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2014-2015, 20 pigment prints on Fine art, 26,5 x 40 cm.
View of Darkening Process, MMP+, 2016, Marrakech.
Courtesy of the artist and Ceysson & Bénétiere, Paris.
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Darkening Process is a suite of twenty black and white
photographs showing different moments and movements of a
man shining shoes. The photographs were made during the
filming of mounir fatmi’s experimental film of the same name,
Darkening Process, and both works are about the life of John
Howard Griffin, an American writer and Civil Rights activist
who was so frustrated by the injustice experienced by African
Americans during the 1950s-1960s, that he took pills and had
UV exposure to turn his skin black. When Griffin began to be
taken for a black man, the only job he could find was as a
shoeshine man, despite being college educated, having
served in the US Army, and worked as a writer, and as such
he sank himself and his family into poverty, unable to rise
above the barriers now imposed upon him.

In some ways Fatmi sees Griffin’s actions as a performance
in and of itself. His decision to subject himself to treatments
to make his skin black, forsaking his own life in order to
experience the other is completely radical and was done to
the extreme. Don Rutledge photographed much of Griffin's
life during this time and Griffin wanted the experience
documented, it was part of the process of this conversion.
For fatmi, the photographs in Darkening Process are like a
contemporary archive of Griffin’s experience, a way to
reenact what he went through, as such connecting it to a
contemporary reality in which a lack of understanding for the
other still persists.

The photographs themselves are dark, closely cropped
scenes of a man'’s hands in the process of shining a shoe.
They are set against a black background creating a feeling of
isolation, anonymity; Images of the brush or a white shammy
cloth rubbing along the sides of the black leather shoe; an
image of the shoe itself on the raised box; a hand touching
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the black shoe polish; an image of hands rubbing together,
the black polish seemingly making them darker.

This set of photographs is part of a larger series of work titled
The Journey into Shame, which fatmi has made around the
life of John Howard Griffin. The series continues fatmi’s
interest in exploring theories of identity, what is meant by the
idea of the other, as well has his ongoing fascination with
archives, particularly obscure or forgotten about moments in
history that when revived, resonate with contemporary
meaning.

Blaire Dessent, February, 2016.

" Darkening Process turns
around a closely cropped scene
In black and white that shows a
pair of hands intensely polishing
and scrubbing a pair of black

leather shoes.
Both the shoes and the hands

get increasingly darker as the film

continues, the hands
rubbing some of the black polish

Into the skin, our eyes witness to
the change. "

Blaire Dessent, January 2016
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