) 7 minutes 25 seconds. Courtesy of the
Artist and Gavin Brown’s enterprise (New'¥ork / Rome) g

7KH WH[W HQGV RQ \RXU LGHD RI BIDFN 9LVXD! IQIRQDILRQ (B9OI). CRXIG \RXt
HH XV DERXH VRPH R WKH DUILVIV DQG 1L0P PDNHUV ZKRAYH LQVSLUHG \RXb
RQ WKLV SDIK R IKH LQYHQILRQ RI BOI?b

As is often the case if you find yourself being a creative person, the things that influence you are unauthored.
But I grew up looking at a lot of science fiction. The first time I was acutely aware of a person making a film
that had a profound impact on me was certainly Stanley Kubrick. 2001: A Space Odyssey rocked me. I think to
this day whenever I make something, I’'m trying to replicate the experience that I had from viewing that film.
My godmother bought me a copy of Arthur C Clarke’s novel when I was about eleven years old, and at the time
there was a magazine, which still exists, called Popular Mechanics. There was a series of articles about the
making of this film, two or three years before it came out. When it finally came out, I was obsessed with it.
really wanted to see the movie and my dad said, ‘Okay, when it comes to town, I’ll take you to see it’. It came
to a drive-in outside of Clarksdale for just two nights, a Saturday and a Sunday. My dad wasn’t able to get me to
it and to this day I still remember it as one of the most disappointing moments of my life. About a year and a
half later, 2001 came to Clarksdale, Mississippi, two years after it was released in the theatres everywhere else.
I was really excited. My parents dropped me off there to see it at a matinee on a Saturday. It was me and maybe,
if I remember correctly, two other couples sitting there at about noon, to watch the movie. I remember the
movie starting and hardly anything after that. I used to say the film buried me alive. I lost consciousness in its
presence. I remember they had an interval midway through the film, and when the lights came up, it was just
me; the other two couples had abandoned it. There’s hardly any dialogue for the first 20 or 30 minutes of the
film. It goes from these big epochal leaps in time and then it slows down to almost real time, or slower than real
time. It’s doing a lot of amazing stuff that you don’t associate with commercial cinema. The film ends with the
famous psychedelic sequence as Bowman’s pod is drawn through space. Then there’s all this surreal stuff where



GLADSTONE GALLERY

he’s in the bedroom. I couldn’t make head or tail of it. I was completely flabbergasted in the face of it. I
remember walking out of the theatre, and this is how I know this was a profound moment for me, because I
remember it haptically, I remember it spatially. I remember the dimensions of the space, I remember the angle
at which the light was coming in to the theatre, because it’s about two or three o’clock at this point. I remember
the lint in the air, floating around in the light. I was looking around like this and I only saw one person, the
manager of the theatre. He was sitting over in the booth reading a newspaper. Older White guy. He seemed old
at the time, because I was twelve. I walked over to him. At that point in my life I didn’t really have
unchaperoned interaction with White people. It was very, very rare. But I walked over to him and said, ‘Excuse
me, sir. I just came out of that movie, and ... Can you tell me what it was about?’ He stops reading his paper,
looks down at me and says, ‘Son, I’ve been looking at it all week and I have no clue.” That’s the last thing |
remember. I don’t remember how I got home. I don’t remember anything after him saying that. As a matter of
fact, my younger brother reminded me a year ago that he was at the theatre with me. I don’t remember him at
all.

It was a profound influence. To a certain degree, I think I’'m always trying to figure out how to replicate the
intensity of that experience. I think some of it is bound up with the fact that I was younger, where there’s a lot
of gaps and things you just don’t understand. A lot of things for me are bound up in that moment. Mississippi is
a very interesting and spooky place to grow up in, particularly the Delta. I was born in Tupelo, which is
Northeast Mississippi. That’s the hill country. The Delta, which I moved to when I was seven, is very flat. It’s a
very transient environment. [ think, in some ways, the landscape itself predisposed me to be attracted to this
kind of thing.

Then five or six years later, I discovered Miles Davis. I always felt that there was something very similar in the
emotional tenor of his work and the emotional tenor of a film like , which achieves an effect that I’'m
always trying to achieve, which is something that’s both voluptuous and austere at the same time.

7KLY EUQIV XV VR WH LOYHQWRQRI %0, Z KIFK DV\ RX GHVFUEH LV WHb
XVHRI LLLHI XOU QRQ WP SHIHG FDP HUD UDWAV DQG | LDP H LHSTEDVMRQ VRb
SWRP SWI® IF P RYHP HQWR | XQFWRQ IQ D P DQQHUWDWDSSLR] LP Db
%DFN YREDAQRQDARQY , RQFH P HWS GHWW RITP DQ Z KR GIVFRYHIHGD
/6' DQGZKRRIWQWEGP HWHWRUY RI Z KHQWH GIVFRYHU b
KDSSHQHG $OR %HQRIMO DQGHELRWGHVFUEHG LQ GHVIIOR P HWH GD\ b
KH GIVFRYHUHG | LDFVBOY | RUWH [ LIAAP H \G BRYH VR KHDUDERXWINHD

P RP HONRX FDP HXS Z I WLV IGHD b
b
First of all, it comes out of a complicated set of positions and ideas that I’ve arrived it. It’s not an idea out of
context. It’s an idea that’s bound up with working with my partners, Malik Sayeed, Elissa Blount-Moorhead
and TNEG. Our continuing mantra is: how do you make a Black cinema with the power, beauty and alienation
of Black music?
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'KHQ , ZDV LQ VFKRRO , FD FH HD BAORO/AN (B & @ RDKHRAEED! B GA\D, 0. Q)G
UHPHPEHU UHDGLQJ LQ WKHVH ERRNV VRPHWKLQJ E\ 6WHSKHQ +F
ZKHQ ZH FRPSDUH SRHWU\ WR VD\ &KD U O LHHZDURUHN 7 DRXQZD RRE
FDQ \RX FRPSDUH WKH XQFRQWUROOHG ERPEDVW RI WKLV SRHWU
RQO\ UHVSRQVH WKH\ KDG ZDV u6KXW XS :KLWH\T 7R PH WKLV ZI
FLQHPDY ZKDW GR \RX PHDQ E\ WKDW" :KDW DUH WKH FRQVWLWX
HFLQHPDY DQG WKHQ KRZ GR %ODFN SHRSOH FRPH LQWR SOD\" 2
%ODFN SHRSOH WR PDNH WKHVH PRYLHV RU IRU WKHP WR IHDWXL
GHHSHU VWUXFWXUDO OHYHO WKH PHGLXP KDG WR EH LQ VRPH
%ODFN SHRSOH %ODFN EHLQJ 7R WKDW HQG , WKRXJKW D ORW
KDYH DQ LQFUHGLEOH DPRXQW RI FXOWXUDO FRQILGHQFH

1DP -XQH 3DLN WKH JRGIDWKHU RI YLGHR DUW VDLG WKDW pWKF
FXOWXUH \RX FDQ FDUU\ DURXQG LQ \RXU KHDGY DQG , DOZD\V Il
RI WKDW ,1 \RX ORRN DW $IULFDQ $PHULFDQ FXOWXUH WKH SODI
FRQILGHQFH DUH WKRVH DUHDV LQ ZKLFK RXU FXOWXUDO WUDGL'
WUDGLWLRQV RI DUFKLWHFWXUH SDLQWLQJ DQG VFXOSWXUH WH
RXU H[SHULHQFHV DIWHU WKH OLGGOH 3DVVDJH +RZHYHU WKH S
GDQFH *+ WKRVH DUH WKH WKLQJV WKDW ZH FDUU\ LQ RXU QHUYR
WUDGLWLRQV DQG RXU FXOWXUDO DUWHIDFWV DUH ERXQG XS ZL\
FXOWXUDO FRQWH[W WKDW ZH FDPH IURP RULJLQDOO\ LQ $IULFD
JRLQJ

OXVLF LV WKLV YHU\ SULYLOHJHG DUWHIDFW LQ RXU FRPPXQLW\

WKLQNLQJ DERXW FHUWDLQ SRVVLELOLWLHV RI %ODFN FLQHPD 7
GHVLUH WR EH PRYHG PRUH SRZHUIXOO\ E\ WKH WKLQJV WKDW , (
LPPHGLDWHO\ p:KDW POONDANVACGD FRDRXPDMNHY LW EHKDYH WKH ZD
IRUPDO DQDO\VLVY RI LW ORVW :HVWHUQ PXVLF XVHV D GLDWRQLF
PXVLF XVHV ZKDWYfV FDOOHG MXVW LQWRQDWLRQ RU WKH\ XVH C
"HVWHUQ WRQDO V\VWHP DUH QRW FRQVLGHUHG OHJLWLPDWH QR
ZKDWHYHU UHDVRQ WKRVH QRWHV ZHUH FRQVLGHUHG LQDSSURS
WR pZRUU\Y WKH QRWH 7KH QRWDWLRQDO V\VWHP FDQQRW DFFR
PXVLF WKDW PDGH LW ZRUN LQ UHDO WLPH %ODFN SHRSOH WHQ(
SKHQRPHQD 7KHUHTV QR VXFK WKLQJ DV D SXUH $ VKDUS RU % It
EDVLV RI WKH LGHD RI %ODFN 9LVXDO ,QWRQDWLRQ ,YfYH EHHQ C
FLQHPD DQG PDQLSXODWH LW LQ DFFRUGDQFH ZLWK WKHVH FXOVWV



GLADSTONE GALLERY

Arthur Jafa, Installation view ‘A Series of Utterly Improbable, Yet Extraordinary Renditions’, Serpentine Sackler Gallery, London (08
June 2017 - 10 September 2017). Image © Mike Din

7KLV IGHD WHV 1Q Z IW Z KDW HDQ 5 RXFK Z RX@ RIWIQWQ@P H U RZ FDQb
ZHP DNHIL® WDWP RYHV DV P XFK DV P XVIE" V&RX@\ RX JLYH VRP Hb
FRQFUHWA H DP SBV RI Z KDVW RXWH EHHQ H SDIQQ) VR EHDXWX@" b

,W KDV WR GR ZLWK D FHUWDLQ NLQG RI FRQWH[WXDO GLVVRQDQ
JHQHUDWH LW WKHUH{V D ZHLUG VOLSSDJH RU GLVVRQDQFH WKI
WKLQJ LVQIfW VHWWOHG LQ WKH VSDFH WKDW LWV LQ ,Q WKH S|
WKLV SURIRXQG PRPHQW LQ WKH :HVW ZKHQ WKLV HIIHFW WKLYV
$IULFDQ DUW FDPH WR WKH :HVW LW FUHDWHG D SURIRXQG UH F
WLPH &XELVP FDPH GLUHFWO\ RXW RI DQ DSSUHKHQVLRQ RI $I1UL
ORW RI WKH SRZHU RI WKHVH WKLQJV FDPH IURP FRQWH[WXDO GL
VWDQG LQV IRU %ODFN ERGLHV LQ :KLWH VSDFHV ZHUH SURGXFL
UHSOLFDWH WKDW HQHUJ\ DQG ZKDW KH FDPH XS ZLWK ZDV WKF
%ODFN ERG\ LQ VSDFH

7KHUHYV D ERRN FDOOHG 'U\ORQJVR E\ -RKQ *ZDOWQH\ ZKLFK LV

V DQG EDVHG DURXQG LQFUHGLEO\ IUDQN WHVWLPRQLDOV ,Q
RI WKH UHDVRQV KH ZzDV DEOH WR HOLFLW VXFK RSHQ FRQYHUVD
KH ZDV LQWHUYLHZLQJ WKHP KH FRXOGQYW VHH WKHP 7KLV FRQ
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ZKLFK ZDV DQ RSSRUWXQLW\ WR WHVW WKLV LGHD ,I \RX SRLQW
LW IXQFWLRQV DV D :KLWH JDJH ,W WKHUHIRUH WULJJHUV D ZKR(
W GRHVQIW PDWWHU LI D %ODFN SHUVRQ LV EHKLQG WKH FDPHU
LQVWUXPHQW RI WKH :KLWH JD]H ,Q RWKHU ZRUGV LWYTV UHFRU(
WKLQJV \RX FDQ VD\ FHUWDLQ WKLQJV \RX FDQYW VD\ 7KH FHQW
WR SRLQW FDPHUDV DW SHRSOH VR LQ WKH ILOP \RX QHYHU VHH
VHH WKHP WDONLQJ (YHQ WKRXJK LW FRPHV RXW RI WKHVH VSHF
ERXQG XS ZLWK WKLV RULJLQDO LGHD RI GLVMXQFWLRQ GLVVRQ
WR EH WKLQJV QRW DUULYLQJ ZKHUH WKH\fUH VXSSRVHG WR DU
VRXQG DQG LPDJH DUH LQ D FRQWLQJHQW UHODWLRQVKLS DV RS:

&DQ Z H WM DERXW RXUP RWIHFHOWIL® / RYH LV WHO HWDJH WHb
0 HWDIHLV' HDW" tib

7KH WLWOH LV D FRQIODWLRQ RI WZR WKLQJV 2Q WKH RQH KDQG
ZKLFK LV D KRXVH PXVLF DQWKHP E\ 0)6% ORWKHUV )DWKHUV 6L\
ZDV UHDOO\ D ZRPDQ $OLFH 6KHOGRQ , OLNH WR VD\ VKH ZDV W
HDUO\ §f V ZKHQ -DPHV 7LSWUHHYV ILUVW VWRULHYV DSSHDUHG 1
ZURWH D VWRU\ FDOOHG p/RYH LV WKH 30DQ WKH 30DQ LV 'HDWt#
WRIJHWKHU 7KH VWRU\ LWVHOI LV WROG IURP WKH SHUVSHFWLYH
KLY FXOWXUDO SUHURJDWLYH LV FRQVXPHG E\ KLV SURJHQ\ +H
ERXQG XS ZLWK FHUWDLQ LGHDV , KDYH DURXQG VDFULILFH I \R
LI LW ZzDV DQ DFFLGHQW WKH\ GRQTW FRQWHQG ZLWK WKH GHJUI
PDGH D SURIRXQG VDFULILFH ,YP YHU\ FXULRXV DERXW WKLV LGt
DQ LGHD SDUWLFXODUO\ ZKHQ WKDW LGHD LV ERXQG XS ZLWK %!

$QRWKHU ERRN WKDWYfV KDG D SURIRXQG LPSDFW RQ PH LV WKH
FRPHVY GRZQ WR RQH WKLQJ pWKH zZD\ RI WKH VDPXUDL LV WKH Z
SUDFWLFH DV D FRQFHSWXDO H[HUFLVH WKH LPDJLQLQJ RI WKH
WKHPVHOYHYVY DV EHLQJ GHDG 7KLV ZKROH LGHD RI DGRSWLQJ D
, VHH LQ %ODFN FXOWXUH D ORW )RU H[DPSOH ZKHQ %ODFN SHR
EH GHDG VR WKDW WKH IRUFHV WKDW DUH WU\LQJ WR GHVWURN\ \I
PH WKDWYV ZKDW EHLQJ FRRO LV ,WfV ULJRU PRUWLY :KHQ 5RC
DVNHG p:HOO ZK\ GLG \RX NHHS EHDWLQJ KLP"T %HFDXVH KH ZR
GHDG

(YHQ LQ LWV WLWOH WKHQ /RYH ,V WKH OHVVDJH WKH OHVVDJH
DURXQG ZKDW LW PHDQV WR EH DOLYH DQG WR QRW EH DOLYH DV
ZKDW NLQG RI F\FOH LV SURGXFHG E\ WKDW , ZDV VHHLQJ WKLV
PRUH QRZ RQ <RX7XEH DV %ODFN SHRSOH VWDUW WR GRFXPHQW
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VHH WKH LQVDQLW\ RI LW EHLQJ GRFXPHQWHG , FRXOG PDNH D |
/JRYH LV WKH OHVVDJH LV DERXW WU\LQJ WR UH VHQVLWLVH SHRS
RWKHU KDQG LWYJV DOVR DGGUHVVLQJ %ODFN SHRSOH GLUHFWO)
GRZQ ZH WXUQ WKDW VKLW LQWR DQ DUW IRUP 7KH\ KLW XV LQ
‘H FDQYW VWRS RXUVHOYHV IURP EHLQJ LQMXUHG EXW ZH FDQ L
LQMXU\

Arthur Jafa, Installation view ‘A Series of Utterly Improbable, Yet Extraordinary Renditions’, Serpentine Sackler Gallery, London (08
June 2017 - 10 September 2017). Image © Mike Din

<RX P HOARQHG DVWKH EHJ LQQIQI WDWQFH \ RXUFKL@KRRG \ RX P DGHb
SKRVRERRNV DQG Rl FRXUH |LRP R IMKDSSHQHG YHU b
LOMQVHO DQG IQ D VSHFLLF Z D\ &RX@ \ RX WAGXV DERXWKLY P HWRG' bb

$IWHU ILQLVKLQJ WKH ILOP 'DXJKWHUV RI WKH 'XVW ZHYG FROOD
ZDQWHG WKH ILOP WR ORRN ,1G DOZD\V SXW WKH SLFWXUHV LQ |
WKHP DQG VKRZ WKHP WR SHRSOH $W WKH HQG RI WKH ILOP P\ I
DOEXP WKDW KDG WKRVH SHHO DzZD\ SDJHV , UHDOLVHG LW FRXGQC
ZHQW RQ D RQH PRQWK UDJH RI MXVW FXWWLQJ HYHU\WKLQJ , KD
FRITHH WDEOH ERRNV 7KHUHYV D ERRN FDOOHG ,QWHUSUHWDWLF
WZR LPDJHV LQ WKHUH WKDW , ZDV REVHVVHG ZLWK ZKLFK WR W
WKH ERRN DQG , MXVW VDLG p2K IXFEN LW §, WRRN P\ ; $FWR DQ

$IIHFWLYH SUR[LPLW\ LV D WKLQJ WKDW KDSSHQV ZKHQ WZR WKL
RWKHU WKLQJV :KHQ , ZRXOG IOLS WKURXJK WKHVH ERRNV , ZR>
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emancipated from the context in which it found itself and placed next to where it was supposed to go. It was
like the levy broke and I just started cutting everything up. It’s a kind of ordering or things emerging and
demanding to be themselves. It’s as if there’s a latent potentiality in things. Black people’s relationship to
potentiality is really incredible. I have this term: ‘Black potention’. Inside of Black being, inside of the lives and
the continuity of Black folks in America, there exists a meta trope that’s to do with an unrealised capacity. For
every Michael Jordan, almost everybody can tell you ten people who would wipe his ass on the basketball floor.
It’s the same thing with singers. For every Aretha Franklin, there’s twenty people in churches who would have
eaten her alive.

As well as music, | also wanted to talk about architecture, with which
you began your career, but you decided not to pursue. Can you tell us
a bit about this transition from architecture, becoming a conceptualist
and taking an interest in immaterial things?

Black people being human beings was a big conceptual project. The publisher Paul Coates once said that
enslaved Black people had to work from sunup to sundown. There was no moment to have a break. When the
sun has gone done, there was this brief moment before you had to feed yourself, take care of whatever you had
to take care of, and then you had to get to sleep. It was life or death getting to sleep. There was no messing
around. You had to get to sleep. He asked, “What did they do in that moment?’, that moment in between
finishing work and having to get to sleep. He said, ‘They imagined us.” To me, that’s a profound conceptual
moment, that enslaved Black people imagined who we are. They imagined me sitting here at a microphone
having a conversation with a European about a book. That’s a huge conceptual leap. When I say I'm a
conceptualist, in a sense it’s a sort of a joke. You know, a dead Black person, conceptually, is alive. It’s a
psychic leap. It’s a leap out of arrested potentiality into a kind of actualisation.

I’m very interested in congregation. I’m interested in all the ways in which when Black people work together
we have to work outside the given tropes of interaction — a Black sociality. People often say that ‘We can’t have
egos. We’ve got to work together. We’ve got to be a collective.” I don’t believe in that. I don’t believe we can’t
have egos. If we look at our traditions, for example hip-hop, you couldn’t have more egos operating in the same
space. It’s ego-driven, but when was the last time you saw a hip-hop record where one person was rapping on
it? Never. Our relationship to ego and working together is different. We have to work towards that.

I made a piece called APEX, which came as a result of stopping making physical books, when this whole
practice of organising images basically migrated to my computer. I had this file called APEX that I was just
obsessively calibrating, putting new images in, changing the order, colour-correcting them. Then one night,
Malik Hassan Sayeed and Kahlil Joseph called me and asked me to come out to the studio. I went there and
what they’d done was taken that file, APEX, and put it on a timeline, which was very strange. It’s strange to be
the master of a universe, the dungeon master, and have somebody take your shit and do something else with it
that seems perfectly logical after it’s done, but it just never occurred to you to do it. This is what I call passing
back and forth between one another. I’'m really invested in this idea.
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Arthur Jafa, Love is the Message, The Message is Death (still), 2016. Video (colour, sound) 7 minutes 25 seconds. Courtesy of the
Artist and Gavin Brown’s enterprise (New York / Rome)

This is also part of your practice, working together with lots of
different people, for example the structure of TNEG. Could you
elaborate on this?

TNEG grew out of my partnership with Malik Hassan Sayeed with curator Elissa Blount-Moorhead, the former
whom I met on the set of Malcolm X. Malik was the first person I ever met who heard me in a certain kind of
way. Greg Tate always heard me, but he’s not a filmmaker. Malik was the first filmmaker who truly heard me.
This goes back to the Paul Coates thing. If you have that moment when he said, ‘They imagined us’, you can’t
imagine things by yourself. You imagine things in exchange with people. If you say, ‘I’'m this’, somebody
should look at you and hear you say that and then affirm it. In a sense, I think TNEG initially grew out of a kind
of feedback loop that Malik and I had around this idea of the way forward for cinema, for Black cinema first of
all but cinema period: how do we concretely fold in the cultural, expressive and spiritual imperatives of Black
people into this particular apparatus of cinema? TNEG grew directly out of our exchange, which is both
aesthetic and technical. We were going in a circle for a long time and we always knew we needed a third
partner. And then Elissa Blount Moorhead sort of happened. Everything is totally bound up with having
achieved this triad.

Elissa and I just gave a talk at Creative Times’ Summit, and one thing I returned to was this idea that we’re not
trying to be geniuses. We’re not trying to make masterpieces; we’re trying to make conversation pieces. We
don’t even want to be producers; we want to go back to being a thing. By a thing, I mean we want to be
emanations of culture. We want to be actual phenomena. What happens when the Black phenomenon manifests
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LWVHOI LQ FLQHPD" 7KDW{fV ZKDW , WKLQN ZHfUH WU\LQJ WR JHW
RZQ LQGLYLGXDO GHVWLQLHV EXW , WKLQN FROOHFWLYHO\ ZHYY
WUDQVIRUPDWLYH DUW KDSSHQV LWV QHYHU LQGLYLGXDOV ,W

Arthur Jafa, Love is the Message, The Message is Death (still), 2016 Video (colour, sound) 7 minutes 25 seconds. Courtesy of the
Artist and Gavin Brown'’s enterprise (New York / Rome)

<HAWMGD. DV SDUARI WH $ W/DVHD [DP LFRQYHWDMRQ, GIG Z Wb
&MXGID 5 DONIQH DQG * BIQQ/ LIRQ & MXGID VBXOHG DERXWKHUS DFID®
P DILQDY , QMIXWA DQG WH QHFHWIW Rl FUHDWQJ D IHHGEDFN &RS RIb
FUHDAQJ D VHD RU DQVHG VWXKFWMUH 6 KH DR VBOHG DERXWZ KDWKHD
FD@ DWW R HP HOHQR\  7RQLO RUIMVRQVDIG KLY LV SUHFLVHO WiHb
WP H Z KHQ DUV J R VR Z RUNV DQG & MXGID SUHVHOWMG D NIQG RIb

P DQUHWR IRUZ RINQJ +RZ GR\ RX VHH WDWEXUHQAMDWM RIb

HP HU HQF\ DQG WH IGHD RI DP DQUHWR' b

7KLV UHIHUV EDFN WR WKDW SUREOHP RI WKH JD]H , KDG D <RUX
ZKDW , ZzDV KHUH WR GR 7KH EDEDODZR WROG PH u<RXfUH D VS
ZHUH SXW KHUH WR GR D YHU\ VSHFLILF NLQG RI WKLQJ § 7KHUHT
$IULFDQ WUDGLWLRQ WKH P\WK RI WKH JULRW JRHV VRPHWKLQJ
ORQJ YR\DJH DQ HSLF TXHVW WKDW KDG OHIW WKHP H[KDXVWHG
ZDV D OLWWOH VWURQJHU WKDQ WKH RWKHU DQG WKH EURWKHU
HQHUJ\ WR PDNH LW KRPH +H WROG KLV VWURQJHU EURWKHU p<
VWURQJHU EURWKHU NHSW ZDONLQJ DQG WKH EURWKHU ZKR ZDV
EURWKHU ZKR KDG ZDONHG IRUZDUG DW D FHUWDLQ SRLQW IHOW
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RI WKH URDG +H NQHZ ZKDW ZDV KDSSHQLQJ VR ZKDW KH GLG ZI
KLV FDOI DQG KH SXW LW RYHU WKH ILUH DQG FRRNHG LW XS 7Kl
DQG VDLG p+H\ ORRN ZKDW , IRXQG , IRXQG IRRG <RX FDQ HDW
6R WKH G\LQJ PDQ XQNQRZLQJO\ DWH KLV EURWKHUSfVY FDOI UHJL
(YHU\ERG\ ZDV KDSS\ WR VHH WKHP EXW ZKHQ WKH SHRSOH UHD(
7KH EURWKHU ZKR KDG XQNQRZLQJO\ HDWHQ KLV EURWKHUSfV IOH
DQG VDZ KLV EURWKHUYfVY OHJ EOHHGLQJ +H VDLG p)URP WKLV P
WKH SUDLVHV RI \RXU VRQV DQG \RXU GDXJKWHUV $QG WKHLU VF
VRQV DQG WKHLU GDXJKWHUV § 7KLV JRHV E\ ZD\ RI H[SODLQLQJ
MJULRWVY RU \RX FRXOG VD\ pDUWLVWVY *ULRWV IHHG RQ WKH I
FRQWH[WV WKH\ GRQfW EXU\ WKHP ZLWK HYHU\ERG\ HOVH 7KH\
7KLV LV EHFDXVH JULRWYVY KDYH WKLV FRPSOLFDWHG UHODWLRQV
KDSSHQV EXW WKH\fUH DOVR EORRGVXFNHUV EHFDXVH WKH\ IH}
FUDVK KLV ELF\FOH WKURXJK D SODWH RI JODVV DQG FXW KLV OH
KHOS EXW WKHUH{V D SDUW RI PH WKDWTfV DOzZD\V DERXW WHVW
ERXQG XS LQ WKLV LGHD , WKLQN ZH KDYH WR SURWHVW , WKLQ
ZRUN LQ WKH ODQH WKDW ,fP LQ :KHQ 7UXPS ZDV HOHFWHG , GL
7KH SHRSOH RI RXU FRPPXQLWLHYV ZKR DUH WKH PRVW SUHFDULR
UHDOLW\ LV XQGHU D %ODFN SUHVLGHQW IRU WKH ODVW HLJKW '
QHYHU JRW VR ULOHG XS DERXW LW EHFDXVH IRU PH LW{V DOO
(DUWK ZHTUH JRLQJ WR PDNH JHQRFLGH RQ QDWXUH ZHYUH JRL(
DQ\ZKHUH 3HRSOH PD\ JR VRPHZKHUH EXW OLIH LVQTW JRLQJ QF
VWLOO EH OLIH

, P D VSHFLDOLVW , ORRN EHFDXVH ,1fP D VSHFLDOLVW , KDYH D
ZLWK D EXQFK RI %ODFN SHRSOH LQ FKDLQV 7KLV LV DQ H[SHULF
DQG , WKLQN p+RZ FRPH PH DQG QRW WKDW SHUVRQ" +RZ DP , JF
QRW WKDW SHUVRQ RYHU WKHUH"T +RZHYHU , GRQfW JHW FDXJK
WR VDYH VRPH SHRSOH :HfUH WU\LQJ WR VDYH HYHU\ERG\ 7KDW
XQGHUOLHV ZKLWH VXSUHPDF\ SDWULDUFK\ DQG KRPRSKRELD :F+
PDQLIHVWRY , FDUH DERXW ZRUNLQJ ZLWK SHRSOH WKDW , FDUH
WKDW REMHFWLYH LV WR FUHDWH D VSDFH DQ HPDQFLSDWRU\ V¢



