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Africa Rifting. I struggle for words. Where do I begin this visual story of a long red cloth 
making landscape and sadness breathe.  
  
Africa Rifting is an extraordinary work of art, an art film, which has moved me deeply 
each time I have watched it and I have done so many times. Each time I am affected 
anew in the most profound way beneath and beyond words such that I hesitate to write 
this. How can one do justice to a work of art as powerful as this? What is the point of 
writing a review? But I must, as I have asked and been given and promised. And more 
than that, because each time I see it I am taken back to Lok Ngah. The first time, I saw 
the film, was in Washington, D.C. There, in the Smithsonian’s National Museum of 
African Art, I sat in stunned and silent awe and felt a strange need to try and show it in 
Aceh one day. Georgia has given me a copy of this film and it can be seen at Tikar 
Pandan or Episentrum Ulee Kareng whenever you want.  
 
Georgia Papageorge’s majestic film speaks to me of memory and memorial. It speaks to 
me of the tsunami, of transience, the spirit and the sea. Of all this it speaks and more, of 
the stark beauty to be found in the power and substance of the physical world, of the 
mystery of death and the passing of all things in time.   
 
Its aesthetics subtle, its execution deft, its originality vast, it evokes in me a sense of 
wonder, of emptiness seeking solace. Colors bold as black and red can be, elemental, 
inert substance and form in motion stirring strange feelings. Ever contrasting, enormous 
senses of space and volume, elements and surfaces alive, the grief and grandeur, it never 
fails to move me. In deep and strange ways before and beyond words.   
 
The filming began in June, 2001 in Namibia and was completed in September in Brazil, 
images of giant metal radio towers reaching into the sky as if calling Africa across the 
sea. The final scenes of long red cloth brought from Africa billowing in the wind in 



Brazil were to be filmed on the morning of September 11. As the twin towers burned and 
collapsed in New York, as we watched stunned at deaths door, winds raged all day onto 
the coast of Brazil. There is something unspoken here perhaps about the supernatural, 
history and grief. This connection to September 11 has not been commented upon in 
previous reviews.1 It is as if the entire film was moving to that end in its fated sadness. 
How strange. 
As I sat there alone underground in darkness in DC, the long red cloth and red banners 
billowing in the shore wind, or fallen and covered in water and sand, spoke death’s 
memory to me. I saw black cloths and black banners. Rather than the cross, the star and 
crescent. I saw the line of fire or life or death falling and unfurling down the mountain 
cliff in front of which Lok Ngah nestles vulnerable. I kept seeing a black cloth 
meandering across that empty length of beach, once a bustling fishing village scattered 
happily and disorganized along the coastal road to Meulaboh.  
 
Strips of broken asphalt remnants remain here and there. Slowly they are becoming an 
interrupted geological feature along the edge of a yet brutally ravaged and debris laden 
coastal zone. The carnage extends all the way back to the cliffs which loom somehow 
menacing high inland above the bay. I see a black cloth reconnecting the survivors of that 
ancient fishing community torn asunder in instants. Today the survivors live apart in two 
clinically organized villages on higher ground at either end of the bay in soulless and 
identical square houses of brick and cement built by foreign aid. I see long black cloths, 
attached to bamboo poles billowing above the two hills which project into the sea 
embracing the now empty bay.  
 
In the time lapse of sunset and sunrise over the sea, the sound of waves, in her complex 
agitated etchings calling forth obscure but powerful symbolism perhaps of death and 
resurrection, I was not in Namibia or Brazil, but in Aceh. I found myself in a vastly 
different space thinking of a completely different history. Is that not the power of great 
art - to speak outside of time and place, to rise above the particular to evoke the 
universal? 

 
Africa Rifting is about the power of the line, of physical borders and space and time. Sand 
blowing off undulating edges of desert dunes, rock and cloth and water and wind. There 
in the Namibian desert, mist is blowing in off the sea spectral like across the desolate 
beach. Animated by the wind off the sea, grains of sand suddenly creep fast across the 
surface, stop, and then rush onwards again. It makes your skin tingle strangely. As for the 
red cloth, it is sometimes intensely sensual as the wind fills and dances it. And then it lies 
lifeless, as death itself slowly being covered with sand and water, yet with each 

                                                 
1. See Aparna Sharma “Continental Rifts: Contemporary Time-Based Works of Africa (review) 
Leonardo - Volume 43, Number 1, February 2010, pp. 71-72 available at 
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maintaining an elemental singularity. Blood red shadowed water. Stark material borders 
in motion. Wind, water, time. She has created forms special to that landscape as to no 
other place. She has captured moments passing and re-passing in time. Evoking history, 
emptiness and sadness, these are strange feelings and powerful images you will never 
forget.  

 
Africa Rifting is deeply connected to 9-11. Though I assumed it was speaking to a history 
of suffering linking Brazil and Africa, I had not yet noticed the significance of the date of 
the film’s final days, mid-September. I had thought the film was a form of coming to 
terms with an old grief, the film being dedicated to her child, Marianthe, 1967-1969 
Fortunately, I have had the rare chance to correspond with Georgia and it was important 
to her to emphasize the connection to 9-11 as I relate below. But first, a few comments on 
our correspondence and why I was interested in this film as it concerns Aceh if only my 
own mind.  

 
At the start of our correspondence I related to Georgia why the film has been so 
peculiarly important to me as regards the deep sentiments of loss it evokes in me and the 
personal connection it had for me to the tsunami and this place near Banda Aceh, called 
Lok Ngah. As often as I could when I was gathering information on the planning and 
construction of the Tsunami Museum in Banda Aceh by the Bureau of Reconstruction 
and Rehabilitation,2 I would travel up the coast to watch the progress of reconstruction 
and to visit the empty beach at Lok Ngah to collect two kinds of bivalve shells which had 
attracted my interest. One species was extremely fragile, paper thin, pure gentle pink. 
Finding perfect specimens along the shore was wondrous. How could such fragile things 
survive intact? The other species was strong, as intricately patterned as batik, muted color 
ranges of pink and brown. And so it was that I used to wander along that empty beach 
pondering whether the batik- like color ranges indicated different species or whether 
temperature and ph caused the differences alone, and especially what genetic codes and 
developmental mechanisms were involved in the expression of the pattern. I had not the 
faintest clue that not long ago this space had been a fishing village.  
 
One day I was sitting there deep in thought when Iwan, a friend from Banda Aceh who 
had lost his wife and two children, his parents and entire extended family except for his 
brother, approached to say it was time to go. I had been thinking of things that I had lost 
in my life, a few large pieces of intricately worm eaten driftwood that I had found with 
my wife along the shores of the Mississippi and treasured for years, a drug and fire 
inspired painting of water and a sun by a dead friend called Moon, the land of my birth, 
ivory tower aspirations and such. And then Iwan said to me: “Where we stand, this whole 
beach used to be a village”. In that instant, all my regrets, all sense of personal loss, both 
trivial and painful, evaporated. Gone. It was a potent moment of personal transition. At 
that instant, Lok Ngah became for me a mystic pivot, a place and moment of resolution. 
To Lok Ngah I will always return, even if only in my mind and especially whenever I 
watch or think of Africa Rifting.  

 

                                                 
2 See Memorials, State Domination and Inclusion versus Exclusion: The Case of the Tsunami Museum in 
Banda Aceh in The International Journal of the Inclusive Museum, vol. 2, no.2. 



But what potential relevance does this film have to an Indonesian audience and to the 
Acehnese in particular? It is a film about Africa and South America, specifically Namibia 
and Brazil. It is it would seem a film about a geological rift in time and a geographic 
connection in terms of blood and pain, of the slave trade and history’s passage in 
suffering. As the artist is deeply religious, we might assume perhaps that the use of the 
red cloth and its billowing association with the Portuguese crosses of discovery on the 
Brazilian coast, all draw reference to Christ and Christianity. Perhaps for Georgia this is a 
form of affirmation, for herself a message of hope and resurrection. Whatever was or was 
not intended it can also be seen ambiguously. Each viewer will read their own message 
onto these images. In my case, I shall remain mute, as silent as a line drawn in the sand. 
As for Asia and Africa. Imagine the fan of interpretive potential for Islamic, Christian 
and Buddhist audiences in Indonesia. 

 
Finally, beyond the pure joy of the aesthetic experience offered by this film, why does it 
matter to me as an honorary curator working with Tikar Pandan? It matters to me because 
it exemplifies what a truly gifted artist can do. It reveals how art can touch other people’s 
inner lives positively, even spiritually, to ends unexpected in contexts barely imagined. 
Great art travels. It is alive. Inspired I see a long black sash lying across Lok Ngah’s 
empty lip while a crescent moon rises over the waves, its pale silver light reflected in the 
coming and going wetness along the shore as in no other place at that moment. 
 

 
  
 


