
It’s the holiday season of the year 2000 and millions of Americans are still waiting 

for their Playstation 2, a video game console launched earlier that year. Its 

manufacturer Sony tells consumers that ‘manufacturing issues’ are the reason 

behind the delay, but the real reason is the drastic rise in the price of coltan, 

a dull black metallic ore from which the elements niobium and tantalum are 

extracted. Tantalum from coltan is used in almost any electronic product and 

most of the world’s supply comes from East Congo, a region trapped in a spiral of 

conflict and violence. Although the mineral is not the root cause of the conflict, its 

mining and trading play a central role in funding warring parties; invisible from a 

distance, invisible thanks to distance. In Avant Tout, Discipline, in MU from 14 July 

to 17 September, artist duo Revital Cohen and Tuur Van Balen present their recent 

work connecting minerals and megabytes, production and consumption, the soil 

and the cloud. 
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The title of the exhibition comes from a line Van Balen saw written on the wall of the 

secret service office in Numbi, a small mining town in East Congo: Discipline Before 

Anything Else. Discipline may sound cynical in mineral-rich South Kivu with all its self-

declared authorities, bribery and shady trading. But if you take some more distance, 

it all makes sense. The hundreds of miners hacking away at the earth, labouring 

to collect coltan and cassiterite; the motor cyclists transporting the minerals to 

the nearest towns, the lorries that bring them to the coast from where they will be 

shipped to processing plants and electronics factories in countries around the world, 

most notably China. Again, countless labourers will assemble the phones, laptops, 

game consoles et cetera that eventually end up in the hands of billions of consumers. 

Through the components in our devices Congo connects us all, but it does so much 

more. It makes us part of a 24/7 rhythm of work and play – we’re plugged in, complicit, 

disciplined by consumption. This is the reality Cohen and Van Balen explore in many of 

their recent works. 

The latest project Trapped in the Dream of the Other shows how the artists insert their 

work into the chains of supply and demand that link the DRC to China and Europe. 

They produce bespoke fireworks in a Chinese factory and import them into the DRC to 

be ignited remotely from London in a coltan mine in South Kivu province. The film of 

this performance of soil blends into a dreamscape, a first person shooter, a realisation 

of virtual space. 

Gilles Deleuze was speaking of film maker Vincente Minelli’s ideas when he said: 

“Beware of other people’s dreams, because if you’re trapped in the dream of the other, 

you’re screwed.” And it’s true: we are always affected, in some way, by other people’s 

dreams, or rather by their plans and ambitions. At the same time, there is no telling 

how others get caught up in our own consumer utopia. 

Meanwhile ‘we’ – consumers – have no idea of the provenance of the devices that 

play such a central role in our lives. We know our smartphone was probably made in 

China and for most of us, that’s it. Ignorance about the origins of our daily essentials 

is nothing new of course, nor is the urban-rural divide, but the notion that we are all 

connected in a global economy hardly extends beyond the surface of our screens. 

Cohen and Van Balen have a way of turning this ironic contradiction inside out. Quite 

literally sometimes, in a work like D/AlCuNdAu for which 25 hard drives were taken 

apart and mined for the aluminium (Al), copper (Cu), neodymium (Nd) and gold (Au) 

they contained. 

About MU

MU is an adventurous guide in 

the suburbs of art of today and 

tomorrow, for a wide and mainly 

young audience.

MU offers  breeding ground for 

hybrid  talents. MU is an open and 

dynamic space. MU’s program 

exudes the 21st-century  practice 

of creative multidisciplinary 

 collaboration.

For more info and updates please 

visit our website.

MU

Torenallee 40-06, Strijp S

5617 BD Eindhoven

The Netherlands

www.mu.nl

2 / 3

http://mu.nl/en
http://www.mu.nl


In a similar vein, they harvested the gold from computer motherboards and scattered 

it in a Congolese gold mine in Retour. You could also see these works as an extreme 

case of reverse engineering. Other presentations are more poetic and associative, 

as in Dissolution (I know Nothing) a video installation inspired by Dutch golden age 

seascapes that combines present-day images of mining, shipping, production, 

fireworks, soil, LEDs and minerals with colonial-era footage of Belgian Congo. In one 

of the most telling scenes the camera films the sea, probably down from the bow, 

moving up slowly only to stop short of capturing the horizon. You know it is there. 

After being caught up in the dreams of King Leopold II, the Democratic Republic of 

Congo became a Belgian colony, where Van Balen’s grandfather worked as a doctor. 

This personal connection, the family album, the memories of 8 mm screenings, adds 

a layer to the work, it doesn’t explain anything, nor does it need to. Congo is not so 

much a place as it is a mythical landscape or a mole-infested Garden of Eden. In 

this sense it is very interesting to compare Dissolution (I Know Nothing) with From 

Below, which captures the desolate but vivid surface of Iceland’s geology. Symbolising 

tectonic shifts of global digital data streams, the film replaces stored memories with 

coagulated lava and financial markets with beautiful murky geysers. The clouds are 

The Cloud and the longer you watch the more everything is moving and bubbling and 

shifting. 

Like modern-day alchemists patiently looking for gold Cohen and Van Balen combine 

natural elements – earth, water, air and fire – with rare chemical elements from 

the periodic table and omnipresent elements from the digital world. They tirelessly 

investigate industrial behaviours and connect them to different times and places, 

to factories, mines, minerals and people. Situating themselves in the middle of 

production processes, they turn unsuspecting global networks into art that never 

seems to stop generating new connections.
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