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THE SCHIRN PRESENTS THE FIRST COMPREHENSIVE EXHIBITION IN GERMANY OF
JOHN AKOMFRAH’S INFLUENTIAL FILM INSTALLATIONS

JOHN AKOMFRAH
A SPACE OF EMPATHY

NOVEMBER 9, 2023 — JANUARY 28, 2024

John Akomfrah (b. 1957) creates thoughtful video works of haunting audiovisual intensity. He tells
of the radical changes and crises of the present and past on characteristic large-format screens.
From November 9, 2023 to January 28, 2024, the Schirn Kunsthalle Frankfurt is presenting for the
first time a comprehensive overview of the artist’s work in Germany, featuring a selection of three
major multichannel installations from recent years: The Unfinished Conversation (2012), Vertigo
Sea (2015), and Akomfrah’s new work, Becoming Wind (2023). A co-founder of the influential
London-based Black Audio Film Collective (established in 1982), Akomfrah’s work interweaves
newly shot film sequences with archival material to create multilayered, at times associative
collages, frequently in the form of simultaneous narrative structures. Akomfrah’s immersive
installations critically examine colonial pasts, global migration, and the climate crisis. He
addresses one-dimensional historical representations by allowing multiple perspectives to emerge
in the narrative, disrupting the notion of linearity and the illusion of a one and only truth.

The exhibition “John Akomfrah: A Space of Empathy” is supported by Stadt Frankfurt.

Dr. Sebastian Baden, director of the Schirn Kunsthalle Frankfurt, says: “What makes John
Akomfrah’s work so impressive is the consistency with which he keeps connecting narrative
strands concerning migration, the climate crisis, and colonial pasts. He seeks to raise awareness
of these major contemporary issues as an international artist. His timeless installations blend
newly filmed sequences with archival material to produce images charged with evocative
emotionality. There is no better moment than now to bring Akomfrah’s complex questions about
the coexistence of human nature and the environment to Germany and to the Schirn, in order to
discuss them here.”

Julia Grosse, the exhibition’s curator, notes: “John Akomfrah aims to create what is unseen,
untold, and unheard. His installations evoke poetic and powerful images to describe the urgency
of these themes, yet without moralizing about them. As an artist, he manages to integrate and
represent complex associations in a manner that is multidimensional and differentiated. Rather
than confining his interest to human viewpoints, Akomfrah is always mindful of the narratives of
other life forms that share our planet, such as plants and animals. His work provides a shift in
perspective and questions the consequences of collective and individual action. Essentially, he
would like to create a space of empathy with visitors.”

OPEN READING ROOM

The exhibition commences with a reading room, which can be accessed free of charge during the
Schirn’s opening hours, even without a ticket for the exhibition. The publications that have been
assembled there relate directly or by association to John Akomfrah’s oeuvre and the core themes
of his work. The collection of books from his own library has been supplemented with additional
volumes. The works produced by this artist are invariably preceded by extensive research, which
incorporates both material on film and a highly diverse range of books. The open reading room
can be used for various activities: for browsing, being lost in thought, or having conversations.
Creative reading sessions of the SCHIRN BOOKCLUB and workshops also take place here.
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THE UNFINISHED CONVERSATION

2012, Three channel HD video installation, 7.1 sound, 54:48 min.

The Unfinished Conversation pays homage to the well-known influential British cultural theorist,
sociologist, and founder of cultural studies, Stuart Hall (1932—-2014), with whom Akomfrah was
long acquainted. The artist recounts a sensitive, almost poetic exploration of Hall’s legacy, using
the sociologist’s own life story as a springboard for examining his theories and ideas about
identity, immigration, and colonialism. Akomfrah masterfully weaves together assorted material
from sources such as Hall’'s own extensive archive, including his speeches and interviews as well
as photos, and historical events. The resulting multilayered acoustic and experiential space directs
a critical gaze at British society. The Unfinished Conversation begins with colorful Caribbean
landscapes that Akomfrah combines with black-and-white scenes from industrial England. Hall,
who was born in Jamaica in 1932, came to Oxford to study literature in 1951. Akomfrah links Hall's
theoretical work and his radio and television appearances in the 1950s and 1960s with recordings
of events and the people who shaped British society during this period, including the unsolved
murder of the Antiguan Kelso Cochrane, the campaign for nuclear disarmament, and the
Aldermaston marches. There are also literary references to figures such as William Blake, Charles
Dickens, and Virginia Woolf. Jazz music is another central aspect that runs through the film, both
as a soundtrack and as film footage of musicians playing live and rotating record discs. The film
installation reflects Hall's approach that identity is not a state of being but rather a process of
“becoming,” that is, constantly in flux, a product of history, memories, and intersections between
the public and private spheres. Hall did not regard identity and ethnic affiliation as fixed terms but
rather as elements of an “ever-unfinished conversation.” The Unfinished Conversation can be read
both as an experimental extension of a documentary aesthetic and as a comprehensive critical
visualization and questioning of one-dimensional narratives about what life is really like for Black
people in Great Britain.

VERTIGO SEA

2015, Three channel HD color video installation, 7.1 sound, 48:30 min.

Vertigo Sea is a poetic meditation on film that shifts from one century to another in its exploration
of the relationship between people and the sea. Across three large screens, Akomfrah juxtaposes
footage he has shot himself in Scotland on the Faroe Islands and Skye, and in Norway, with
archive material that includes breathtaking excerpts from BBC nature documentaries and
fragments recited from the books Moby Dick (1851) by Herman Melville and Whale Nation (1988)
by Heathcote Williams. One focus is the sea and the exploitative structures with which it is
associated, but the work also addresses current ecological issues. The artist illustrates this by
linking the whaling industry with the abduction of millions of African people during the transatlantic
slave trade. Refugees currently attempting to cross the sea similarly play a role. Beauty and terror
go hand in hand in tightly edited images. Akomfrah shows one scene from a movie that depicts
the real-life massacre of over 130 enslaved people by the crew of the British ship Zong in 1781. A
figure in historical uniform appears repeatedly in the video installation as an embodiment of
Olaudah Equiano (1745-97), who was abducted from Nigeria as a child and enslaved, but after
emancipation became a key campaigner against the slave trade. Interweaving biographies such
as these is a tactic typically used by Akomfrah to shift the focus to overlooked histories. The
intersection of genres, epochs, and perspectives is another recognizable stylistic device the artist
employs in Vertigo Sea to create unexpected associations and disrupt our notions of linear
narration.

Vertigo Sea premiered at the 56th Venice Biennale (2015) as part of Okwui Enwezor’s exhibition
All the World’s Futures and is one of Akomfrah’s central works.
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BECOMING WIND

2023, five channel HD video, color and black-and-white, 7.1 surround sound, 31:45 min.

In his new work on five screens, Becoming Wind, Akomfrah creates an allegorical representation
of the Garden of Eden and its disappearance. In elegiac black-and-white scenes, the installation
evokes a past when an abundant diversity of plant and animal species still existed on the planet,
while also directing a gaze at the precarious humancentric ecosystem of the Anthropocene, the
current epoch of climate change. Phrases frequently appear on the screens bearing sentiments
that many people feel apply to them, relating to the climate crisis, for example: “We need to be
quick” and “It moves among us.” Children are repeatedly seen playing on the beach or in the
waves. Simultaneously the video accompanies trans* actors and activists in their everyday lives.
The artist is interested in a specific experience from which something very universal can be read:
the deep-seated need to be able to develop one’s own identity freely. The flexible identities of the
future face challenges that have never existed before. This is where Akomfrah identifies
intersections with dramatically changing ecological spaces and future adaptations to them. “We
almost need to become wind-like to get there,” says the artist with respect to the rapid changes
occurring in the present day.

The video premiered in 2023 at the 15th Sharjah Biennale.

JOHN AKOMFRAH (b. 1957) lives and works in London. In 1982, Akomfrah co-founded the
influential Black Audio Film Collective in London. His solo exhibitions include: Hirshhorn Museum
and Sculpture Garden, Washington, DC, USA (2022); Remai Modern, Saskatoon, Canada (2022);
Towner Eastbourne, Eastbourne, UK (2021); Fundacié Antoni Tapies, Barcelona, Spain (2021);
Centro Andaluz de Arte Contemporaneo, Seville, Spain (2020); Seattle Art Museum, Seattle,
Washington (2020); Secession, Vienna, Austria (2020); BALTIC, Gateshead, UK (2019); ICA
Boston, MA, USA (2019); Museu Colec¢éo Berardo, Lisbon, Portugal (2018); New Museum, New
York, USA (2018); Bildmuseet, Umed University, Sweden (2018, 2015); SFMOMA, San Francisco,
CA, USA (2018); and Museo Nacional Thyssen-Bornemisza, Madrid, Spain (2018). His
participation in international group shows includes: Sharjah Biennial 15, Sharjah, United Arab
Emirates (2023); The Africa Institute, Sharjah, UAE, and Accra, Ghana (2022); North Carolina
Museum of Art, Raleigh, NC, USA (2022); Museum of Contemporary Art Busan, Busan, South
Korea (2021); Art Gallery of New South Wales, Sydney, Australia (2021); Art Museum KUBE,
Alesund, Norway (2021); Taipei Fine Arts Museum, Taipei, Taiwan (2021); City Gallery,
Wellington, New Zealand (2020); Ghana Pavilion, 58th Venice Biennale, Italy (2019); New
Museum, New York, USA / The Store X, London, UK (2018); Prospect 4, New Orleans, LA, USA
(2017); Museum of Modern Art, New York, USA (2017); 56th Venice Biennale (2015); and The
Power Plant, Toronto, Canada (2015). Akomfrah’s works have also been shown at many
international film festivals, including the Sundance Film Festival, Utah, USA (2013, 2011) and the
Toronto International Film Festival (2012). In 2017, he was awarded the Artes Mundi Prize. He will
be representing Great Britain at the 60th Venice Biennale in 2024.

VENUE SCHIRN KUNSTHALLE FRANKFURT, Rémerberg, 60311 Frankfurt am Main
DURATION November 9, 2023-January 28, 2024 INFORMATION schirn.de/en EMAIL
welcome@schirn.de TELEPHONE +49.69.29 98 82-0 ADMISSION € 10, reduced € 8, free
admission for children under 8 years TICKETS from the online shop at schirn.de/shop or at the
Schirn ticket desk RE-ENTRY TICKETS The ticket allows double entrance to the exhibition
OPENING HOURS Tue., Fri. to Sun. 10 am-7 pm, Wed. and Thur.

10 am-10 pm BOOKING INDIVIDUAL TOURS Individual tours or group bookings can be
arranged at fuehrungen@schirn.de VISITOR INFORMATION All the information about your visit
can be found at schirn.de/en/visit/fag CURATOR Julia Grosse PROJECT MANAGER Katharina

SCHIRN KUNSTHALLE FRANKFURT, PRESS INFORMATION “JOHN AKOMFRAH. A SPACE OF EMPATHY,” NOVEMBER 8,
2023, PAGE 3 OF 4


mailto:fuehrungen@schirn.de

SCHIRN
RUNSUHALLE

ERIANKEUR{T
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Frankfurt

HASHTAG #JOHNAKOMFRAH #SCHIRN FACEBOOK, TWITTER, YOUTUBE, INSTAGRAM,
PINTEREST, TIKTOK, SCHIRN MAGAZIN schirn.de/en/magazin

PRESS Johanna Pulz (head of press/PR), Julia Bastian (deputy head of press/PR), Thea Stroh
(trainee) SCHIRN KUNSTHALLE FRANKFURT Rémerberg, 60311 Frankfurt
TELEPHONE +49.69.29 98 82-148 EMAIL presse@schirn.de
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