Displaced
An artist explores in her work the nature of the traumatic experience of the loss of a
home. Rooted in the personal experience of displacement she has suffered herself,
her work resonates in her own country with its history of forced removals and
around the world in an age when record numbers of people have been forcibly
displaced by conflict, violence and human rights violations.
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Never before have so many people been affected by displacement,
having fled persecution, conflict, violence and human rights violations

Conceptual artist Emma Willemse works with the powerful and universal themes
of home, displacement and the traumatic experience of the forcibly displaced

Trailer

Synopsis
Emma Willemse is a South African conceptual artist who has in her work across a
number of genres and media for more than a decade been dealing intensively with the
themes of home, the loss of a home and displacement. Apart from the Western Cape
where she is based, she has exhibited in Dakar, Florence, Johannesburg and Paris, and
her extensive body of work includes moving, magisterial pieces featured in the film.
Often working with the traces of habitation left by the displaced, the marks remaining
on the landscape after the departure of those who are now absent, she has sought to
explore the connections between land-and-home, identity and memory, and how the
trauma of displacement from a home manifests in fractures, lacunae, absences in
memory and identity.

Her interest in these themes stems from a personal history of losing several homes in
the 1990s, and her work is focused on the subjective experience of displacement.
Tracing the arc of her creative output over the years, Displaced reveals the origins of
the sequence of artworks in her life story: the creative impulse arising from personal
experiences, events in the domestic sphere triggering the development of concepts
that are ultimately embodied and expressed in works of art.
Contextualising her oeuvre against the searing local and global realities of
displacement, and articulating the harrowing psychological impacts of loss of home,
place and land, the film is an empathetic engagement, refracted through art, with the
traumatic experience of the forcibly displaced.

Through scenes of the artist at work, cinematic set pieces presenting her work, and
interviews with academics, gallerists and critics, the intriguing relationship between
materiality and meaning is explored: how we imbue objects with meaning both in the
artmaking process and in life, how the layers of meaning can then be unpacked in
almost archaeological fashion, and how the deep engagement with an accomplished,
richly layered work of art can rank among life’s most rewarding experiences,
deepening and enhancing our high-level understanding of the world, and helping to
guide our actions through its manifold, daunting complexities.
Through images, words and music, concepts and reflections, story and feeling,
Displaced explores a universal human experience and one of the major themes of our
time.
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Emma Willemse
Artist
Conceptual artist Emma Willemse deals in her work with powerful, universal themes
revolving around trauma and place: home and the loss of home, place-making and
sense of place, displacement, memory, identity.
Her interest in displacement as a theme is informed by her own experience of the loss
of several homes in the 1990s. As a result, her engagement with the concept of
displacement has a dual character: while deeply rooted in the artist’s personal history,
it also resonates with topicality and relevance in a world where more people than ever
before have been forcibly displaced by persecution, conflict and human rights
violations.

The focus of her engagement with the concept is on the psychological rather than the
political or social dimensions of displacement. Her work can be read as an ongoing
quest for an understanding of how the psyche of the displaced is affected by the loss
of a home, and to make visible the notion of losses of memory and identity consequent
upon the traumatic experience of the loss of a home.
A recurring theme in her artmaking is the idea of the psycho-archaeological: the
exploration of the possibility for the past traumatic experience of displacement to be
psychologically transcended through excavation of memory. She often works with
found objects in the form of tangible fragments showing a weathered brokenness that
suggests wounding and scarring, with trace-like qualities of erasure and elusiveness,
collected from sites infused with a history of loss. In her work these fragments imply
the imperfect memory processes linked with trauma prevalent during displacement,
talking to the recollection of events, and the awareness of a link between past and
future.

Technically varied, including sculptural installations, printmaking, artist’s books,
painting and drawing, her artworks frequently return to the motif of the boat and the
meanings it generates in the context of displacement, as she continues to explore and
investigate how the boat, as a means of displacement, can be a metaphor for the
traumatic experience of loss.
Her works have been exhibited in Florence, Dakar, Johannesburg, Stellenbosch, Paris
and London, and have been included in the Nando’s collection, the Arcadia collection,
and the South African embassy in Beijing. In 2015 she was awarded second prize in the
installations category at the Florence Biennale. Emma holds a Masters degree in Visual
Arts from the University of South Africa and qualifications in psychology and
librarianship, and lives in the village of Riebeek-Kasteel in South Africa’s Western Cape
province.
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Director
Victor van Aswegen is a Cape Town-based filmmaker with a background, successively,
in law, economics, development, finance, private equity, consultancy, and business
analytics.
As filmmaker and founder-owner of CineSouth Studios, he works principally as director
and producer, running the creative process from first concept to final output. Applying
the cinematographic tools of Moving Image Technologies, the digital film production
and post-production facility he founded and owns, he does the cinematography, postproduction and editing on his films himself.

His films to date have dealt with the nature of complex systems, the traumatic
experience of people forcibly displaced by conflict and persecution, the parallel arcs of
urbanisation and the human life cycle from childhood to parenthood, and an urban
resilience stress event in the form of the 2017-2018 Cape Town water crisis.
The unifying perspective underpinning his work is a long view of the human enterprise:
how recently it was – only six millennia ago, after a prehistory of two hundred – that
we embarked on the experiment of urban settlement; how radically new and different
urban civilisation is as a mode of existence on the planet; how this has been
characterised by exponentiality; how we now find ourselves in the paradoxical position
that the human presence seems both more robust and more precarious than ever
before.

His thematic preoccupations and the subjects he is interested in exploring through his
films are: the dynamics driving our global civilisation, the multiple crises of the present
moment, human nature, the future of humanity, and the conditions for the survival of
the species.
Victor holds a law degree and two postgraduate degrees in economics from South
African universities, including a cum laude Masters in mathematical microeconomics
from Stellenbosch University, and an MPhil Economics and Politics of Development
from the University of Cambridge, completed with a scholarship won upon being
selected as the best student of economics in South Africa.

Director’s note
One of history’s abiding themes is the forced displacement of people from their place
of settlement, sometimes by natural events, more often than not by some form of
violence perpetrated upon them by other humans. The subjective, traumatic
experience of the loss of home – one of the two main subjects of this film – is an
experience as ancient as the human sense of home itself, of rootedness, connection,
belonging to a place.
It is also, in our time, the lived experience of more people than ever before. When we
started principal photography on Displaced on 9 August 2017 it was against the grim
backdrop of a record 65.6 million people forcibly displaced from their homes. Never
before, reported the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, had so many
people been affected by displacement, having fled persecution, conflict, violence and
human rights violations.

The number of refugees, those who had crossed international borders in search of
safety, then stood at 22.5 million, a further 2.8 million were seeking asylum in foreign
countries, and 40.3 million people were internally displaced. After being broadly stable
around the 40 million mark during the first decade of the century, in the first half of the
2010s the size of the global forcibly displaced population was on a distressingly steep
upward trend to unprecedented levels, the ranks of the displaced growing by more
than fifty percent over a short period of time, driven mainly by the civil war in Syria.
As ever, immense human tragedy underlies the stark statistics. The UNHCR’s annual
Global Trends reports always make sobering reading. The 2017 edition was no
exception. Children were overrepresented: only 31% of the world’s population, they
made up more than half of the forcibly displaced. The number of newly displaced was
high, 10.3 million people becoming displaced in 2016 – equating to one more person
being displaced every three seconds, or twenty per minute, for every minute of the
year, a barely imaginable 28,000 people newly displaced every day.

From Syria and Palestine to Colombia and Afghanistan, from Iraq to South Sudan, a
human tide of millions opted for the perils and hardships of flight rather than staying
rooted to places, lands and homes where carnage and cataclysm had finally rendered
daily life devastatingly unliveable, where they had become desperately unable to
envisage any semblance of a viable future.
Engaging with the subjective experience of the loss of home in her work is the task
artist Emma Willemse had set herself since the 2000s. The film, being a retrospective of
her body of work over this period, consequently has a dual focus, carrying through
from start to finish, which imparts a particular depth, resonance and tension that it
seems to me it would not otherwise have had: on the one hand, it is an empathetic
engagement, a persistent quest for a felt understanding of this subjective experience
of the displaced, and simultaneously on the other hand it’s an ongoing reflection on
the nature of art and artmaking.

Having understood that the film operates on both these levels at the same time
throughout, continuously developing in parallel both of its two main subjects, the next
question was what would propel it forward. The answer was threefold.
First, art and artist. The narrative throughline of the film – an obvious one, given that
it’s a retrospective – is the story in chronological sequence of the artist’s
conceptualisation and creation of the artworks, and how this process is embedded in
pivotal events of her personal life over this period of time.
Second, art and world. While telling this personal story rooted in the private sphere of
the artist, the film draws the connections between the artworks and the public sphere,
the wider world of society and contemporary history. It does so – also in chronological
sequence – in ever widening circles, starting with a small mining settlement in the
southern African interior to which the artist has a personal connection through her
husband’s parents and grandparents, to apartheid-era racially motivated forced
removals in

removals in South Africa in the 1960s and 70s, to eventually the European migrant crisis
that reached a climax in 2015 and 2016 – an ascending line of jeopardy and rising stakes,
a rippling outward of scale, impact and modern-day relevance, to coincide ultimately
with global news headlines of the day, with what the Financial Times, in a quote I
ended up using in the trailer, has called “one of the major geopolitical themes of our
time – the movement of people across national borders”.
Third, art and meaning. Through scenes of the artist at work, and art commentators
articulating steadily deepening reflections on the nature of artmaking, on materiality
and meaning, the film explicitly concerns itself with the human ability to construct
meaning, imbuing objects with meaning, either in the making of those objects in the
case of an artist, or in the viewing, understanding and appreciation of those artworks
by others.

These three parallel progressions hold the film together and drive it forward: a line of
personal and creative chronology, a set of widening circles of displacement events, a
series of deepening reflections on art.
That is why, despite the crushing weight of forced displacement through the ages and
the vast numbers affected by it today that set the backdrop, the film ultimately is not
bleak. Because arrayed against our extreme vulnerability and exposure as physical
beings existing in a world of objects, leaving us fatally open to all sorts of hardships
and trauma, including those inflicted on us by others of our kind, we have a powerful,
uniquely human, counter: our ability to construct meaning.
Which is also why, on reflection, the two main subjects of the film – the traumatic
experience of the forcibly displaced, and the nature of art and artmaking – are revealed
to us finally as one, standing to each other in the simple relation of tension and
resolution, question and answer: the passive experience of events, to which we bring
the active construction of meaning.

The chaos-making animal, and the vulnerable, even traumatised, wounded animal, is
also the meaning-making animal. Redemption, in the end, comes to us through
working the material, working the meaning, making meaning.
Which is what we show the artist doing in the film, and the people talking about her art
in the film. And what I was doing in making the film. And what the audiences watching
the film will be doing.
And so this is also why, along with the end credits … but that would be a spoiler,
wouldn’t it? For that, you have to watch the film.
Victor van Aswegen
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Colleen Alborough

Colleen Alborough
Colleen Alborough is a Johannesburg-based multimedia artist and creativity coach.
Working mainly in the mediums of interactive installations and stop-frame animation,
she explores themes around the relationship between real and imagined fears, and the
threats posed by a perilous urban environment and the psycho-geographic baggage
tied to it. She interrogates her relationship to the city in her work, making art that is
born of fears but also presents the mechanics for overcoming these fears. She has
exhibited in South Africa, Italy, Germany, USA and Cyprus. Colleen holds a Masters in
Fine Arts from the University of the Witwatersrand, and has lectured in visual arts and
new media at the University of South Africa.
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Rudolph Willemse
Rudolph Willemse’s career as regulatory specialist encompassed law, regulation,
housing and finance. He has consulted widely on legal and regulatory issues relating to
financial services, housing and development over decades, and has drafted legislative
instruments and published papers in these fields. His interests include human rights,
constitutionalism and the rule of law. Until his retirement he worked as Director: Legal,
Risk and Compliance with a financial services institution. Rudolph holds Masters
degrees in law from the University of South Africa and the University of the
Witwatersrand. He is a published poet, has exhibited photography, and has a keen
interest in music and the arts. He is married to artist Emma Willemse. They live in
Riebeek-Kasteel.

Mandy Conidaris

Mandy Conidaris
Mandy Conidaris is based in Johannesburg and holds a Masters in Fine Arts from the
University of Stellenbosch. She has worked independently in several capacities in the
art world and has a specialist interest in printmaking and in South African original
prints. Her work life has included contract printing, part-time lecturing in the Visual
Arts Department at the University of South Africa, teaching art and creative practice
privately, print consulting, and curating print exhibitions. Her own art practice
comprises printing and drawing in various media, and she often makes narrative series.
In 2013 she co-founded outoftheCUBE, an online platform to highlight the work of
selected South African artists.

Tamzin Lovell-Miller

Tamzin Lovell-Miller
Tamzin Lovell-Miller is an entrepreneur based in Riebeek-Kasteel, and the founder of
Artfundi, a global art business management platform, making success quicker and
easier in the art world. She previously owned Lovell Gallery in Woodstock, Cape Town,
and then co-founded Sulger-Buel Lovell, a London-based gallery, which showcased
contemporary art from Africa and the diaspora. Tamzin has a background in research,
marketing and business strategy, and holds the degrees Bachelor of Fine Arts from
Rhodes University, and Honours in Communication Science from the University of
South Africa.

Gwen Miller

Gwen Miller
Gwen Miller is an artist, curator and visual arts educator based in Pretoria, working as
researcher and senior art lecturer at the University of South Africa. Her paintings and
multimedia works are represented in various private and public collections, and she
often gets involved in collaborative multi-faceted group projects. She has participated
in over 160 national and international exhibitions and projects. She also acts as
adjudicator for art competitions such as Absa L'Atelier, Sasol New Signatures, and the
Thami Mnyele Fine Arts Award, and as external examiner for various South African
universities. Gwen holds a Masters in Fine Arts from the University of Pretoria and a
Doctorate from the University of South Africa.
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In the end, catastrophe was averted. But how did it come to this? How did government and citizens respond to drought conditions,
water shortage, and finally water crisis? How did the city manage to avoid going over the precipice? Most importantly: what were the
lessons learnt from the experience?
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