Teacher's Guide: Luanda-Kinshasa : Stan Douglas (b. 1960, Vancouver, BC)
Exhibition Dates: September 28 – Decem ber 29, 2019
For our 2019 Fall Education Program, Plug In ICA is offering a tour of Luanda-Kinshasa by
internationally acclaimed artist Stan Douglas. Douglas’s 6-hour video installation is set in a
reconstruction of the legendary Columbia 30th Street Studio, which was based in Manhattan and
home to some of the most renowned musical recordings of the twentieth century such as Miles
Davis’s On the Corner. The studio was also popular with artists working across all genres such as
the iconic Billie Holiday, the renowned jazz musician Thelonious Monk, and the great Aretha
Franklin. Luanda-Kinshasa takes place in the 1970s, and is a documentation of a fictional
recording in the famed studio featuring a band of professional musicians improvising together
playing jazz-funk, electro jazz, and Afrobeat mix. Students will be encouraged to think about
historical legacies and influences of specific sounds and musical compositions, as well as the
context in which they are borne that create complex relationships between the productions of
images and sound, and their impact on our imaginings.
The tour will introduce students to Plug In ICA’s history and then discuss the individual
exhibition. The tour can vary in length to suit your schedules but is designed to last
approximately 1 hour.

Stan Douglas, Luanda-Kinshasa, 2013, video still from film installation courtesy of the artist
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i. Learning Objectives:
In general students will:
1. Read and interpret visual materials—connecting art to diverse contexts and developing ways
to speak about, and think through, contemporary art.
2. Communicate their ideas, experiences and feelings—developing critical reflection and thinking
skills.
Specific to the current exhibition, students will:
3. Through the themes and works presented in the exhibition, students will have the opportunity
to discuss the relationship between photography, film and sound, while also extending their
understanding of a particular period in musical production and its political and cultural context.
They will make links and see distinctions between image composition and sound, and how these
contribute to the themes represented, and our overall understanding to music and its impact on
culture.
4. Students will have the opportunity to think about the social context of the artwork and the
intentions of the artist, creating links to current events and contexts.

Assessment:
The teacher will decide on the appropriate assessment of this activity and communicate it to the
class.
Suggested assessments:
a) Students can reflect on their relationship to non-traditional forms of the moving-image. Do
they have access to experimental film, video art, or other forms of visual and audio work?
b) Thinking about the camera as a medium, ask students to brainstorm ways that photography
and the moving-image have been used in musical productions and performance, as well as what
impact that has on historical, cultural and social formations. Students will make links between the
historical context and the present day as they experience the artwork.
c) Reflect on the different senses that are engaged by the artist in the exhibition (sight, sound,
visualization).

Curriculum connections:
Grade 9-12 Visual Arts
•
•
•

The tour will introduce students to improve jazz music and its association with image
construction.
Students will think about present-day examples as a way to generate ideas and make
connections with the work they are experiencing.
Students will be introduced to Douglas’s artistic profile in order to contextualize LuandaKinshasa and its significance within contemporary arts. In other words, students will
reflect on the role of context in creating and showing art.

Grade 9-12 English Language Arts
·
·
.

Students will explore how materials, format, and presentation influence content by
reflecting on this in the exhibition.
Students will be encouraged to think about how the relationship between sound and
image construct ideas, create affect, generate thought, and communicate expression.
Students will be asked to respond personally and critically to the exhibition.

ii. Context of Exhibitions

Luanda-Kinshasa is a six-hour film installation by Vancouver-based artist Stan Douglas, who
reproduced the set and atmosphere of the famous Manhattan studio that produced musical
albums by Miles Davis, Billie Holiday, and Aretha Franklin, among others. The film features
musicians/actors lead by the composer and artist Jason Moran.
iii. Framework for Gallery Visit:
Classroom preparation (before coming to Plug In ICA):
·
·
·

As a class go over some of the terms and definitions provided above.
Familiarize yourself with the context (the decade in which this reproduction takes place
and with the musicians that used the studio to produce their iconic albums.)
In smaller groups discuss some of the themes you think will be important in the
exhibition n, like music videos, improv jazz, Discuss your expectations and thoughts on
what the exhibition and gallery will look and feel like.

Activity (at Plug In ICA):
·

·

Participate in a tour Luanda-Kinshasa guided by gallery staff. This may include
an optional tour of Plug In ICA facilities; including the office, permanent collection of
artwork, and rooftop terrace (weather permitting).
Communicate ideas, experiences and feelings in a question and answer period

iv. Background information:
Curatorial Overview:
Exhibition: Luanda-Kinshasa by Stan Douglas
September 28 to December 29, 2019
For Luanda-Kinshasa, Stan Douglas deftly reconstructs the legendary Columbia 30th Street
Studio. For this epic six-hour video, the lens-based artist has imagined a jam session set in the
early seventies in the prestigious Manhattan studio, nick-named “The Church.” Columbia Records
retrofitted an abandoned church with vaulted ceilings into a studio that from 1948 to 1981
became the site to some of the most celebrated musical recordings of the twentieth century
such as Miles Davis’s On the Corner with a long list of pivotal musicians producing in the studio
from Billie Holiday and Thelonious Monk to Aretha Franklin.

Luanda-Kinshasa is a fictional live recording of a seventies jazz-funk band laying down a distinct
jazz, funk and Afrobeat mix. The seemingly infinite jam session in Luanda-Kinshasa is not just a
fictional depiction, it is an exacting construction. The six-hour set is comprised of edited clips of
a much shorter recording session, from which Douglas mixed into a seamless musical assemble
that builds and wanes into a controlled post-production synthesis without repeat. It is an
inspired feat in sound and image, pushing the limits of both -- building a sound that continues to
rejuvenate, synced with images that flow naturally. Adding to the illusion of a continuous realtime recording is the subtly phonic foregrounding of an instrument when the camera focuses on
the actor playing it.
The musicians are characters that respond to the camera. Working with acclaimed American jazz
pianist Jason Moran, Douglas hired a group of musicians, including Moran, to play a jazz-funk
band who blend Afro, Asian and Latin motifs into their sound. Douglas has dressed them in
patently seventies attire, including their instruments, and added distinct seventies elements and
brands to the minutia of cigarette packs and coffee cups. People are also hanging around the
sidelines. There are technicians continuously adjusting nobs and such, groupies languidly waiting,
and a photographer imposing his camera. But the musicians are the film camera’s focus as its
movement and operation animates them. As the camera pans from one musician to the next, the
performer comes alive. At times you can see a self-consciousness arise in the performers as the
camera moves in and around them, but most often the camera signals a reinvigorated charge in
playing. The camera is thus much more than a documentary device; it is an active agent, adding
energy to the scene and sound.
The lens is the eye of the artist, directing the action, but it is also a central character; its
movements as active and engaged as the performers. The camera is there to capture a story but
also to play a part in its referential structure. One direct point of reference is Jean Luc Godard’s
film One Plus One from 1968, which is partly set in a sound studio where the Rolling Stones are
recording “Sympathy for the Devil.” Montaged between studio scenes are images of the Black
Panthers who read from anarchist texts. Other juxtaposing shots show a woman wandering in
the woods alone or a group of white women who appear to be kidnapped and are ultimately
killed. Godard’s link between popular music and dissonant action is referenced by Douglas in the
reconstruction of the studio, which has a familiar look and palette to the one captured by
Godard. And most notably, Douglas employs the French director’s erratic panning camera
movements. But in Luanda-Kinshasa Douglas focuses the narrative action to one setting and thus

distils the revolutionary acts and race politics directly and axiomatically to the musicians and
their music in the studio.
Interwoven through much of Douglas’s photographic and film works is a referential politics that
delineates Black diaspora linked to colonial appropriation and the assimilation of African culture
and music. His cinematic play Helen Lawrence (2014) set as a film noir tale in the thirties in
Hogan’s Alley -- Vancouver’s first and only Black neighbourhood, which was originally settled by
people moving North from the United States in the 1930s and harboured much of the city’s bars
and clubs. This now demolished and mostly forgotten district is also the subject of Circa1948
(2014) Douglas’s first and only interactive augmented reality production that imposes narratives
over reconstructed images of a precisely rebuilt set of Hogan’s Alley and the Old Vancouver
Hotel. For Hors-champ (1992), a video installation, Douglas recreated a French television
recording studio, filming four musicians who improvised Albert Aylers’ seminal free jazz
composition Spirits Rejoice while also weaving in licks from the French national anthem. The
musical reference in this early video installation carries associations with political action in
France linked to 1968 riots and the Black Nationalist Movement in the United States. His
photographic series Disco Angola (2012) draws links to Portugal’s colonial past, and its
relationship to Angola’s struggle for independence. In the title Luanda-Kinshasa Douglas draws
geographical ties to the music being played in this marathon jam session to colonial histories and
the far-reaching influences of African rhythms into American and European jazz and funk. The
title names two African capital cities: Luanda in Angola and Kinshasa in the Democratic Republic
of Congo, but the scene is situated in New York.
The geographical setting and social aspect of Luanda-Kinshasa moves beyond representation to
activation, where the imagined is pulsating with the real, voicing a racial and gender divide that is
present in the reconstructed studio. The scene is a visual idiom for how the west has come to
define itself, through its appropriations. But also, as it articulates a moment of control where the
actors consciously inform and influence each other, and in Douglas’s hands is transformed into a
scenario that continually reconstructs itself into an indiscernible loop. The music, camera, editing
process and the technical apparatus for the work’s presentation are pushed to the edge of
functionality through control and precision. This deliberate and sustained complexity is imbued
with political history and action. What appears a singular and energized jam session contains so
much history, drawing links back to the African continent, rooting the tempo, rhythm and
performers back to moments in time, and places where independence was being hard fought. In
the seventies, the DRC was then the new Zaire and Angola gained independence, which
stimulated civic war.
The viewer is part of the social scenario, becoming a body in the studio, blending in with those
on the sidelines. The jam itself is a spectacle, the musicians skilled and the music complex, lively
and upbeat. Douglas captures a mesmerizing performance, but Luanda-Kinshasa is also a
challenge to the viewer as Douglas presents an implicated sociality. He demands as much from
the viewer as he does of the performers, the camera, himself and his studio.
Jenifer Papararo

Note* The musicians in the video were selected by jazz pianist and composer Jason Moran, who
played alongside Kahlil Kwame Bell, Liberty Ellman, Jason Lindner, Abdou Mboup, Nitin Mitta,
Antoine Roney, Marvin Sewell, Kimberly Thompson, and Burniss Earl Travis. Other key
contributors include producers Christopher Martini and Trivium Films, musical producer and
arranger Scotty Hard, director of photography Sam Chase, and production designer Kelly
McGehee.

v. Definitions:
Conceptual Art
Conceptual art, also referred to as conceptualism, is art in which the concept(s) or idea(s)
involved in the work take precedence over traditional aesthetic, technical, and material
concerns.
Improv Jazz
Jazz improvisation is the process of spontaneously creating fresh melodies over the continuously
repeating cycle of chord changes of a tune. The improviser may depend on the contours of the
original tune, or solely on the possibilities of the chords' harmonies.
Luanda-Kinshasa
Stan Douglas combines the names of two cities in the title of the film. Luanda is the largest city
and capital of Angola, in Africa. Kinshasa is the largest city and capital of the Democratic
Republic of the Congo in Africa, and situated along the banks of the Congo River.
Linear Narrative vs. Non-Linear Narrative Structures
Linear narrative describes a story, action or events in a sequential manner. Hence, it starts with
the beginning, moves to the middle and terminates at the end. Nonlinear narrative, on the other
hand, doesn't stick to such a structured format. Events are portrayed, for example, out
of chronological order or in other ways where the narrative does not follow the direct cause and
effect pattern of the events featured.
Experim ental Film
Experimental film, experimental cinema, or avant-garde cinema is a mode of filmmaking that
rigorously re-evaluates cinematic conventions and explores non-narrative forms and alternatives
to traditional narratives or methods of working. The aim of experimental filmmaking is usually to
render the personal vision of an artist, or to promote interest in new technology rather than to
entertain or to generate revenue, as is the case with mainstream or commercial films.
French New W ave
New Wave is a French film movement, which emerged in the 1950s and 1960s. It is a form of
European art cinema, and is often referred to as one of the most influential movements in the
history of cinema. Films by New Wave directors were often characterized by a fresh brilliance of
technique that was thought to have overshadowed their subject matter. An example occurs in
Godard’s Breathless (1960), in which scenes change in rapid sequence (“jump cuts”) to create a
jerky and disconnected effect. Although it was never clearly defined as a movement, the New
Wave stimulated discussion about the cinema and helped demonstrate that films could achieve
both commercial and artistic success.
Cultural Appropriation:
Cultural appropriation, simply defined, is the adoption of elements of one culture by members of
another culture. This can be harmful when members of a dominant culture appropriate from
minority cultures.
vii. Introduction to Plug In Institute of Contemporary Art:
Plug In, established in 1972, was Manitoba’s first artist-run centre. For the first 15 years of its
history, Plug In was one of the first (and few) organizations on the prairies to focus exclusively

on the production and exhibition of contemporary art. The interest in contemporary art, coupled
with a sense of isolation from large-scale cultural institutions such as the Winnipeg Art Gallery or
the National Gallery, originally attracted artists to Plug In. Belief in the idea of an artists’ network
as a social, aesthetic and economic alternative to those represented by commercial and public
galleries was the foundation of Plug In.
Throughout its forty year history, Plug In has encouraged and nurtured the development of
independent arts group in the province that each address an identified community need (e.g.,
Video Pool was spawned by Plug In, as was Mentoring Artists for Women’s Art and Counterparts:
the Winnipeg Gay and Lesbian Film and Video Festival).
In the late nineties, after twenty-five years of operating as an artist-run-centre, Plug In began
to re-envision its role in the local and national art community. Having arrived at a position of
notable acclaim for its exhibitions and publications program, Plug In sought to have these
programs matter in a larger way. To reach this goal, Plug In launched three initiatives to connect
with larger audiences and expand the reach of our programming: the national and international
circulation of exhibitions; the development of a website; and the creation of an audience
development initiative. These changes marked Plug In’s transition from an artist-run-centre to
something that resembled both a gallery and a museum, yet was neither – an interim phase
during which a new hybrid was taking form.
The descriptions, and various models of, “institutes of contemporary art” in the UK and the US
confirmed that Plug In’s mission; priorities; and activities fit best within an ICA model. And while
this model is itself a relatively fluid one, for Plug In’s purposes the ICA distinction meant: the
generation of a thoroughly researched mix of exhibitions that offered multiple access points to
contemporary art and ideas; insightful interpretation through publications, programs and events;
and creating the facilities and environment for lively interaction among artists, art and audience.
With these goals in mind, in 2009 Plug In made the decision to move from its location at 286
McDermott to a new purpose-built facility for art and education in partnership with University of
Winnipeg at the corner of Portage Avenue and Memorial Boulevard. This move expanded the
ability to program multi-disciplinary activity that stretched what art, and what an ICA, could
be. The facility was co-developed with the active participation of Plug In, and hosts three
permanent installations by internationally renowned artists Jimmie Durham, Dan Graham, Rodney
Latourelle and Louise Withoft.
Plug In expanded its mentorship opportunities by focusing on education in a number of ways,
including making a summer residency (the Summer Institute) a regular part of its programming.
The goal of the Summer Institute is to provide a space for professional artists and other cultural
producers and (scientists, engineers, writers, curators, architects, philosophers, etc) to research
and produce work, individually or collaboratively. This program serves a distinct niche in that it
provides collegial support for artists at all stages of their careers, following their basic training
(university, art colleges, or equivalent experience). Faculty is hired, and provides feedback and
support to artists on a peer-to-peer basis. Each year 10 to 15 artists participate in the program.
The idea of encouraging mentorship and facilitating an open discourse has always, and continues
to be, integral to Plug In as an organization, and the Youth Education Program is built upon
these premises.
viii. Sources
Link to Plug In ICA:
http://plugin.org/

Artists websites / Writing:
Stan Douglas
https://www.davidzwirner.com/exhibitions/luanda-kinshasa/press-release
Review in Canadian Art
https://canadianart.ca/reviews/stan-douglas-luanda-kinshasa/
Jason Moran on his life and m usic:
https://www.artforum.com/video/jason-moran-on-his-life-and-music-80783

