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Through the Windscreen
'White Flight' is a digital work of art about Black America.

Mats Hjelm
Galleri Index

Mats Hjelm's 'White Flight' at Galleri Index is a story about Black America and a journey
through technological ruins. Broken facades and dilapidated buildings sweep passed, filmed
from a moving car. A supple stream of images, at the same time melancholy and seductive. An
endless stream, to the musical accompaniment of Donizetti.

The city is Detroit - capital city to Motown, Black music and the automobile industry, and the
arena for the worst race riots in America's history. Most areas in the urban landscape were
wrecked and the white population fled the inner city. What remains are the buildings that like
ghosts witnessed former visions, but that today contain nothing else but misery.

'White Flight' is a work of art that succeeds in using today's digital technology without getting
caught in a fascination for the possibilities of the medium. It is something so unusual for a high-
tech art work to create visual delight - as a viewer you are drawn into the stream of images and
then must make an effort to break away. The sequences follow rythmically one after the other.
Just as you think about leaving, the next stream of images rushes by.

But to what genre does this work belong, and what does it hope to bring about?

The material has been filmed at two seperate points in time: 1967 by the artist's father, a
documentary film maker, in the middle of the riots; and 1997 by Mats Hjelm himself, following in
his father's footsteps. He searches for the same places, the same people, and sees the
defeated results of their dreams. Now and then there is double exposure: the two stories run
parallel to each other, entwine and drift apart.

Four sequences make up the whole work, two large projections and two smaller enclosed
inside the larger. You soon recognise the voices and faces. The same loops return in new
combinations. We meet the leaders of the Black Power movement, preachers and
demagogues. Their voices construct a political argument, but also make a particular music.
When Stokely Carmichael speaks, rhythm and rhetoric meld together in a political art form
unique to Black America.

Is this a documentary? The material is richly informative and completely genuine. But the cyclical
narrative completely breaks the genre's rules. A poetic kaleidoscope is constructed rather than a
straight report. In this way, is Hjelm then spoiling interesting material?

Those wishing for an educational history of the Black Power movement will have to look
elsewhere - 'White Flight' is something completely different. It binds together a son's journey
with a dead father's, and it allows a prophetic, and hopefully an easing sorrow, energy in a
present without any guiding light. It also tells a dark story about technology.

'The automobile transforms the whole city into a film', wrote Paul Virilio in an essay about the eye
and modern technology. Seen through the windscreen, the most brutal reality becomes
something aesthetic. What kind of film is Black Detroit? A film about a technological utopia
becoming a nightmare. A film about revolutionary energy that exploded and left a vacuum. A film
about darkness.
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