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Douwe Dijkstra is a Dutch visual artist and filmmaker whose work is part of the LIMA 
collection. His work reflects on the use of media and media activism - always in a playful 
manner. Media activism is a recurring theme within media art and thus in the collection of 
LIMA. It is a form that is in constant flux and always open for new interpretations. Dijkstra 
viewed the LIMA collection with his fresh look of a young generation working within media 
art, and came up with an engaged as well as fun selection.

The programme started of with a film by Dijkstra himself, Démontable (2014) - a work about 
the absurd relationship of daily life and global news, with a big wink. The world is on fire and 
is being waged at the kitchen table - literally: mini helicopters shred a newspaper, a mini 
drone fires at a plate of broccoli. Douwe did not intend to make an activist film when he was 
making it. The film would not have had its playfulness, he expects, if he would have thought 
about it as an activist piece of art. 

The following work was Video Hacking (1999) by Manuel Saiz. This film is about 
interventions that hardly anybody will see or notice - almost opposite to the aim of nowadays
for something to go ‘viral’.  A video hacker who, when there were still video rental stores, 
reconstructs scenes on rented VHS tapes by digitally manipulating the video. The hacker 
wears a forage cap and talks into a camera that is in the corner of his working station. He 
explains the techniques he uses to change the VHS tapes and tells the viewer he does not 
seek fame or attention, but just wonders what one thinks of his adjustments when they 
encounter it, watching the rented video at home.

Douwe de-mystifies the film after screening it, when he confessed that for a long time he 
thought it was a documentary film, an authentic video made by the hacker himself. He 
laughed with enjoyment, and so did the audience, but they were left with an uncertain grin 
and a hint of doubt because of this comment. Somebody in the audience commented on this
film by adding a humorous case of an intervention; an artist had swapped sounds of kids-
toys in a store: the sounds of boy-toys and girl-toys were changed. One can imagine this 
was quite a comic, though striking intervention. 

In Dadaist art, in the Fluxus movement and in contemporary art, interventions in the public 
sphere are well known forms of art. We will come back to this subject when discussing the 
work of artist - and guest of the evening - Harmen de Hoop. 

Douwe states some artists really are ‘video thieves’, since they only work with existing 
material - or so called 'found footage'. This is the case for the following three works. 

The work 3 x for America (1984) by Hans Breder is a collection of images taken from 
American commercials and edited into a certain sequence. This exact sequence is repeated 
three times. The recycling of images is thus being repeated within the initial act of recycling.
The work by eddie d, Poem #6 (1997) and Poem #8 (1998), is also about recycling, montage
and repetition. The editing of numerous words, pronounced by old men on different TV 
talkshows, makes a new context and form the video poem. Through the editing the meaning 
of the words do not change, but the order changes the context. This new meaning is critical 
but at the same time humorous. One could also argue it has then become a medium specific
work, since Dijkstra explains, eddie d never has an activist intention for his work. Donna 
Verheijden’s work All The World's a Stage - Ways of Seeing 2013 (2013) is based on the text
Ways of seeing (1972) by John Berger and is a montage of images taken from contemporary
media and mass culture (commercials, video clips, films and TV). The accumulation of 
excessive images seems to be the postmodern manner (mask to unmask) of this film to 
make a point. The overflow of images becomes a meaningless stream of aesthetics, which is



curious for a world that exist merely of images. What meaning do they still have?

The work of eddie d feels somewhat outdated, Dijkstra remarks, while it was so new and 
fresh at the time. A lady in the public answers that the work looks familiar because we have 
become used to the recycling of images; by TV itself, by artists and by the media and pop 
culture. It reminds us of, for example of the .gif files which are now fully integrated into the 
internet. It is short and sweet and funny, a direct moving-image that needs no explanation. 
This might be the case with most work by eddie d except some works became outdated 
since these 'tricks' are now appropriated by everyone. However, when eddie d. made these 
films it really was an effort; to record the material on tapes and edit it on primitive computers 
and transfer it back to video. In this sense the work is very medium specific, and it was 
innovatory at the time.
The work by Donna Verheijden is less critical Douwe believes, because the ripped material 
stays for a great part in their original order. Only the selection and the order of the 
sequences is generating a new meaning, namely through the the excess of images,  but it’s 
really the voiceover that creates a surplus. This film essay is therefore much more self-
explanatory.

The well known and ever recurring film Media Burn (1975) by Ant Farm was next. This film 
demonstrates how the media works: if an event is covered by the media, it gets an air of 
importance, how unimportant it might be. Ant Farm organized a so called 'media event' and 
documented the event, most importantly the results of the other media reporting on it. 

Dijkstra then screened two contemporary examples of what he thought of as 'media events'. 
The first was the launch of the video clip Formation (2016) by Beyoncé and her successive 
performance 24 hours later at the Super Bowl finales. In the following days nobody talked 
about anything else but the new video and the performance by Beyoncé, which was not just 
a great show and video, but a political statement - or was it? She sang about black power 
and black pride, the issue of police violence against Afro-Americans and the problems in 
New Orleans after hurricane Katrina. At the Super Bowl she performed this new song and 
was dressed in a militant way, the background dancers wore hats like the Black Panthers 
and they made an 'X' formation that referred to Malcolm X. At the same time she looked like 
Michael Jackson, the King of Pop, when he performed at the Super Bowl twenty years 
earlier.1 Also, the tickets for her world tour did go on sale that weekend. Was this 'media 
event' an activist statement or a commercial exploitation of problems that she used for her 
own good to attract attention? An uproar to create momentum and let capitalism do its work?
After these clips the video Borders (2015) by British artist and activist M.I.A. was shown. She
released a song about the refugee issues and in the accompanying music video she shows 
choreographies of boats full of refugees (not actors) and refugees climbing fences. In all 
these formations she was herself the centre of attention. Her lyrics contain critical questions 
on politics and freedom, but one could argue the way the refugees are represented in the 
music video is too aesthetic, and therefore undermining the problem.2 

A lively discussion in the audience took place. Opinions were shared on the question 
whether it is still a form of activism when problems are presented in an aesthetic way; these 
images are not uncomfortable or critical. They do not ask questions or trigger thought when 

1 See US Magazine, February 8th 2016
http://www.usmagazine.com/celebrity-style/news/beyonc-pays-tribute-to-michael-jacksons-super-bowl-costume-w163707

2 The verse of the song goes like this:
Borders (What's up with that?) 
Politics (What's up with that?)
Police shots (What's up with that?)
Identities (What's up with that?)
Your privilege (What's up with that?)
Broke people (What's up with that?)
Boat people (What's up with that?) 

http://www.usmagazine.com/celebrity-style/news/beyonc-pays-tribute-to-michael-jacksons-super-bowl-costume-w163707


viewing them. 
Dijkstra asks whether these women took a risk with these projects? Both women have a big 
audience and their impact on popular culture reaches far out. It seems though as if Beyoncé 
has put violence against black people back on the agenda. Indeed, we, the audience, are at 
least talking about it now. Whether they took a risk we may not know yet, but they also could 
have done nothing and we would not be talking about the subject at all.

The next work screened was a more subtle intervention by Wim Gijzen, called Verwisseling 
van de namen van steden Rotterdam en Den Haag (1971). This old beauty is the silent 
documentation of an intervention by the artist himself, questioning the truth TV often claims 
to represent. The video shows Gijzen placing the name of a nearby city (Den Haag) in front 
of the skyline of another city (Rotterdam). 

This work served as an introduction to the work of artist Harmen de Hoop, whom Dijkstra 
invited for this evening. De Hoop presented several of his works, all interventions in public 
space. These interventions are being executed by selected individuals which are credible 
types of persons to execute the specific intervention. This blurs the lines of what is fiction 
and what is ‘real’, what is a construction and what is organic. 
What de Hoop researches and wonders about in his work is the usage of public space, civil 
disobedience, playing with rules etc. Humor plays an important role. For example, he made 
a sandpit by the side of the road in the city of Amsterdam by taking out paving stones and 
then filled the space with sand and kids play toys. He drew pieces of a basketball court on 
inconvenient places, changed the speed on traffic plates into an unexpected number and 
installed a fire extinguisher on playground gear. Also he turns picnic tables at a parking lot 
into a worktable by applying bench vices on them or makes small changes in order to 
facilitate animal's needs in ironic ways, for example sawing off a tree in a suburb and putting 
a birdhouse on the left tree trunk. Just to name a few. 

The work is made into an art 'piece' through the documentation and exhibition of it. His 
interventions are of a small scale, creating doubt and "absurdist confusion" in (sometimes 
semi) public space. The public that encounters his interventions is what he called the 'first' 
public, and the art public is the 'second' public. After the interventions are executed and 
documented, he leaves them "in the world" so they can live a life of their own.  

De Hoop explains that his need for taking action is at the same time undone by the idea of 
the uselessness of taking action; he does not believe his actions can make a significant 
difference. Therefore, making interventions that are truly useless and will generate no 
change are a way of activism, one could say. 

After the presentation by de Hoop a discussion took place about the main question of the 
evening, namely whether you can have an impact as an artist. The answer revolved around 
(how) to find the right audience for the right work.

Succeeding to this, Dijkstra showed the work Zwischer vier und sechs (1997) by Corinna 
Schnitt in which the opposite of de Hoop's aims (breaking rules, creating chaos and 
uncertainty) are being emphasized: this work shows and tells about the daily life of an 
average family living in a neat suburb in Germany. A young woman tells us in a voice over 
how her life as a child was characterised by punctuality, exclusion, limitation and conformity. 
The Sunday activity of the family was to clean the road signs in the street; the highest value 
was to keep in control of the private and public life, keeping chaos (e.g. evil) as far away as 
possible, which, of course, is impossible. 
  
As an appetizer for the final film of the evening, Dijkstra screened Jeroen Kooijmans' Cargo 
(2005). It shows the new world after 9/11 in the blink of an eye; in a single, wide shot of the 
New York skyline a cargo boat floats by. After the highest point of the boat has passed the 



Twin Towers that are still part of this skyline, the observant viewers will notice that the two 
towers are erased from the image when the boat passed.

Turning to politics and propaganda, the last work of the evening unveils America’s fear for 
terrorism, and touches upon the question which role art has in today's society: Dijkstra 
screened Symbolic Threats (2015) by the German filmmakers Mischa Leinkauf, Lutz Henke 
& Matthias Wermke. The film is still in the festival scene so, with the personal permission of 
the makers, it is a true privilege for Dijkstra to screen the film at LIMA. 
The film is about the power of the image, exposing American media strategies and taking 
risks. This film, one could say, is a media event pur sang: the film opens with an image of the
Brooklyn Bridge, an important symbol of freedom for New York City. It turns out something 
peculiar has happened overnight. The two American flags that ornament the bridge on the 
two arches are replaced by two white flags. The news explodes and people who are in 
charge of the security of the bridge don't understand how this could happen, and nobody 
knows who is responsible for the intervention - nor what it means. The word 'terrorism' is the 
one that is mentioned most. Speculations in the news that it could be a sign of surrender or 
the possibility it could have something to do with an art project infuriated the Americans even
more. 

The film consists of found footage - images taken from the American news and sequences of
online vlogs. It reminds us of Media Burn, which we saw earlier, since it collects the footage 
that is produced by third parties (the media) on an event initiated by the makers of the film. 
Symbolic Threats ends with an autonomous shot which remarkably feels like the view of the 
person responsible standing at the crime scene; looking out on the bridge with the white 
flags - now a sight of turmoil and puzzlement.    

Douwe Dijkstra started with the question whether art and activism can be combined at all. 
Because, will you have an audience? And if so, who is this audience? Dilemma's such as 
how to get artistic activist work to be seen by a big audience was one of Dijkstra’s concerns. 
Or would a big commercialised activist act, with an enormous audience, have more impact, 
with the risk of being biased?
Dijkstra did not pretend to have an answer to this dilemma, but rather shared his questions 
to start a conversation. The presented selection of works are no answers but can be seen as
potential possibilities or attempts to think about these questions.

Report by Hilde van den Dobbelsteen

 


