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Preface
Andrée Sfeir-Semler



Since the 1990s, the contemporary art scenes in the Arab world have experienced exponential growth and drastic changes. While the region is often connected by a common language and shared postcolonial histories, its socio-cultural landscape remains deeply diverse, defying easy generalization. Yet these developments prompted a pressing need to excavate, document, and reflect upon the various components that have shaped this transformation.

A new generation of artists began to emerge, rooted in their local contexts (rather than in the Western gaze), spanning the breadth of the region from North Africa through the Levant and into the Arabian Gulf. Alongside them, elder artists who had long worked in relative obscurity began to receive overdue recognition.

Building infrastructures to sustain and present these energies became of the utmost urgency: contemporary art galleries, art fairs, residencies, and art schools emerged in many places, as did art publications: magazines, dedicated newspaper columns, monographs, and critical anthologies. We also witnessed a proliferation of biennials, symposia, talks programs, collections (both private and institutional), foundations, and major museums—particularly those launched by governments in the Gulf.

These developments naturally attracted international attention: at a time when the Western-centric art world was starting to look beyond its borders, curators, scholars, museum professionals, and art journalists began to travel through the Arab world, engaging with artists and thinkers from the region, inviting them to exhibitions, conferences, and biennials, while the most prestigious Western museums began collecting their work, integrating them into shifting global narratives on contemporary art.

It was in light of this unprecedented momentum that the idea for this reader was born. I envisioned a volume that would gather the voices of those who have been directly involved in shaping this transformation. This anthology brings together a wide range of contributions, both from across the region and from a Western perspective, that serve at the same time as a working tool and a reference point for future generations—a kind of archaeological map of contemporary art in the Arab world, drawn by a combination of primary sources through firsthand accounts, as well as texts by artists, scholars, intellectuals, historians, curators, journalists, cultural officials, and chroniclers. Given the extensive ground we attempted to cover, the scope of this reader is necessarily bound, and we recognize the limitations of the exercise, imagining it as “Volume 1”. We have nonetheless endeavored to ensure representation from across the geographic spectrum, attempting to focus on pioneering figures who helped bring the region’s art scene into the global spotlight. In addition to forty-six essays, transcribed conversations, and personal accounts, this reader includes a comprehensive chronology charting key events, starting in 1843 with the creation of the École des Beaux-Arts in Algier, up to the Qatar Permanent National Pavilion in the Giardini della Biennale announced in 2025; as well as an index of Arab artists, compiled from extensive research into eighteen different countries.

I extend my deepest gratitude to each and every one of the forty-nine contributors who placed their trust in this project and generously shared their knowledge and experiences. I also want to acknowledge those we couldn’t include—whether due to time, resources, or unforeseen circumstances.







Tarek Abou El Fetouh and Lawrence Abu Hamdan in conversation


Lawrence Abu Hamdan (b. 1985) is a Lebanese-British artist and independent investigator, or “Private Ear,” with a doctorate from the University of London on the role of sound in legal investigations. Over the past decade, his work has explored the political dimensions of listening, resulting in forensic reports, films, lectures, performances, and exhibitions worldwide. In 2023, he founded Earshot, the world’s first non-profit dedicated to the use of audio in human rights and environmental advocacy. His investigations have served as evidence before the uk Asylum and Immigration Tribunal, informed advocacy campaigns by Amnesty International and Defence for Children International, and contributed to reporting at the International Criminal Court and in the press. Abu Hamdan has held academic posts at institutions including the University of Chicago, the New School, and Cornell Tech. His work has been showcased by leading museums and biennials, including Moma, Tate Modern, and the Venice Biennale, earning numerous international awards, such as the Turner Prize (2019).

Tarek Abou El Fetouh is an independent curator based in Brussels. He established visual and performance art initiatives across the Arab world, including the Meeting Points Contemporary Art Festival, which took place in different Arab cities. He curated numerous exhibitions in the uae, the region, and beyond, including the National Pavilion of the United Arab Emirates at the 60th edition of the Venice Biennale (2024), the Public Art Program for Expo 2020 in Dubai, and the exhibition of Home Works 6 in Beirut (2013). Abou El Fetouh was Senior Curator and Director of the Performance Department at the Sharjah Art Foundation between 2021 and 2024.


Tarek Abou El Fetouh (taf): I want to start this conversation by going back to when we first met, around 2012, and worked together on a couple of projects. I thought this was an important moment for you, as you were settling in Beirut, and it was a turning point as you moved from music to sound and contemporary art. Coincidentally, that time also marked the end of a cycle for me. At the time, I was running the Young Arab Theatre Fund, and it was the end of my journey with Meeting Points, which I had initiated in Amman in 2003. Back then, traveling between cities was relatively easy for people and we launched Meeting Points as an event that took place in multiple Arab cities simultaneously. Over time, it expanded, and rather than becoming a big festival, created echoes in Damascus, Beirut, Cairo, Alexandria, and Tunis, but with no center.

Lawrence Abu Hamdan (lah): The idea that these events are echoes of each other seems very fitting. Echoes are sounds which all have the same origin, but they are formed by their environment, and they are only echoes once they become distinct sounds in their own right. Was it your idea to use Meeting Points to highlight what is both shared and distinct about culture and cultural production across these Arab cities?

taf Fundamentally, it was about connecting with each other in the region—not just with each other as artists, but also with new audiences across Arab cities. When we started, the only places where artists could meet were festivals in Europe. There were no real opportunities for touring within the Arab world, except for government-organized events. But if you created a work in Beirut, you wanted to present it in Damascus, Amman, Tunis, or Cairo. To make this possible, we had to collaborate closely with local partners. Each city had its own organizers who received the event, hosted performances, and worked alongside institutions to bring everything together. Artists started performing in multiple places, and this helped build and strengthen a network. I curated the first four editions and in 2007, I invited Frie Leysen to curate, which led to its expansion into European cities as well. That edition was the biggest ever, held in eleven cities. Leysen introduced parallel events, inviting local artists to curate their own programs: Selma Sofiane in Tunis, Raed Yassin in Beirut, Aleya Hamza in Cairo, Oussama Ghanam in Damascus, Ola Khalidi and Samah Hijawi in Amman. In some locations, such as Beirut, the program was particularly impactful, featuring a lineup of performances alongside exhibitions with Wael Shawky and Yto Barrada for example. In Tunis, it led to the emergence of Dream City Festival: what began as a project within Meeting Points evolved into a very important biennial festival of contemporary art in Tunis. It takes place in public spaces, and has been presenting editions since 2008. Then came the sixth edition of Meeting Points, curated by Okwui Enwezor under the title Locus Agonistes: Practices and Logics of the Civic. It was really about emancipatory logic and new public spheres and took place in Beirut, Brussels, and Berlin in 2011. And then you and I met in 2012, in preparation for Meeting Points 7, curated by the Zagreb-based collective What, How & for Whom (whw), which led to presentations in Antwerp, Beirut, Moscow, and several other places between 2013 and 2014. Were you somehow at the end of a shift in your practice, from music to contemporary art?

lah The shift in my work actually happened earlier, around 2007–08. But the moment you’re pointing to is also an interesting one. When I moved to Beirut, it of course had a big effect on my practice. In a way it felt like the practice found its home. Before that, in London, it felt like it was strewn. The nice thing about London is you always have an international scene, alongside an extremely localized British art kind of practice. But I was not comfortable with that, I never saw myself there, and every time I would put work in those contexts, it felt like there was too much world in it. There was too much world in the work. And that wasn’t cool or trendy. And then when I came to Beirut, I found that space and that voice, also working with other people and having different kinds of conversations.

taf I remember around that time—many artists came back to Beirut. It was also the moment I was curating the exhibition of Home Works by Ashkal Alwan in 2013.

lah Exactly. It felt like a booming moment, it felt alive. It really did. I had just made the work in Cairo, The All-Hearing, the summer before I moved to Beirut, so these were important years for me.

taf When we met, you were working on a radio project with Marwa Arsanios and the 98 Weeks.

lah It’s great that you bring up 98 Weeks because I think the work of Mirene and Marwa [Arsanios] was so important at that time. I was coming into cognition, so I took for granted the space they had created in Beirut. Now that it’s no longer there—and there are of course other things—we feel its absence. It was doing such important work on an informal level, keeping practice and discourse running in parallel in a way that was totally accessible. Anyone could propose something, you felt it was both totally open but extremely rigorous in the way they positioned themselves. I think that space was important in shaping me as an artist.


[image: A nighttime view of an electronics shop filled with stacks of speakers and vibrant, colorful neon signs.]


Lawrence Abu Hamdan, The All-Hearing, 2014Video, color, sound, 13:00 min, still



taf So, there is actually a turning point around 2007 when you started creating artworks, and you were in London, and there is another turning point when you settled in Beirut in 2012–13.

lah The work I did in Cairo in 2013 was the first time I really engaged with the questions of sound, ethics, and urbanity, in a very specific way. What Cairo taught me was the way in which noise is a kind of predeterminant of power. That who defines noise, who is able to say what is and what is not noise, is that which is in power. And you see this struggle play out very literally in cities like Cairo and Beirut. And it’s also where you can understand how a sonic practice like mine becomes refined through a set of social conditions. That’s the way in which those cities left an impression on the practice. Before that, in the earlier transition that you’re referring to, there was already a kind of political awakening, but it centered more around the idea of punk and alternative spaces and understanding sound—or music—as a vehicle to create spaces outside of the capitalist modes of music production, which is called diy culture in the uk. In London, in Leeds where I grew up, there was a huge scene that was formative for me in understanding how you produce activism, social organization, and all of that circled around music. But as committed as it was politically, it was also committed experimentally. It was the first kind of awakening for me in understanding what could be music. That what I never imagined could be music. And the understanding of what could be noise came later, in Cairo. That what I never imagined could be noise. So, I think these kinds of thresholds of acoustic imagination are just pushed, and they’re still pushed with me to this day. With each project I expand my capacity to think with sound.

taf I would like to talk a bit more about the sound investigation in your artistic practice, that you present in the forms of installations and/or performances. The fictional aspect is usually very important in performance, while in investigations, facts are essential. How do you do it? How can you find the balance, if there’s any to be found? Facts could be presented in an article or in an essay that can reach large audiences, but there is a magic to performance and to art—so how do you deal with the facts and the investigation vis-à-vis the performance and fiction?

lah I think those questions of fact and fiction were really important to the generation of Lebanese artists that came before me. And I think they are much less important for my generation, or at least for me. It is less about a postmodern or a poststructuralist rendering of a truth that can never be reached, less about a fiction that will always blur the fact. There was a shift, to say that it’s not the fact that is up for debate. It’s not the question of the fact or the fiction, it’s the mode through which truth is produced. Truth production is essential to what the work is about. Now, that might mean leaning into things that seem counterfactual, like my work with Bassel Abi Chahine. For many people, there’s no fact to his reincarnation, yet the work is creating a forum through which we listened to the reincarnation of a child soldier. Through the lens of someone who has fought and died in the Lebanese Civil War and through the voice of a returnee like me, someone who came back to Lebanon after the war. This idea of the returnee and the returned and the reincarnated, they all play out in ways that might seem very similar to something that Walid Raad would produce. And yet, the burden of it is to create a space that’s not about whether you believe it or not, it’s the idea that Bassel Abi Chahine is creating history through this method of reincarnation that is otherwise occluded. And although it does not hinge on a scientific fact, it does speak to a kind of new mode of historical production and therefore a new mode of writing history, a new mode of truth production.

taf I actually would like to stop at the term “truth production” for a moment and talk about the life of this truth production within performance, which gives it a completely different dimension.


lah Your history with performance is longer than mine. I’m just getting started. I really started to take it seriously as a dedicated part of my practice around 2023. Before, it was always something I did as I was developing a work. A work would exist in the form of a performance before it would be completed as a film for example. It would be an experimental space where ideas would be tested before they found their form, but now the performance is the form itself. Or at least it’s one of the forms I appreciate more than others. In terms of truth production, it’s just like any good lawyer needs to perform in a law court or like any judge who needs to wear the wig and the costume, performance is part of every mode of truth production. We look at the way the newscaster reads the news for example: growing up in Jordan, I was amazed at how they would just have these extended sounds “aaa” “mmm”—I don’t know if you remember that.

taf But these facts will also have a completely different life within the installation or the production in terms of audience, the places where they are performed or presented, etc.

lah Many of the works exist across multiple forums, and that’s when we come back to this idea of truth production being part of that. It’s not that there is this division between fact and fiction, but there are multiple spaces through which truth is produced. And each one demands its own kind of attention and own kind of practice. If I’m doing an investigation with Earshot, the organization I run, and we’re producing it for a big news organization, it will need to be direct, as concise as possible and still retain all the complexity. It’s really a process of compression. If we’re going to write a forensic report, we need to outline every single thing that we did to the sound in order to come to that conclusion. And that’s painful and tedious, but it’s so necessary. It’s this careful work where every single item is articulated. But if I need to reflect on the work, on the process of listening, on how I became a listener to such a sound, I then need a space like performance because through that performance I can take someone on a journey. I can take one little sound and take them on a journey and open up a whole world from that sound that demands another kind of truth production, which is much more suited to the space of performance.

taf This is really nice, and on that note, I would like to talk about your work on the Saydnaya Prison, which I saw in 2017. It started with a sound investigation focused on the survival of the prisoners, and we are having this conversation a few months after the prison was finally liberated and opened to the cameras of the world. I’ve been wanting to ask you about how you felt when you saw the prison on the news, on social media. And about your performance, confronted with your investigation, and its life after all this.

lah To pick up on what we were discussing earlier—there were these strange moments where we had uncovered knowledge about that prison that nobody outside Syria really knew about. Inside Syria, it was known, but not as the worst place. Many Syrians thought there were other, even worse sites. But after we conducted that work with the witnesses and uncovered exactly what was happening there, it became an international media event. It turned into Amnesty International’s biggest advocacy campaign that year. What we unlocked generated massive media coverage and changed the voice of those survivors but also changed the geopolitical narrative. At the time, many in Europe saw Bashar al-Assad as the lesser evil compared to Daesh, but this work shifted that perception entirely. It had an enormous political effect. At my level, I was deeply affected by meeting the survivors. They taught me about the relationship between sound, memory, violence, and architecture—it completely rewired the way I think sonically. So, after we released the investigation, the works I made reflected that process. They created a space to hear those voices differently, beyond the scope of international media or the Amnesty report. And the reaction was interesting. Some people in the art world would say, “This shouldn’t be an exhibition—this should be on news!” not realizing it already was international news. Others assumed I had read an article and then made the artwork based on it, not realizing that I was the one who had actually conducted the interviews with the survivors. It created this strange imbalance—it’s rare for something to exist across both the political and art worlds in that way. And then there was the question of accuracy. When we were working with the six survivors, we were always careful to say that we couldn’t be sure how precise their testimonies were. After all, they came from a place of brutal sensory deprivation—silence, darkness, hunger, isolation. But when we finally saw the prison last December, the model we had produced in 2016 turned out to be astonishingly accurate. That wasn’t about how good our work was—it was about how incredible those witnesses were. Their will to testify, inseparable from their drive to survive—and the accuracy of what they shared. It was so powerful to see the precision of how they fought through the extreme violence and sensory deprivation to produce that knowledge. And that was really emotional. We’ve lost touch with many of them now. Seeing the place liberated—it’s not the same place we were advocating against. Once the lights are on and you hear the joys of exuberant emancipation rather than the screams of torture, it becomes a different place. It might be the same building, the same geographic location, but it’s not the same place. The real question now is how it will be turned into a space of memory. Back in 2016, the survivors were already imagining it as a memorial to the crimes of the regime.

The work I made also raises this question of remote access—how we were able to tap into that place through memory and testimony. After I made that work, I was still living in Lebanon. When Michel Aoun became president and there was a political shift back toward Syria, I was afraid. I had intelligence services coming to my talks. I knew I could never go back to Syria after that work. Now, maybe I could—but it speaks to the way the political and geographic space in which we operate has expanded and contracted over the last twenty years. How working across the spaces of the Arab world has transformed. I know that it was really important for you to create these kinds of networks with your exhibitions. How have the changing geographic and political thresholds played out in our work? What was enabled? What was foreclosed?

taf I remember seeing your latest performance work Zifzafa (2024), and I was very touched by the presence of the musician and sound artist from the Golan Heights on the screen. It meant so much to me because, since the early 2000s, we’ve been building these networks across the Arab world—trying to meet each other, outside of governmental frameworks. We were able to meet through different strategies. Sometimes that meant smuggling artwork across borders—literally. Adapting to each place according to its rules. Today things are different, with the technology we have to stay in touch.

lah Which artworks did you smuggle?

taf Oh, plenty! I smuggled work by Hrair Sarkissian from Damascus to Amman, Lamia Joreige’s paintings from Beirut to Cairo—you had to do what you had to do.

lah You know what’s so beautiful about Hrair Sarkissian—his father used to smuggle Kodak film from Beirut to Damascus. That’s how he himself got started as a photographer. Smuggling is almost embedded in the way we’ve learned to negotiate borders—it’s foundational to the work we’ve been doing.


taf Exactly. I used to work in theater in the nineties, as a scenographer. I remember in 1995, a theater company in Amman invited the Egyptian company I was working with to perform at a festival. But the Egyptian government said, “No, you tell us you want an Egyptian theater company, and we’ll decide.” The festival refused, so the Egyptian government pulled funding. But we went anyway. We were in Beirut at that time, so we got on a small bus to Amman without funding, just because the people really wanted to meet each other outside of the corrupt state mechanisms. That’s how it used to work.

lah The Egyptian government had basically imposed themselves as curators!

taf Exactly. That’s how it used to be, we were trying to circumvent the government and open new spaces for exchanges, and we made it happen anyway. Perhaps the starting point of my engagement was that moment, when we went to Amman despite the lack of funding and support. That’s where my career as a curator truly began. The connection between the two theater companies (Al-Fawanees Theater Company and El-Warsha Theater Company) strengthened after this incident. We organized the festival together and I became part of the curatorial committee responsible for programming the Amman International Theater Festival for independent theater, a role I held for three years before founding the Young Arab Theatre Fund. The fund was created as a way to support young artists across the Arab world, helping to produce various performances. In parallel, in the fall of 2000, another shift occurred when I took on the rehabilitation of an old garage belonging to the Jesuit Cultural Center in Alexandria, transforming it into a performance and exhibition space. This garage had been rented out to the Egyptian government and repurposed as a cold storage facility for poultry, after having served as a parking space. After many years, the Jesuits were able to reclaim it, using it as a summer camp space for children from Upper Egypt visiting Alexandria. When I first saw the space, I immediately saw its potential as a cultural center. With my background in both architecture and scenography, I was able to design its transformation: the challenge was that everything had to be movable, so the space could still be used for summer camps every year. After I had graduated as an architect, I had carried out in-depth research on these big temporary tent structures that we set up for Mawlid in Egypt. I developed a specific technique to be able to use them for art events and it really informed my work conceptually, as an architect rehabilitating a space, as a scenographer and as a curator.



[image: In a white gallery, several dark textured panels and video screens showing colorful digital waveforms hang from the ceiling at various heights.]


Lawrence Abu Hamdan, Earshot, 2016Installation view, Portikus, Frankfurt, 2016



lah It reminds me of the kind of politics of temporariness that you see, semi-imposed but also adopted, in the Palestinian camps in Lebanon. The idea was never to build a permanent house because that would compromise their right to return. So, for years, maintaining a temporary structure was always preferable to constructing something solid. Interestingly, this connects to a moment we shared when I couldn’t make it to Gwangju for the first presentation of Earshot. You and I had discussed it over the phone, and I remember that one of the headphones in the video—or some other minor detail—wasn’t working. But you knew that the only way they were going to fix it was if you actively dismantled the whole exhibition. You turned the electricity off, put the bench upside down, and used this idea of temporariness to push some urgency in the install of the work and get them to come and repair what wasn’t working. You somehow understand the mechanics of cultural production, it’s not just setting a stage, making something beautiful, it’s actually creating the context for things to emerge, for culture to happen.

taf Absolutely. The inaugural event, It’s Happening in the Garage, was an unexpected success. We hadn’t anticipated such a large turnout and even had to bring in security to manage the crowds. It featured an exhibition, a series of performances, lectures, and film screenings. And eventually Garage became a permanent art center, rather than a seasonal one! The event coincided with a period of significant change in Alexandria’s urban planning, making it particularly relevant. One of the key programs was an architectural workshop called “My Right to the City,” which brought together architects and urbanists for discussions about cities undergoing transformation. This led to an exchange of ideas between different urban landscapes experiencing similar shifts. The crucial need to connect with each other was also at the core of Meeting Points: it started with different cities across the Arab world and these connections are so important—they’ve shaped how we’ve been able to work together across borders, despite political barriers. And now, with technology, it’s easier to meet and collaborate—but those early efforts were crucial in building that foundation. It was possible because you could move between them so easily—Amman was just three hours away, Beirut and Damascus only two. That’s how Meeting Points happened. But over time, we lost access to many of these cities. Still, I see new possibilities emerging through technology. That’s something I’ve explored in my work—how artists and people can connect through technology, beyond borders.


[image: A man in dark clothes works on a large wooden structure being built in a paved lot on a sunny day.]


Tarek Abou El Fetouh during the building of a tent in Alexandria, 1997




[image: A large, light-colored tent sits within a framework of wooden poles under a twilight sky.]


Tent designed by Tarek Abou El Fetouh for Spinning Lives, El-Warsha Theater Company, Alexandria, 1997



lah That’s interesting because, as you said, one of the first projects we worked on together with Marwa [Arsanios]—was a radio project designed to create a connection across borders, right? To connect Palestine and Beirut. And it’s true that every time a physical border closed, you found another way to make that connection happen.

taf That’s why I invited you to Abu Dhabi with the radio program for the performance event of Abu Dhabi Art, Durub Al Tawaya. I thought it was incredible what you were doing. But tell me about Zifzafa. I’m curious about how you worked with the musicians from the Golan Heights. Sometimes they perform with you when they can travel, and sometimes they’re only present on screen. How does that work, technically and practically?

lah Zifzafa is really an experiment in creating a remote connection to a place I can’t physically go but remain deeply connected to. In July 2023, we started working on it as a response to the planned construction of massive wind turbines on the last five percent of land available to the Golan community. A quarter of that land will be rendered uninhabitable by the noise from these wind turbines. We gathered research showing how these turbines would affect the people there. We also worked with a sound artist and composer, Busher Kanj Abu Saleh, who made field recordings of the area. The idea wasn’t just to contest the construction—we wanted to preserve the sounds of that landscape before they were lost. We created a digital simulation of the area, geolocating the recordings within it. I wrote a performance script around it, and Busher composed the score, which he performed with a saxophonist, Amr Mdah. But here’s the thing—Busher and I have never met in person. We’ve never been in the same place at the same time—not because of convenience, but because of political realities. The first time we performed Zifzafa was in Dubai. The second time was in Paris, at the start of the Israeli invasion of Lebanon. During the performance, they would sometimes have to seek shelter because of missile warnings over the Golan Heights. We were creating this digital connection across borders, but it was heartbreaking because the goal wasn’t just to connect remotely—we wanted to be physically together. Everyone would say, “But it works conceptually.” And I’d say, “I don’t want it to work conceptually—I want to be in the same room with these people I’ve been working with for a year.”


[image: The interior of a large, empty warehouse with a high trussed roof, where sunlight casts bright patches across the dark floor.]


The Garage space before rehabilitation, Alexandria, 2000
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The Garage Theatre after rehabilitation, Alexandria, 2000



taf The work is indeed very strong conceptually, the way you not only recorded the landscape, but also recreated it using video game technology. That’s powerful. Even if you can’t physically see or record the landscape, you’ve created it based on facts and experience. That takes it to another level.



[image: A large, motion-blurred photograph of a wind farm is displayed on several layered panels suspended from the ceiling.]


Lawrence Abu Hamdan, Zifzafa, 2024Installation view, Sfeir-Semler Gallery, Beirut, 2025



lah Exactly. But it’s not just about access—many people from our region can’t enter the Golan Heights. So yes, it’s about access, but it’s also about projection. The turbines haven’t been built yet, so how do you simulate what they will be? That’s why digital technologies are so interesting—they don’t just allow cross-border access; they also break time. You can project the future, and you can speak about the past. It’s about the future, what will happen to that area, but it’s also preserving the sounds that are there—songs that have existed for hundreds of years, animals, jackals that have been howling there for thousands of years … time is out of joint, to use your terminology.

taf In 2016, when I was preparing for my exhibition Time is Out of Joint in Sharjah and Gwangju in South Korea, we spoke a lot about a public art piece—a clock in a public square. At that time, we couldn’t make this project happen, but I think you ended up doing it somewhere else. I also recently saw your work in the Public Art Biennial of Abu Dhabi. I want to hear your thoughts about public art.

lah To think regionally, we are now much more centered around the Gulf. As I was working in a public space in Abu Dhabi, that became very obvious. While installing the work, you’d meet people from all over the region—a man from Palestine who had been living there for forty years and who walked by every evening after his prayer, someone from Ethiopia, someone from Pakistan, from India—so the public space forced another set of regional connections. Another turning point in these kinds of moments that we’ve been charting through this conversation. The project in Abu Dhabi was about public conversation, public discourse. It involved kinetic sound instruments placed inside fountains. Historically, fountains in our region were spaces where people would have private conversations—the sound of the water masked what they were saying. Many things were negotiated and resolved around fountains. But today, with surveillance technology and the shrinking and contracting of our world around our telephones and that technology, the fountain alone isn’t enough to protect conversation. The instruments I created made an arrhythmic noise that interfered with and obstructed the extraction of voices and sounds, preserving that sense of public intimacy: private conversations happening in public spaces. That’s what I found touching about the project. This was the first time that I worked so explicitly in a public space. Of course, my move toward performance has always been about creating a stronger interface with the audience, and that shift has injected new energy into my work. What about you? How has your relationship with the public evolved across different cities and spaces in the Arab world? How do you see that relationship changing and developing? And what exactly are you trying to refine or focus on within that dynamic?

taf Through Meeting Points and many of my other projects, audiences were encountering things they had never seen before, and the key was, they were open to them. It was really interesting over the years to see the reactions of audiences to specific works shown in different cities. I remember very clearly the work of Amal Kenawy Cairo… Eating Me Inside for Meeting Points 5. There were cow lungs on stage, and it fueled extremely charged discussions and reactions, especially in Beirut, which was known to have exacting audiences. Damascus was the same, but these critical conversations happened in cafés or libraries in the evening.

But when it comes to the public, it was my experience in China that was transformative. Over the years I spent working there and curating exhibitions for a Chinese audience, I became accustomed to seeing thousands of people engage with the work. And I’m not talking about mainstream or commercial exhibitions—these were highly conceptual shows, like the one featuring Ho Tzu Nyen, Apichatpong Weerasethakul, and Walid Raad in Beijing. We averaged around 1,000 visitors per day for six months. That experience made me reconsider the kind of audience I wanted to reach and the scale of engagement I aspired to. Around that time, I was offered the opportunity to curate the Public Art program for Expo Dubai. I took it because I realized how important it was for me to engage with a vast audience. Of course, Expo 2020 was an extreme case—25 million visitors—but it solidified my interest in public art as a genre to explore. That experience has since influenced the way I curate exhibitions. Even something as simple as choosing the right Arabic title for example, becomes crucial, to avoid ambiguous translations. One I particularly like is William Kentridge’s for his Sharjah Art Foundation exhibition: the English title was A Shadow of a Shadow but in Arabic I used [image: Arabic version of Taif al-khayal.] (Taif al-khayal) which is inspired by one of the very first Arab theatrical works by Ibn Daniel—a thirteenth-century playwright and puppeteer who used shadow plays. Or using Jean Genet’s Un captif amoureux as an inspiration, but using an English version that is closer to the Arabic one: [image: Arabic version of Asir ‘achiq.] (Asir ‘achiq) which became Captive of Love for Danwen Xing’s show at the Red Brick Museum in 2017. I am constantly thinking about the audience—how to reach them, how to make the work accessible, and these investigations of the language and translation of titles is part of that.
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[image: A steep stone staircase descends through a narrow alley flanked by a weathered building on one side and a rough rock wall on the other.]


The Casbah of Algiers, April 24, 2024



In 2024, I returned to Algiers for the first time in eighteen years. The city, at once familiar and distant, was not just my father’s birthplace but a site of layered histories and personal reckonings. What began as a research trip—an opportunity to engage with Algeria’s rich modernist art history—soon became something more profound. With my father by my side, navigating conversations at the Musée national des Beaux-Arts d’Alger and reconnecting with my grandfather, I found myself moving through a landscape where art, memory, and resistance converged.

Algiers is a city where the past remains insistently present. Its streets, monuments, and museums bear the traces of colonialism and revolution, of artists, intellectuals, poets, musicians, and of course its freedom fighters, who shaped its post-independence identity. In this piece, I reflect on the works of modernists like Baya (Mahieddine), M’hamed Issiakhem, and Mohammed Khadda, whose practices helped redefine what Algerian art could be. I also consider how contemporary Algerian artists engage with notions of homeland today, negotiating questions of displacement, memory, and return. What does it mean to inherit a history of struggle? And how does one make sense of it through art?


[image: A colorful, stylized watercolor of a person in a red cloak patterned with fantastical birds embracing a large blue, long-eared animal against a leafy green background.]


Baya, Femme en robe orange et cheval bleu, 1947Gouache, graphite, pencil and ink on paper, 74.7 × 91.6 cm



Walking through the Casbah, I saw echoes of this history in its narrow, labyrinthine alleys—spaces of both refuge and defiance. French colonial forces, unable to penetrate its dense architecture, encountered it as a bastion of resistance during the War of Independence (1954–62). Later, my father and grandfather took me to Larbi Ben M’hidi’s family home. A leader of the Front de Libération Nationale (fln), Ben M’hidi was captured and assassinated by French paratroopers in 1957, his name now etched into the collective memory of Algeria’s struggle for liberation, seen in graffiti throughout the city and especially on the walls of the Casbah.

Within the Musée des Beaux-Arts, the works of Baya, Issiakhem, and Khadda (amongst many others) revealed another dimension of resistance: the assertion of an artistic language independent of colonial imposition. In 1963, just a year after independence, Khadda and Issiakhem were founding members of the Union Nationale des Arts Plastiques (unap), seeking to ground Algerian modernism in local traditions. Baya, meanwhile, became the only woman to sign the Manifesto of Aouchem Group in 1967, a collective drawing on Amazigh symbols and signs, and grounding their work in visual heritages they believed had evolved from the prehistoric cave paintings and rock art of Tassili n’Ajjer mountains in south-eastern Algeria.

Born in 1931 in Bordj el-Kiffan, a seaside suburb of Algiers, Baya’s artistic journey was shaped by both personal loss and the rich artistic traditions of her homeland. Orphaned at five, she was raised by her grandmother before being taken in by Marguerite Caminat, a French woman residing in Algiers. This move cemented her desire to paint and make ceramics, yet her practice remained deeply rooted in her Kabyle heritage. Despite being introduced at sixteen to the renowned gallerist Aimé Maeght, leading to her first solo exhibition in Paris in 1947, Baya resisted Western artistic classifications. She consistently rejected such imposed artistic identities, instead defining her art as an autonomous practice she referred to as “Baya-ism.”

Baya’s oeuvre is characterized by intricate compositions depicting women adorned in rich textiles, surrounded by flora, fauna, and at times musical instruments, mystical birds and creatures. Colors like turquoise blue and Indian pink were inspired by the dresses of Kabyle women and even called “Baya’s colors” by the artist herself. The worlds she painted were shaped by the cultural and spiritual aesthetics of Algeria—drawing from Amazigh tattoos, symbols, and signs. The influence of Indigenous Algerian visual culture remained a constant throughout her work, with her figures appearing in settings that evoke both the earthly and the celestial. Musical instruments also played a vital role in her compositions, particularly after her marriage in 1953 to El Hadj Mahfoud, a musician, whose instruments surrounded her daily life and began appearing in her works made after Algerian independence.

Her artistic language dismantled Western hierarchies that separated painting, sculpture, and decorative arts, instead embracing a holistic approach in which Amazigh textiles, jewelry, and architectural motifs informed and were represented in her visual world. The women in her paintings exist within an ambiguous space—between imagination and reality and personal memory and collective history. Her works engage with precolonial Algerian visual traditions while forging a postcolonial artistic identity in an independent Algeria.

Issiakhem is often described as one of the most visceral of Algeria’s modernist painters, his work marked by a haunting intensity shaped by personal and national trauma. As a teenager, he lost his arm, and in the same tragic accident, his sisters and nephew were killed by a grenade left behind by soldiers. His art carried this weight, embodying both personal and national wounds. This experience of loss and survival permeates his art, which oscillates between stark realism and expressive abstraction.

His work confronts Algeria’s colonial history with raw immediacy. His painting Femme et Mur (1977–78), housed in the Barjeel Art Collection and recently exhibited at the 2024 Venice Biennale, depicts a woman in Kabyle dress standing before a graffiti-covered wall bearing both fln and Organisation Armée Secrète (oas). This juxtaposition encapsulates the contradictions of post-independence Algeria, where revolutionary ideals clashed with the lingering scars of colonial violence. The textures of his paintings often resemble eroded surfaces—walls marked by time, history, and conflict—suggesting that the wounds of the past remain inscribed in the present.


[image: An abstract painting of a person in layered green clothing and a headscarf, standing against a textured, muted-tone background with faint markings.]


M’hamed Issiakhem, Femme et mur, 1980Oil on canvas, 162 × 130 cm



Beyond painting, Issiakhem was a prolific designer, crafting designs for banknotes and postage stamps. Yet even in these more formal commissions, his distinctive style—marked by bold contrasts and deeply expressive faces—remained evident. His figures—worn, defiant, bearing the weight of history—stand as enduring witnesses to Algeria’s ongoing struggle for self-definition. His paintings do not offer resolution but insist on remembrance, making him one of the most poignant chroniclers of modern Algerian identity.

Khadda was a foundational figure in post-independence Algerian modernism, pioneering an abstract language that fused Arabic and Amazigh calligraphy with artistic movements like Cubism and abstraction. While working with palettes of earth tones and bright, pure colors, Khadda created tactile compositions that layered Arabic writing and calligraphy over atmospheric abstract landscapes. He saw calligraphy not just as a script but as a dynamic visual form which sought to modernize and elevate Arabic and Amazigh letters as a fundamental element of artistic expression in an independent Algeria.


[image: A vibrant abstract painting shows a golden cityscape against a teal sky, with a foreground of bold red and brown calligraphic strokes over a band of blue.]


Mohammed Khadda, Les Casbahs ne s’assiegent pas, 1961–82Oil on canvas, 120 × 240 cm



His monumental canvases, such as Les Casbahs ne s’assiègent pas (1961–82), which I was able to witness at the Musée national des Beaux-Arts d’Alger, embodies a philosophy of resistance. The title of this work, meaning “Casbah cannot be besieged,” evokes the impenetrable nature of Algiers’s historic quarter, a site of anti-colonial struggle immortalized in Gillo Pontecorvo’s The Battle of Algiers (1966). Khadda’s abstraction does not seek to erase meaning but rather to encode it in visual forms that resist easy legibility. His work remains a testament to the power of abstraction—not as a retreat from history but as a means of grappling with its weight, shaping new visual languages of identity through symbols and signs. Khadda’s artistic philosophy was outlined in his seminal 1966 publication, Éléments pour un Art Nouveau, which argued for the reconstruction of Algerian art in a postcolonial context.

One of the most moving experiences of my trip was visiting Résidence Khadda, the preserved studio of Mohammed Khadda, now an artists’ residency. Walking through it with contemporary artists Zineb Sedira and Lydia Ourahmane, I felt a sense of generational continuity—of how artists today, though working in different contexts, remain connected to the struggles and ambitions of their predecessors. The space itself carried the weight of history: Khadda’s books still carefully arranged along with canvases leaning against the walls as well as his old printing press. It was a living archive, not just of his practice but of an entire artistic lineage shaped by a commitment to cultural sovereignty in an independent Algeria.



[image: A large, illuminated screen displaying a prehistoric cave painting of a human figure and an animal stands inside a spacious brick warehouse.]


Lydia Ourahmane, Tassili, 2022, 4K video, 16mm transferred to video, digital animation, sound, 46:12 min, installation view, Sculpture Center, New York, 2022



The posters Khadda designed for events like the 1969 Pan-African Cultural Festival spoke to a time when Algiers was not just an artistic center but a hub of revolutionary solidarity. Standing in his studio, I was reminded that the concerns animating artists today—questions of displacement, language, and historical memory are echoes of past struggles, refracted through new mediums and contexts. Seeing Khadda’s tools and materials, the physical remnants of his process, made me think of the ways in which artistic labor endures, passed down not just through formal art history but through the tactile, intimate spaces where it was made.

Reading the city’s monuments in the same way I read the modernists’ paintings and sculptures helped ground me in my surroundings. Just as Baya, Issiakhem, and Khadda embedded Algerian history and culture into their forms, the city’s memorials carry their own visual language of remembrance and resistance. The portraits of freedom fighters throughout the Place des Martyrs subway station and the Martyrs’ Memorial, standing high over Algiers, do not simply commemorate independence but assert an unbroken lineage of defiance against colonial erasure. The three palm-like pillars of the Martyrs’ Memorial symbolize different phases of the struggle during the War of Independence, reinforcing the idea that resistance is not confined to a single moment in time.

Moving through Algiers, I became increasingly aware of how historical narratives shape both physical and artistic landscapes. The built environment, in parts marked by colonial architecture repurposed for new meanings, the Casbah as a historical site of resistance, mirrors some of the concerns of Algerian artists past and present. The interplay between history and reinvention is everywhere. But what happens when these narratives are displaced? When the connection to homeland is no longer immediate but filtered through memory, migration, and generational distance?


[image: Three television screens in a row on a white wall each show two women facing each other in profile, with a pair of headphones hanging below each screen.]


Zineb Sedira, Mother Tongue, 2002, 3-screen video, color, sound, 4:38 min, installation view, Tate, London, purchased 2007



For those of us shaped by migration, homeland exists somewhere between memory, stories, and imagination. Algiers, for me, has always been a place I feel tethered to yet unable to grasp fully. My father’s birthplace, the country that shaped his childhood, is not the same Algiers I have come to know through brief visits, family anecdotes, and the fragments of history I piece together through art and academia. This sense of distance, of seeking a connection to land through recollection rather than presence, is something I return to often.

Many contemporary artists working in the diaspora explore this very tension: how to engage with a homeland that is at once intimately familiar and frustratingly distant. It was through artists like Zineb Sedira, Lydia Ourahmane, and Kader Attia—who navigate the complexities of belonging, displacement, and inheritance—that I began to see a different way in. Their works do not offer neat resolutions but instead dwell in the in-between: the space where memory and reality collide, where translation is imperfect, and where absence is as much a presence as what remains.

Sedira’s work Mother Tongue (2002), housed in Tate’s collection, where I am a curator, has long resonated with me. A three-channel video installation, the piece meditates on linguistic and generational shifts between mother, daughter, and granddaughter, interweaving Arabic, French, and English as vehicles of both connection and estrangement. Watching it, I found myself reflecting on my own fragmented grasp of Arabic, the distance between my father’s Algiers and my own diasporic perspective, and the broader colonial histories embedded in these linguistic negotiations. The quiet refusal of Sedira’s mother to learn French signified a form of resistance, one that felt familiar, both in my own family and in the broader contours of Algerian history. This subtle act of refusal speaks to a wider cultural struggle: the fight to retain language as an assertion of self-determination. Languages other than French were suppressed under colonial rule and became a key method of resistance in the country’s independence movement.

What strikes me most about Mother Tongue is its aesthetic beauty, underscored by a profound sense of melancholy. It captures the ruptures colonialism and migration inflict on language, family, and identity, while also highlighting the quiet acts of resistance embedded in everyday life.

For those of us in the diaspora, language often marks the distance from homeland in ways that feel unbridgeable. Though I identify strongly with my Algerian heritage, my own grasp of the language is poor, something I have long felt as an absence. The difficulty of fully articulating oneself in a language tied to ancestry can create a form of estrangement, an experience that Mother Tongue lays bare in its quiet yet piercing depiction of familial exchanges. And yet, I have come to realize that homeland is not solely about language, nor is it necessarily defined by the ability to claim a place as one’s own. It exists in the echoes of familiarity, in the pull towards certain landscapes, sounds, gestures, and relationships.

Lydia Ourahmane’s Tassili (2022) extends these questions into the Algerian landscape itself. An ambitious exploration of the political, environmental, and metaphysical conditions of human existence, the work is centered on the remote Tassili n’Ajjer plateau near the Algerian–Libyan border. The video work is imbued with a meditative capacity and like much of Ourahmane’s practice. Here she examines the act of traversing an extreme landscape, the conditions of image production, and the site’s layered significance—prehistoric, colonial, and contemporary.

Through the film and sculptural works, Tassili explores the dynamics of image-making while navigating questions of displacement, erasure, and representation. In this piece Ourahmane is drawn to the ways in which Algeria’s histories—both ancient and modern—are inscribed into its land, whether through language, visual culture, or the material conditions of the landscape itself. Tassili n’Ajjer, with its thousands of prehistoric engravings and cave paintings, reflects millennia of transformation in the Sahara. Once a fertile “bed of rivers,” the desert is now an arid expanse that bears depictions of figures and ancient rituals. The Aouchem Group, a key artistic collective that emerged in Algeria after independence, drew inspiration from these ancient inscriptions, linking their artistic practice to the land’s deep history. In their 1957 manifesto, they declared:



Aouchem was born thousands of years ago on the walls of a cave in the Tassili Mountains. Its existence continues into our own time, sometimes in secret, sometimes in the open, according to the fluctuations of history.1



Furthermore, modernist artists like Khadda and Souhila Bel Bahar also turned to Tassili as a source of inspiration, translating its forms and textures into abstract compositions. Khadda’s Mouvement Tassili (1979), a small, engraved lead piece, captures the dynamic energy of the region, while Bel Bahar’s Rupestre (1978), a gouache and Indian ink work, evokes the tactile presence of its ancient rock art. Like Ourahmane, these artists grappled with the weight of history embedded in the Algerian landscape, using their respective mediums to reimagine the past within contemporary artistic discourse.

This interplay between past and present, between land and identity, feels central to Algerian art. Artists have repeatedly returned to the land—not only as a physical reality but as a space of memory and struggle. In the works of modernists and contemporary artists, the land is more than a setting; it is a witness, a repository of histories, and a continually contested space of belonging.

Kader Attia’s Untitled (Ghardaïa) (2009), also in Tate’s collection, operates at the intersection of history, memory, and postcolonial critique. The work presents a model of the ancient Algerian city of Ghardaïa, meticulously constructed from couscous—a material that speaks to both nourishment and ephemerality. Flanking the model are photographs of two figures deeply entwined with modernism: Le Corbusier and Fernand Pouillon. Le Corbusier visited Ghardaïa in 1931, absorbing elements of its vernacular architecture into his own designs, later celebrated as the pinnacle of modernist innovation. Elements of Ghardaïa’s vernacular architecture, once appropriated into modernist design, later found their way into the social housing projects built across suburban Paris—spaces that would come to shelter generations of Algerian immigrants, including Attia’s own family.

Attia’s work makes visible the extractive logic of colonialism—not just in the material plundering of resources but in the intellectual and aesthetic appropriations that shaped modernist architecture. By reconstructing Ghardaïa in a fragile, perishable medium, Attia underscores the vulnerability of cultural heritage in the face of colonial erasure and historical amnesia. His choice of couscous, a staple of North African cuisine, further embeds the work in the everyday lives of Algerians, turning the city into something both intimate and impermanent. The work is, in many ways, an act of reclamation—an insistence that the origins of these architectural forms be acknowledged, even as they have been abstracted and repurposed in the Western canon.


[image: An art installation in a white room shows a miniature city made of pale blocks on a mound of yellow crumbs, with photographs and text papers on the surrounding walls.]


Kader Attia, Untitled (Ghardaïa), 2009Couscous, two inkjet prints, and five photocopy prints, various dimensions, installation view, Tate, London, purchased with funds provided by the Middle East North Africa Acquisitions Committee 2010



Much like Sedira and Ourahmane, Attia reveals how history is not confined to archives or textbooks but lives on in built environments, in the structures we inhabit, and in the ways displacement reshapes both space and identity. His work asks: What does it mean when the architectural language of a colonized people is repurposed to define the very cities that exclude them? And how does one reclaim a history that has been simultaneously appropriated and marginalized? In the slow disintegration of Untitled (Ghardaïa), there is both an elegy and a quiet defiance—an assertion that memory, like the city itself, will not disappear without a trace.

A particularly striking moment in my recent trip back to Algiers came at rhizome, an independent arts organization in Algiers, headed by founder and director, Khaled Bouzidi, where Algerian contemporary artists such as Amina Menia, Atef Berredjem, Aya Bennacer, Fella Temzali, Ourahmane, Ludovic Hadjeras, and Sedira gathered for a symposium. Titled Processus créateur et approches critiques: le cas des arts plastiques au Maghreb, the discussions brought together artists from across the region and beyond—Libya, Argentina, Senegal—each interrogating the ways contemporary artists challenge conventional representations of place and identity.

Today, Algiers’s contemporary art scene carries echoes of its former dynamism, despite economic and socio-political constraints. Spaces like rhizome and Les Ateliers Sauvages, founded by Wassyla Tamzali, continue the work of fostering artistic communities, reactivating the spirit of past initiatives such as aria (artist residency in Algiers) and the International Festival of Contemporary Art of Algiers (fiac). These platforms are essential in bridging local practices with global conversations, ensuring that the city’s creative landscape remains vital and engaged.

rhizome, with its focus on interdisciplinary collaboration, hosts exhibitions, talks, and workshops that create spaces for dialogue between Algerian artists and the wider international art world. Les Ateliers Sauvages operates as both a studio and an exhibition space, offering emerging and established artists the opportunity to experiment, produce, and present work outside institutional constraints. Both spaces serve as crucial sites for artistic expression in a city where state support for contemporary art remains precarious, allowing for the continuation of creative resistance and innovation in an ever-shifting socio-political landscape.

The temporary closure of the Musée Public National d’Art Moderne et Contemporain (mama) for the foreseeable future signals a deeper uncertainty about the institutional landscape for contemporary art in Algiers. Housed in a repurposed neo-Moorish building in the heart of the city, mama had served as Algeria’s primary platform for modern and contemporary art since its opening in 2007. The museum’s closure underscores the challenges faced by artists working within Algeria, where exhibition spaces remain limited, and state support is inconsistent. Without mama, artists must navigate an already fragile ecosystem with even fewer resources.

A case in point is Amina Menia. I spent a long morning with her at Les Ateliers Sauvages, where we spoke at length about the role of public space in her practice. As an Algéroise, Menia’s work is intimately rooted in the city’s textures—its absences as much as its architectures. Her long-running project Extra-Muros (2005–ongoing) unfolds not within gallery walls but across the interstitial spaces of Algiers: the abandoned, the unremarked, the overgrown. These are not just urban voids but charged zones—places of historical amnesia and suspended potential. Her interventions, often unrealized due to administrative obstruction, function as spectral proposals: imagined monuments, temporary gestures, fleeting acts of reclamation. In resisting the institutionalization of memory, Menia maps a counter-cartography of the city—one that privileges the ephemeral over the monumental, the intimate over the official.

Her photographic series Chrysanthemums (2009–11) extends this inquiry into the terrain of public commemoration. Shot in a sombre, documentary style, the series focuses on fractured stelae and neglected monuments—objects originally erected to mark victories, sacrifices, or infrastructural milestones. These commemorative forms, now cracked, graffitied, or abandoned, reveal the brittle scaffolding of Algeria’s modern mythologies. Menia reproduces some of these stelae at life-size, staging them as monuments to disillusionment and ideological drift. As she writes, they resemble “a marble alphabet”—fragments of an interrupted language of statehood, now legible only in ruins.

Since Extra-Muros and Chrysanthemums, Menia’s practice has deepened its engagement with how the city emancipates itself from its colonial legacy. Her project Lost Atlantis (2023–ongoing) examines the barely visible transformations of Algiers’s built environment, while her performance on the renaming of public spaces, an idea she was preparing when we met, interrogates the lingering traces of colonial power and the ongoing redefinition of civic memory. These works continue her research-driven interrogation of the city’s shifting material, symbolic, and political landscapes. In this project, Menia approaches the walls of her city as a palimpsest to be excavated, revealed, and deciphered—offering an alternative reading of Algiers’s layered history, and her own.

Far from nostalgia, Menia’s work insists on the afterlife of these objects: how their silence still speaks, how the landscape remembers even when we try to forget. Her practice turns the monument inside out—not as a site of triumph, but as a site of contestation, ambiguity, and deferred meaning. In doing so, she joins artists like Sedira, Ourahmane, and Attia in unearthing the infrastructures of forgetting, and asking what forms of memory might still be possible in a place where the past has so often been manipulated, neglected, or erased.

This mode of critical engagement, anchored in local histories yet outward-looking in its ambition, echoes across the practices of many artists working in and beyond Algeria today. Across Algeria and its diasporas, artists are continuing to forge complex, resistant vocabularies for navigating the contradictions of the postcolonial present. The 2019 exhibition Waiting for Omar Gatlato: A Survey of Contemporary Art from Algeria and Its Diaspora, curated by Natasha Marie Llorens, offered a vivid snapshot of this multivocal landscape. Featuring twenty-five artists—including Louisa Babari, Fayçal Baghriche, Zoulikha Bouabdellah, Hakima El Djoudi, Karim Ghelloussi, Lydia Ourahmane, Amina Menia, Fethi Sahraoui, Massinissa Selmani, and many others—the exhibition showcased works that grapple with memory, migration, gender, urbanism, and the lingering spectres of colonialism. Together, they reveal a vibrant, transnational constellation of practices that resist reduction to a singular national narrative, while continuing to think with and through the concept of Algeria.


When Andrée Sfeir-Semler invited me to write, after seeing an article I wrote for Frieze magazine, she encouraged me to reflect on what makes artistic practices in Algeria distinct from other ecosystems across the Southwest Asia and North Africa (swana) region. Despite how rich it is, one undeniable factor is the lack of investment and institutional support. A recent trip I made to Tunis underscored this disparity—there, I encountered a thriving artistic landscape, with a number of artist-run spaces, studios, festivals, and a robust network of patrons and gallerists committed to sustaining and expanding the city’s creative ecology. Tunis, with the help of this investment, has positioned itself as a hub for knowledge exchange, residencies, and transnational artistic networks—an aspiration that remains largely out of reach in Algeria at this current moment.

Still, promising developments are emerging. One example of such an initiative is Gasworks’ forthcoming residency program, which, thanks to the efforts of Tunisian patrons and friends of mine, Selim and Houda Bouafsoun, will focus on North Africa from 2025–29, offering an Algerian artist the opportunity to live, work, and build networks in London. I hope this, among other initiatives, will serve as a catalyst, inspiring further connections and long-term support structures that will help Algiers’s artistic ecosystem to grow, even if that process takes time. I remain committed to doing all I can, alongside many others, to help foster and continue this development.

Beyond the institutions, exhibitions, and artistic spaces, the most affecting moments of my trip back to Algiers were the unplanned ones: watching a Fanon documentary with my grandfather, discussing freedom fighters on the banknotes like Mourad Didouche and Krim Belkacem with a shopkeeper, or visiting all the memorials dedicated to the martyrs. These encounters reaffirmed the role of curating not just as an “intellectual” exercise, but as a process of listening, absorbing, and making space for narratives that come through living.

On my first day in Algiers, my grandfather welcomed me by showing me his rose garden, which he has tended for decades. It was a quiet gesture, one that spoke of care, of rootedness, of endurance. In many ways, this mirrored the resilience I encountered throughout the city—in its people, its art, its history. For the first time as an adult, I felt a tangible connection to the land, a sense of belonging that was both deeply personal and profoundly political.

As I watched my grandfather shuffle across his rose garden, the late afternoon sun casting long shadows on the sprawling grass, I thought about all he had seen. He was a young man, twenty-three years old, when Algeria gained independence, carrying the weight of a history that I had only ever encountered in stories from my father, books, university seminar rooms, and artworks. His stories, fragmented and sometimes reluctant, echoed the same tensions I saw in the paintings of Issiakhem—the burden of survival, the resilience in rebuilding, and the quiet endurance of those who lived through revolution.

Standing there, I realized that my return to Algiers was not just about retracing history but about understanding the ways it lives on—in art, in family, in the spaces between past and present. The works of Baya, Mohammed Khadda, and M’hamed Issiakhem and many more were never just about resistance; they were acts of imagination, shaping the contours of a future beyond colonial rule. And today, in the practices of contemporary Algerian artists, I see that same insistence—not only to remember but to reframe, to complicate, to refuse closure.

As I left my grandfather’s house to head to the airport and return to London, I found myself looking back one last time. In his quiet presence, in the faded walls of a city that has endured, in the brushstrokes of artists across generations, I saw the same thing: a quiet yet unwavering defiance—an insistence on remembering, on belonging, on enduring, and thriving.



[image: A person's hand reaches through green leaves to gently hold a small red rosebud against a sunlit fence.]


Grandfather picking flowers, Algiers, April 21, 2024







	1) Manifesto of the Aouchem Group (1967) (2009). Critical Interventions, 3(1), 188–89. https://doi.org/10.1080/19301944.2009.10781371









Building on Shifting Sands
Zeina Arida


Zeina Arida is the director of Mathaf, Arab Museum of Modern Art in Doha. An expert in the arts, culture, and heritage sectors in the Arab world, with a focus on photography, archives, as well as modern and contemporary art from the region, Arida was previously the director of the Sursock Museum from 2014, leading its reopening in 2015 following a multi-year renovation and expansion project. Between 1997 and 2014, she was the director of the Arab Image Foundation.



Beirut, 1990s

My story is like many others of my generation. I was born with the war. My life began almost simultaneously with its outbreak, and I was deeply affected by it from an early age. One of my most vivid memories is being shot at by a sniper when I was eight years old, while at the Coral Beach. It was an expanding bullet, and it hit a rock before reaching me—by sheer luck, I survived.

With the escalation of the war, my family left Lebanon for Paris. I was thirteen at the time and the only thing I wanted was to forget and erase my past. I spent five years in high school there, followed by a decade in the city, studying comparative literature and theater. Paris was an education: I immersed myself in books, but also in the city’s cultural scene—going to theaters, exhibitions, museums. I was particularly drawn to Surrealist artists and classical art history. Seeing works in person at museums like the Centre Pompidou, Musée d’Orsay and many others had a lasting impact on me.

Despite my initial desire to cut ties with Lebanon, an exhibition changed everything for me. In 1991, at the Centre National de la Photo, which was housed in what would later become Palais de Tokyo, I saw Beyrouth Centre-Ville, with images from a photographic mission initiated by Dominique Eddé. It featured the work of six photographers—Gabriele Basilico, Raymond Depardon, Fouad Elkoury, René Burri, Joseph Koudelka, and Robert Frank—who had captured Beirut’s devastated downtown just after the war. That exhibition was a turning point. It ignited a deep curiosity about the past, about the representation of war and the aesthetic of destruction, about photography as a medium for memory and history.

Two years later, my parents decided to return to Lebanon. I wasn’t ready, but I followed them. I initially worked at the Lebanese National Commission for unesco, but the bureaucracy was stifling. I lasted a few months before joining the French Cultural Center, where I worked in communications. This was a key moment—it was the early postwar years, and the center, along with the Goethe Institute, was one of the only spaces for cultural production. It was there that I met my first artist collaborator in Lebanon, Aref el Rayess, and many other artists from my generation who had their first exhibitions. I worked there from 1993 to 1997, and through this role, I became deeply involved in the emerging art scene, working on theater productions, exhibitions, and public programs.
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