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As part of a series of articles reflecting on the practice of Lumbung as
put forward in Documenta 15, Nick Aikens is in conversation with

Subversive Film on the poccassion of their presentation of Tokyop

Reels (2022) at the Van Abbemuseum. The conversation touches on
enacting solidarity, archive as erasure and the ongoing struggle for

Reem Shilleh: We are in the study space of The Kitchen in the centre of Brussels, a
project we co-founded in 2018 as a collective work space. !

Nick Aikens: Could you talk about how Subversive Film started, why, and where it
started?

RS: Subversive Film was formed in 2011. It was a natural step at the beginning of
the research, which Mohanad had started and | joined, and which looked at the
history and the resonances - the mere existence, actually — of Palestinian militant
cinema, or militant cinema that was developed around the Palestinian struggle from
the early 1960s until the early 1980s. It was initially research for a film: Off Frame
AKA Revolution Until Victory (63:00), which was later released in 2016. A film has a
limited duration and during our research we came across material that was quite
unknown to us. (When | say ‘us’, | also mean the generational us.) We found all
these films and publications, and it became clear that Off Frame could only contain
parts of these, and that it would impose a filmic narrative on the excerpts. So it felt
necessary to do something further with the films in themselves. They had to
continue to be shown, so we decided to think about how we could work with them
and what the format could be. We worked with another friend, who at the time was
also doing research on political images in relation to Palestine, and we started
Subversive Film together in Ramallah and London. However, Subversive Film is not
connected to a place; it moves with us and the films. The first impulse we had was
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to screen films, so we started conceiving and making film programmes and putting
the films in relation to one another. There is a common ground to them, which is
the Palestinian struggle for liberation, but they come from wide contexts,
cinematically and politically.

Mohanad Yaqubi: Our inspiration as a collective came mainly from the material
itself. When you look at these films, you never see names. You see a Film Unit here,
a Film Unit there - people working collectively. So it didn’t make sense to say that it
was me presenting these films; it had to somehow be done in a collective form. We
felt — perhaps naively or nostalgically — that we could be a continuation of the
practice of collectivity. Yet the question was how to bring back this practice of
militant film after a pause of twenty to thirty years. We never saw it as an artistic
practice - it has always been a political practice. The word ‘subversive’ came from
the films themselves. And every time we show these films, we do so in reference to
today. Especially since we are talking about a struggle that hasn’t been resolved,
there is always a subversive element - it moves the audience. The name Subversive
Film also refers to one film, because it relates to the act of screening, the time of
the projection. It’s a singular case, not a collection. We are not doing subversive
films; it is the act, the practice of watching, that we are interested in.

NA: You are programming material while also making and producing films. Do you
consider your work curatorial?

RS: Yes, even the films we produce are curatorial exercises. They propose looking
at a group of films from the research — to engage with them through watching
segments as a method of viewing militant cinema. Perpetual Recurrences (2016,
57:00), specifically, is an exercise in film programming: putting scenes from many
different films alongside each other to establish certain patterns that recur in films
on and in Palestine between 1968 and 2013. We consider ourselves a research and
production collective, in the largest sense, whether this is for a film programme or a
film work, a publication or a lecture.

NA: Let’s turn to the Tokyo Reels project (2022), which features in the exhibition
‘Everything worthwhile is done with other people’, at the Van Abbemuseum,
Eindhoven. Can you describe what people encounter?

Tokyo Reels, 2022, installation view, Everything worthwhile is done with other
people, Van Abbemusuem, Eindhoven, May - September 2023, curated by Yolande
Zola Zoli van der Heide with Nick Aikens. Photo: Peter Cox
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Tokyo Reels, 2022, installation view, Everything
worthwhile is done with other people, Van
Abbemusuem, Eindhoven, May - September
2023, curated by Yolande Zola Zoli van der Heide
with Nick Aikens. Photo: Peter Cox.

MY: Visitors see a digital scan of a collection of twenty films on 16mm. These films
were given to us in Japan to be discussed and re-presented after being in storage
for thirty years. We are not showing the films; we’re showing the whole scan, which
includes the sprockets on the side where you can recognise the type of negative. It
includes the optical soundtrack and reveals the process of screening. Usually when
you go to the cinema you only have the perspective of viewing the image itself; we
zoom out so you can see the process. It looks like a cinema, even though it could
be in any space. This is an intervention on our end, but this is also how militant
cinema was screened: with a 16mm projector, in a classroom, in a union office, at a
demonstration. Someone would hang a screen and people would sit down and
that’s how the cinema as a space started. Subverting the format of screening itself
is always our interest; we question cinema as a place where you pay for a ticket and
sit down. The ability to create screening situations wherever you are is a practice
that many people forget. Usually you have to go to an actual cinema to be able to
watch cinema. But essentially, cinema is the meeting of people who have chosen to
watch something together, and to learn something while doing so.

RS: The Tokyo Reels installation shows twenty films that are screened continuously,
for about ten hours in total. We decided to show them as one long film - they are
not timed screenings. It is a proposition for the audience to step into the process of
screening films. It is set up to invite people to walk in and watch and engage in that
way with the films, and then leave. It is a space in which we would like to offer
opportunities for contemplation. As Monahad said, it is not set up as a strict cinema
space. It does not have separate seats; rather, it is a place for collective viewing. In
addition, the proposition is to be part of the research process that we have been
working on.

NA: Returning to the material itself, how did you come across it?

MY: It was a coincidence. Some people may say it was luck, but when you are
deeply engaged in a process, relations emerge in a heightened way. After the
screening of Off Frame AKA Revolution Until Victory at the Image Forum cinema in
Tokyo in 2017, a woman from the audience came forward and gave me a list of
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films in Japanese and said she wanted to speak to me about them. | started
checking and translating the list of names. | recognised some but not others, so |
became interested and naturally wanted to learn more about the films. We went
back to Japan and it became clear that this was not an archive but rather a
collection, not available to the public. Those that look after the collection see
themselves as the guardians of a set of memories, and they want the films to move
forward and be seen. They wanted to give us the twenty films to digitise them and
extend their lives. We brought them from Japan to Ghent, where | work, and in 2020
began the scanning process, working frame by frame, in an empty school, since this
was during the pandemic.

NA: Who was it that gave you the list?

MY: Her name is Aoe Tanami. Together with Mineo Mitsui, she has been caring for
these films over the years. They are both part of the solidarity with Palestine
grassroots movement in different ways. This is a Japanese movement - it is hard to
say that it is a single organised body, but rather a number of different groups and
initiatives.

NA: Could you talk about the types of films in Tokyo Reels?

RS: It is a diverse collection. There are films that were produced by different
revolutionary Film Units, which we are quite familiar with. There are films that are
Japanese productions, one of which was produced by a Japanese TV station, and
some were existing Palestinian and international films that had been adapted to be
shown to a Japanese audience. For example, in the collection there is a version of
Land Day, made by the Palestinian film-maker Ghaleb Shaath in 1978, which has a
ten-minute introduction in Japanese, in which Yuzo Itagaki, a professor of modern
Middle Eastern history, sets up the context of the political situation of the lives of
Palestinians inside the 1948 territories, in order for the public to be able to fully
engage with the film that follows. And then there are some odd films in the
collection that were made by the states of Jordan, Kuwait and Iraq, promoting the
project of modernity in the three countries. The one from Jordan is called Welcome
to Jordan (1964), and is basically a promotional film for tourism in Jordan. This is
also the case with Temptation to Return (1966), a film that takes us through Irag’s
historical and present riches. They have no direct or obvious relationship to the
Palestinian struggle. And, of course, then we have the militant films made from
within the revolutionary movement, by the different Film Units of the political and
guerrilla factions. Finally, some of the films in the collection were made by
humanitarian groups and peace committees.

Film
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Still from Land Day (1978, dir. Ghaleb Shaath).
Image capture by Subversive Film.

Still from Temptation to Return (1966, dir. Victor
Haddad). Image capture by Subversive Film.

NA: It may feel obvious to you (and maybe also to me), but why make this project
now? What is the urgency to do this work?

RS: This question takes us beyond Tokyo Reels - it relates to working with films
from ‘past struggles’. Why bring them back now? There is a necessity to build on
past structures of solidarity and political activation that we desperately need now.
Struggles are ongoing - some national liberations from colonial regimes were
achieved and yet the struggles continue. The Palestinian struggle is specific: it is
ongoing as a struggle for liberation from a settler-colonial and apartheid regime,
even though the revolutionary period during which the films were made has ended.
There is no post-liberation in Palestine. We still need those films as a resource, so
we return to them to see how these networks of distribution and support operated,
because showing films about Palestine is exercising solidarity. In the case of the
films of Tokyo Reels, it means that knowledge was transmitted to Japan, so that
people there could have facts about the struggle. Importantly, the knowledge gained
from these films raises questions — and possibilities — of support, of action. Once
you support someone, that support is returned. In this way, Tokyo Reels also
encapsulates the moment - the moment being 2017 - that the films came towards
us.

Arriving at this knowledge was an extensive process, however, beginning with the
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encounter in Tokyo, then transporting the films, then scanning, watching and
reading every single material inscription of the films and their packaging. Reading
the boxes and the stickers on the canisters — where the prints were made, where
they were screened, instructions for screening - these were all clues to uncovering
networks of solidarity and support.

MY: Another layer of Tokyo Reels and its necessity in the here and now is to think
of it in the context of the archive, and of archival practice. To produce an archive,
and to generate criteria as to what is deemed archivable and how, is usually the act
of a state or an institution. What does it mean when you as an individual, or as a
collective or underground movement, start to frame materials and stories and
position them as an archive? You begin a process of inclusion, creating potential for
narrative, for a perspective on history, for a source of power, and - just as
importantly — you begin to generate new circuits of economy. And this challenges
the premises of the institutionalised archives. These practices of archiving as
inclusion and pluripotency are common in geographies of ongoing struggle and
reckoning with structural oppression and violence.

RS: | think archiving, and understanding archiving, is very important in places that
have been colonised, because it is always about processes of erasure. We look for
what is in the archive and the question is always what is not in the archive. On a
broader scale, | think there are still questions to reflect on: how to archive, whether
to archive, which archives should remain, which should be taken apart.

NA: Having this project in the museum emphasises what you are saying, as the
museum is deeply invested in archiving processes. In the case of the Van
Abbemuseum, it’s a city museum, and part of the city apparatus, so showing Tokyo
Reels there offers another way of thinking through the question of the archive and
the collection. The material, here in the museum, is a proposition to think through
the films themselves, but also what it means to collect, to safeguard, to have the
capacity to be calling something an archive. When you showed the project at
documenta fifteen it was another type of proposition, because the museum
structure was not there. There, the solidarity of the collectives in Kassel was
foregrounded. The proposition of Tokyo Reels changes in different places.

Watching Tokyo Reels at Hiibner Areal,
documenta 15, Kassel, 2022. Photo: Nils Klinger.

RS: Of course, the places where they will be presented, or will pass through, is all
part of making the works. What are the implications of showing Tokyo Reels in a

Film
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museum? A museum is a rigid, finite structure where relations are defined and set. It
was important to think about how to bring Tokyo Reels into the museum. This is
why we wanted to make a study space, because studying is a process, something
that is not finished. We want to try and see how to continue research in the
museum — as with Tokyo Reels, it’s not meant to end or finish.

MY: The study space is the place where things are connected. We do not provide a
narrative.

RS: It lays bare the material we are engaging with as an opportunity to make
alternative connections. The idea is not to say ‘This is what you saw, this is the
research, this is the outcome of the research.” We show the connections. The
material is left as loose fragments.

The Kitchen (Tokyo Reels), 2023, installation

view, Everything worthwhile is done with other

people, Van Abbemusuem, Eindhoven, May -

September 2023, curated by Yolande Zola Zoli

van der Heide with Nick Aikens. Photo:
Boudewijn Bollmann.

NA: | would like to share a reflection from my colleague and co-curator of
‘Everything worthwhile is done with other people’, Yolande Zola Zoli van der Heide.
When we were discussing this interview, Yolande reflected on Saidiya Hartman’s
idea of critical fabulations in relation to beauty. Yolande described her feeling of
slight discomfort in being taken by the beauty of some of the footage and imagery,
given there is also this extreme violence in some of the images and histories. She
brought up this quote from Hartman:

Beauty as a discourse and a set of values is so

structured by a very colonial, racist history and

archival violence. So how do you steal

something from it that’s enabling, but not be

caught up in its structure of value?? 2. Saidiya Hartman, quoted in

Thomas Jean Lax, ‘Saidiya
Hartman. Gallery 214: Critical
Fabulations’ (audio transcript),

Would you like to speak to this quote? moma.org.

MY: Saidiya Hartman addresses this question of violence and image in ‘Venus in
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Two Acts’ 3. She works with the Western imagination of Venus and the 3. In Small Axe, no. 26, vol. 12,
manifestation of that body in a woman. This is Hartman’s entrance into the archive June 2008, pp. 1-14.
of slavery. It takes some time to realise that the Venus she is talking about is a body

that has been tortured and killed on a transatlantic slave ship. Is this choice of entry

a way to speak to a Western canon of knowledge, using a colonial aesthetic, or

rather an Orientalist imagination? We similarly use the method of fabulation; we are

talking about the beauty of cinema, the 16mm, the optical, the type of negative, but

once you get into the material, the violence is in front of you. It is important to

decide which vehicle to use, which form of aesthetics, and how that is understood

within a certain context. This is not understood in countries that haven’t had a

culture of cinema. For instance in Palestine, nobody in my generation or younger

ever encountered the 16mm technology and image, the grains and the notches. The

aesthetics around the industry of cinema are not transmitted in the same way as in

Germany or the Netherlands, because we are operating within another structure of

aesthetics.

RS: The films are films made by Palestinians; they are images produced by the
colonised, and this in itself is claiming power: an act of self-determination. The
beauty is in the fact that the image was made by the people who were struggling.
We don’t speak of it so much now, but the notion of representation and self-
representation was key for this period of militant film in relation to Palestine. Before
1968, and the making of the first self-made Palestinian image post-1948, Palestine
was represented by the mechanisms set by her colonisers. First it was the
Ottomans, then it was the British, then the Israelis. In between there was the
UNRWA (United Nations Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees in the Near
East), which was established for Palestinian refugees after 1948. Between these
various regimes and bodies the Palestinians suffered acts of either erasure or
victimhood in the representation of Palestine and her plight. Then, in 1968, the first
Film Unit was formed in a kitchen in an apartment in Amman, Jordan, where the
Palestinian revolutionary body was slowly formulating, organising and swelling. The
camera started to shoot; Palestinian film-makers Mustafa Abu Ali, Hani Jowharieh
and Sulafa Jadallah were shooting footage that was edited into films which in
essence were the seed of the revolutionary cinema, the Palestinian militant cinema.
So yes, of course, the images are images of violence, but they are also made as a
weapon against oppression. This is their power.

MY: Violence is also a question of perspective. Welcome to Jordan, for example, is
a state-made film for promoting tourism, made as part of the Jordanian Pavilion
project at the World’s Fair in 1964-65. The film contains no images of violence. You
see Jerusalem, Nablus, Ramallah - all Palestinian cities in the West Bank -
presented as the jewels of the Jordanian crown, or ‘Jordan, the Holy Land’,
stripping any possibility of the representation or voice of the Palestinians. This was
the period during which the West Bank was under the administrative rule of the
Jordanian state. You have to remember this film was made in that early period of
the dispossessed Palestine, with Zionism and its foundational claim that there are
no such things as Palestinians, and with the erasure of the land and its people. In
the film, the camera spends some time focused on the map of Jordan, which
includes the cities of the West Bank, and there is no mention of Palestine or
Palestinians.
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Still from Welcome to Jordan (1964, dir. Tom
Hollyman). Image capture by Subversive Film.

NA: | would like to close with a question Yolande and | have been asking ourselves,
and the collectives and collaborators in this exhibition: What can we achieve
together that is not possible alone? Within the context of Tokyo Reels, of
Subversive Film, as film-makers, redistributors and archivists, how do you relate to
that question?

RS: Everything is more possible together!
MY: More knowledge, more experiences, more speculation.
RS: The necessity of speculation.

MY: That is what the collective does: it opens up narratives. Also, we need to leave
the realm of the individual behind - to get out of the age of psychoanalysis, that is
what collectivity offers. Freud is not allowed to speak!

RS: We are not going to close with Freud. But | think it is impossible to work
individually.

NA: Yes - to think, to act, to be. Without collectivity this is not possible.
RS: Absolutely.

MY: It is also necessary to consider the type of material that is produced
collectively. It reduces the meaning if you start to look at it as a person; if you don’t
look at it from a position of collectivity, the meaning of this material is lost. But
what can you look at that hasn’t been produced collectively? If you look at
agricultural practices, can you look at them as an individual? They’re an
accumulation of collective practices.

RS: We go back to the idea of authorship and the inscription of the author on the
work, whether it’s producing a film programme or cultivating two hectares of olives.
| think it is now necessary to think about what collectivity does because we need to
think into the future in a way that thinks together. When it comes to archives, too,
you cannot inscribe one single story or history onto a memory. This is what
institutions try to do, but archival practice is about multiplicity - the multitudes of



reading, working with, unpacking, destroying and restructuring the archive.

NA: Both Tokyo Reels and The Kitchen are propositions that trouble the idea of
collective memory. They are structures and invitations to practice and convene in
relation.



