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field of view

Jjune 2011
white desert, egypt

i'm outside, which has felt like an eternity. i never contemplated what it would mean to spend
each waking and sleeping hour outside. the jeep is the only refuge from the blowing sand, and the
beating sun, but it has few comforts besides shade and shield. the nights, however, are magical.

i thought i knew what darkness was. dark, it turns out, is light.

our cities stole the night skies.

i won't ever be able to photograph what it feels like to be under the desert sky in the middle of
nowhere. it’s like looking through a filmy barrier, a type of cellulose acetate that is not so different
than badly processed negative film dotted with specks from where the silver salts didn’t develop.
you wonder what is there, but the light dies before it reaches you. a holey moth-eaten blanket
pierced by rays trying to reach my skin. a sky in sets of patterns i don’t know how to classify.

it is like everything i know about photography, but nothing i can capture with a camera.
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As | approach my 50th birthday, |

am honored for the opportunity to
exhibit this mid-career survey with
new commissions at the Maraya

Art Centre. | have been referring

to this exhibition as “bridgework;’

an operational metaphor to render
the experience when moving in
between. The artwork, exhibition,

and publication are built with the
contributions of numerous individuals,
more than | can ever list one by one.
You know who you are, but also know
that | sincerely appreciate you.

I will highlight a few individuals for
which this exhibition would not be
possible. | begin with Mo Reda,

who first approached me in early
2022 about curating a retrospective
exhibition that would eventually grow
into the show it is today. It was an
honor for me that you considered

my work for a survey. Throughout
this journey, we explored the poetics
of migration and movement across
our practice and personal lives.

Our common experience

has been a grounding perspective for
the exhibition. I'm proud of what you,
Cima, and | accomplished.

| also want to share my deep
appreciation for the Chairman of the
Sharjah Investment and Development
Authority, Ahmed Al Qaseer and the

Director of Maraya Art Centre, Dr.
Nina Heydemann, as well as Cima
Azzam for inviting this exhibition to
Maraya Art Centre and providing

the support and resources to make

it happen, especially with the new
commissions. I'm thankful for their
trust in the new work before | had any
visual examples of what the project
would eventually be. Cima, your

work on the publication, exhibition,
and installation has meant so much
to me; you are never without fresh
ideas that allow us to see new
possibilities. | truly cherish our

new friendship. The creative and
collaborative conversations between
Mo, Cima, and myself, as well as the
amazing production team in realizing
the installation for Prelude to the
Round City — Adnan Ghulam Ally,
Jose Tinao Cuevas, and Robin Masih
and his company, Al Sarooj General
Maintenance Contractors. | am deeply
grateful to each of you, for all of you
have meaningfully contributed to
many facets of Tell it to the River. |
also want to thank the talented Noor
Suhail Abu Hijleh for her beautiful
design of this publication and other
exhibition materials. For the excellent
translation of the texts and for helping
me find language that can hold my
intention, thank you, Yasmin Alameeri.
Thank you, Catherine Joy Lima and
the many others at Maraya Art Centre,

your labour and attention to countless
details have made the exhibition
possible. Thank you to Bernard
Jouaret for the beautiful video and
photographic documentation of this
exhibition.

Dr. Huma Gupta, I'm humbled by the
profound essay you wrote for this
publication. I've long admired your
scholarship and writing, and grateful
for your taking so much time to
learn deeply about my practice and
motivations to deliver this text that

| will always cherish. Our meeting

in Baghdad is the start of a lifelong
friendship and future collaborations.
Thank you.

A special thanks to Maya Samawi, the
Samawi family, Fadi Mamlouk, and
the staff of Ayyam Gallery for the ten
years of partnership. As we approach
our decade anniversary, | am grateful
for everything we have accomplished
together. You are my family.

Devin Bayly, thank you for the
countless hours you've dedicated to
working through every difficulty with
visualizing the LIDAR data and getting
us through the many unknowns with
such positive energy. | feel we learned
a new language together, but the
truth is, you unearthed the secrets
and shared them with me. Thank you

for teaching and leading our team

and keeping us in the race when it
seemed that the work would never
end. Karina Buzzi and Ben Kruse,
thank you for your contributions to
Prelude, especially your willingness

to take many creative risks. Working
with you three, our team, was deeply
rewarding, and | think of each of you as
my collaborators. | want to thank John
Buchanan for onboarding me with the
LiDAR, the consultations and advice,
and troubleshooting my technical
problems, often from the other

side of the ocean. You are a great
friend. Thank you to David Baboila;
your research and assistance were
invaluable. Finally, thank you to Director
Colin Blakely and Dean Andy Schultz
(University of Arizona) for providing me
with many resources, time, and support
to present the new work at Maraya

Art Centre. It isn't easy to balance the
responsibilities of being a professor
and artist; I'm lucky to work for people
who believe in me.

Shawk Ayman and Abdulrahman
Zeyad, your work in Iraq as a fixer,
assistant, translator, and so much more
make the project what it is. Thank you
for sharing Iraq with me in a way to
help me understand. Abdulrahman,
you found creative solutions to give me
access to the impossible, and | thank
you for risking with me. | also thank you

for your work in the marshes, along
with Daniel Hollis and Tim Nesmith.
Daniel, there are no words to express
my gratitude for your generosity

in providing me with beautiful
cinematography for lihya’. It was an
honour to work with each of you, and
I will always feel your presence when |
see this work.

| want to thank my brother Wisam
Alshaibi, who traveled to Iraq with

me in December 2021. I've long
benefited from your expertise and
research on Irag, and | deeply value
our ongoing conversations about

our shared interests over the years.

| also want to express my gratitude
and love for my husband, Marvin
Gladney. Your unwavering support
and doing whatever is needed so |
can do this work means the world

to me. You encouraged me from the
day we met, and never let me give

up. Finally, | want to thank my sons,
Mahmood and Zakiriya Gladney. You
answer any call for help or input, solve
technical issues, watch, and critique
endless cuts of videos, perform in the
artwork, assist on shoots, and discuss
the projects with me from ideation to
installation. There is not a project that
I've made that you both haven't been
an integral part of. | love you both for
eternity. This exhibition and publication
are dedicated to you both.
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FOREWORD

It is our great privilege to have the
exhibition Tell it to the River take place
at Maraya Art Centre in Sharjah.

This exhibition is a mid-career survey
of the artist’s remarkable path up
until now. Born in Iraq as a child of

a Palestinian mother and an Iraqi
father, but exiled at a very young age,
living in and out of numerous Arab
countries until finally settling in the
United States, the exhibition reflects
how a personal and artistic identity
is formed and reformed under severe
circumstances.

| first encountered Sama Alshaibi’s
work as part of the group exhibition
View From Inside on contemporary
Arab photography. In there, the artist
had one of her iconic self-portraits on
display, herself wrapped in an abaya
and showing an inked fingerprint to
the camera. The piece was called
“The Vote" and showed both — the
significance of an individual voice

as well as the power of visual
representation.

Not soon after, | saw Sama Alshaibi’s
solo exhibition at Ayyam Gallery in
Dubai and was particularly struck by
the beauty of her photographs, that
had underlying messages for a quest
of positioning oneself within them.
Specifically, environmental contexts
were explored, and, at times, the
gallery space would allow natural
elements to make an appearance,

By Dr Nina Heydemann

Director of Maraya Art Centre and 1971 - Design Space

like sand or stones — not unlike in
this exhibition, in which water plays a
prominent role and forms part of the
exhibition design itself.

Tell it to the River speaks of a
two-way conversation between a
speaker and a listener, absorbing
patiently what is being said but who
has actually heard it all already. It is
a confessional and liberating setting
that the audience becomes privy to,
and, in this manner, the exhibition
becomes universal in its messaging.
All humans on this earth have a story
to tell - to somebody, to something,
and ultimately, to themselves.

It may come now as a turning point
that in this mid-career survey, Sama
Alshaibi’s two central pieces deviate
substantially from the work she is
usually known for. On the one hand,
the show features a high-tech, digitally
immersive work that forms part of

her research for the Guggenheim
Fellowship called Prelude to the
Round City. On the other hand, her
video-based work /ihya’ captured

in the shape of a boat in which the
artist has been filmed while sailing
reflectively through the Mesopotamian
Marshes of Southern Iraq near where
the artist grew up forty years ago.

| am grateful to the artist for having
worked very hard on this solo
exhibition over the past year. Many
thoughts have gone into this exhibition

and to see it come all together has
been very insightful. | would also like
to thank Cima Azzam, co-curator of
the exhibition and curator of Maraya
Art Centre, for having worked
tirelessly on the exhibition; and for the
initial idea of the exhibition that was
put forward and developed by her
co-curator Mohammed Reda. Special
thanks goes to Dr. Huma Gupta for
having provided an eloquent essay in
this publication that focuses on Sama
Alshaibi's newly commissioned work.

My gratitude also goes to the
Samawi Family from Ayyam Gallery
as co-sponsors of this exhibition

and for their continuous support of
the artist for the past decade. We
are similarly grateful to the company
Ouster which has provided the artist
with access to the LiDAR technology
needed for her commissioned artwork
Prelude to the Round City. | would
also like to thank Sultan Sooud Al
Qassemi, Founder of the Barjeel Art
Foundation, for the generous loan

of the artwork ‘Contested Land’

from 2007, that forms part of the
exhibition. Likewise, a special thanks
goes to the sponsorship team of the
Sharjah Investment and Development
Authority (Shurooq) for their

continuous support for our exhibitions.

In closing, | would like to thank the
Chief Executive Officer of Shurooq,
Ahmed Al Qaseer, for opening this
exhibition with us and supporting it in
all aspects.
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TELLIT TO THE RIVER

THE DEPARTURE AND THE RETURN

The Departure

At the core of this project lays a trust
and desire to present an artist’s work
that holds a very special place to me

both as an individual and as a curator.

On the third of March 2020, | landed
in Sri Lanka for a short trip while
preparing a project for a biennale

in Bolivia that was set to open in
March of the same year. Soon after, a
global lockdown was announced and
once again | found myself placed (or
perhaps misplaced or displaced) in a
country that was not mine. A sense of
alienation, displacement, and a thirst
to be home were forming an imminent
reality. These were somehow known
and familiar feelings and at times

a recognition of continuity would
emerge. This was not new, but rather
a constant reality | have personally
faced for the past three decades.

Yet years of constant voluntarily and
involuntary relocation, displacement,
and movement have to some extent
provided a sense of calibration

and navigation while surviving the
misfortune.

A departure to arrive nowhere was
nothing new. This was a feeling | have
grown accustomed to due to multiple
movements and relocations caused
by complications between the country
of my birthplace and the country

to which | diplomatically belonged.
The same applies to the generation
before which had to leave the country
they were born in due to unrest and
constant instability. The burden of
departure becomes an inheritance
that is passed from generation to
generation until it becomes a cultural
marker of certain peoples.

A peculiar metamorphosis occurs:
Upon arrival at the place that is meant
to function as a ‘final homeland’, the
whole land is emotionally rendered
a temporary destination. This, in my
mind, is a performance of departure
without arrival, and is a very real
experience to many. Departure is
therefore tangentially instant, while
arrival is a long and forking process.
It may be logical to assume that the
follow-up to a departure is the act of
arrival. However, arrival is something
that could potentially take years
altogether. The very nature of the
gap between a departure and the
potential arrival - be it in physical,
mental, or diplomatic states of being
- is what homelessness is about.
The homeland is permanently left
behind; the new home-community is
always yet to be formed. Home as a
reality is dynamically changing while
home as an ideology remains static.
Going back home can never be the

By Mo Reda

same since the external old home
has moved on and changed while
the inner burden we call home affairs
remain one and the same.

Solitude seems to be the only

reality while those forced to migrate
attempt recalibration, adjustment,
and assimilation to their new
environments, while attempting to
shed the last of the residues carried
from their original, past homes. In

this now in-flux state of departure,
residual feelings, dreams, and desires
of what was while living what is yet to
provide fertile soil for rearrangement,

calibration, reorientation, and rewiring.

A true journey to ‘return home’ plays
out both in the emotional and mental
realms. The physical journey home
is arranged only when what is lost
becomes an unbearable burden to
shoulder and the pull towards the
homeland can no longer be ignored.
The return flows through a multiplicity
of emotional, intellectual, mental,
and physical landscapes in which
one finds themselves overcoming
mountains that need to be climbed,
rivers that need to be crossed, cities
that need to be wandered through,
and stories that need to be told.
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The Return

Sama Alshaibi's work is deeply rooted
in the state of statelessness, moving
beyond the commonly examined
gender, ethnic, racial, and political
roles and parameters. Her work may
be said to be the embracement of the
vulnerable and the ambiguous. Born
in Basra to an Iraqi and Palestinian
family, and based in the United
States, Alshaibi works between the
Middle East North Africa region and
the West. The artist’s discourse
personifies the very core of what is a
true departure. The errantry for a
return as an individual functions as a
guiding light throughout the years of
post-departure drift.

At times the works seem to escape
the imposed sociopolitical and
geopolitical values and boundaries.
This is successfully done using the
very elements that create such values
and boundaries in an attempt to
present the pure and subliminal. In
Silsila, which is the artist>s largest
volume of work to date that has been
developed over eight years, Sama
explores the interdependence of
several places within the Middle East
while equally addressing issues of
living in exile, displacement of people,
the disappearances of land by water,
and disappearance of waterbodies
through drought caused by the human
activity. Yet at the heart of the project,
the attempt at reconciliation with left-
behind homelands are tangible.

While Silsila uses the external,

imposed reality to move inwards
through to the internal, Carry Over
responds to the external by tackling
the external in an attempt to reject a
value judgment placed on the Middle
Eastern female body in popular visual
culture. The works are a commentary
on the early orientalist depiction of the
Arab female body and the inequality
of the power structure between the
West and the East, as articulated for
example through photography and
pamphlets.

The return is not merely a physical
journey through geographical
borders, but more importantly, it is
an emotional and mental journey

in which the self — once again —
leaves behind an unfamiliar known
to go back to a somehow familiar
unknown. The capacity and the
proportion of a return/arrival stand in
equal proportions with the capacity
of receptivity of the community

to the destination. The level of
one's establishment upon arrival
indicates the level of communal and
environmental receptivity.

In a way, this major mid-career survey
is a form of a return or an arrival

in the homelands on many scales
and dimensions. This survey brings
together and brings back home a
segment of the artist's multifaceted
and diverse volumes of work which
mostly has been produced while in
exile or while traveling between a
divert of homelands. The show also

marks the end of the cyclical project
Silsila in which the artist physically
returns after nearly four decades to
Basra, the city in which she was born.
All this is an attempt to complete the
cycle and the journey of the Silsila
project which took eight years to
complete.

| have had the privilege to initiate
and write the mid-career survey

for Sama Alshaibi, an artist whose
work, discourse, and practice have
faced multiple sociopolitical and
geopolitical challenges that are in

a way representative of a common
struggle many artists face while living
or working in exile.

| feel honoured to have gained the
artist's trust and faith in the production
of the newly commissioned works but
more importantly the trust throughout
the whole process. | am proud to have
been able to work as a curator with

an artist and above all a human being
who has been capable of absorbing
the challenging only to turn it into the
sublime.

| am also in gratitude for the faith and
trust Maraya Art Centre had in my
work as an independent curator and
co-creator of the project at large.

| strongly believe that the future of
the region is by going local and by
providing space and resources for
artists and curators from the region to
work and expand practices.
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CIMA AZZAM IN CONVERSATION WITH SAMA ALSHAIBI

CM:

The title of this mid-career survey,
Tell it to the River, speaks of a body
of water existing in an ever-changing
landscape that has endured change
and destruction throughout its
existence. Where does the title come
from, and what does the ‘River’ allude
to in the context of your practice and
career as an artist?

SA:

Rivers are where the source of

life starts, and where communities
historically have come to settle. But
rivers are also more than a physical
site or a pathway. A river in a story is
usually a symbol or allegory that might
chronicle important meanings of that
narration. Perhaps the darkness of an
internal journey, or the complications

of manoeuvering the tribulations of life.

The river in my title isn't referring to
the literal rivers of Iraq, but professing
to a body that has seen much more
than we can ever comprehend. It is
the omniscient narrator who carries
the knowledge of all events that
proceeded this moment of peril for
all the other characters in the story.
“Tell it..." is important to the title as
the river. In its phrasing, it can imply
exasperation, or, conversely, it can

be affirming, or a kind of revelation.
For me, the intention is to be deeply
confessional. The title needed a
complication, a multiplicity in meaning.
We make its meaning by how we read
it. The paradox is how | experience my
personal trajectory and the spaces that
| attempt to speak from.

CM:

There is a noticeable shift in your
practice, following your career from
the beginning and 20 years later, in
how you ‘capture’ imagery and the
process of image making. Some
artworks are created by experimenting
with various photographic techniques,
and others through video and moving
images. However, you've used

neon and LiDAR (Light Detection

and Ranging) in this exhibition to
showcase Prelude to the Round City,
which inaugurates your Guggenheim
2021 fellowship. What led to this
evolution of your process as an artist?

SA:

| think | have been long experimenting
with the image itself, if not the capture
technology. Primarily, | didn't want to
use photography when | returned to
Iraq after a 40-year absence. Like
many artists who work in spaces of

conflict, | grapple with the problem that
the photographic images of violence
have lost their potency. Nowhere is
this truer than images coming out

of Palestine and Iraq. Violence can
appear so banal and repetitive and
therefore, normal in photographs.
The visual language of dispossession
and fragmentation or being reduced
and stripped down captured my own
feeling of alienation when [ used the
LiDAR.

CM:

How will this new medium transpire
in the next iteration of Prelude to the
Round City, if any, and other works
resulting from the Guggenheim
Fellowship research?

SA:

This is the beginning of a longer-term
project, but it reflects much of my
mental space in the past four years.
I've been making visual stories out of
data. Whether I'm sourcing archives,
scanning with a LiDAR, or extracting
from a data chart or police report, the
reductive and cold quality of these
sources are just an illusion. They
contain rich material that implicates
people’s lives. Pieced together, it can
read like a literary story. LiDAR also

tells us about how the physical space
is changing. It requires me to pay
attention and make the connection
because, unlike the photographic
image, it isn't going to deliver meaning
with ease.

CM:

lihya’ (Revival in Arabic), a powerful,
emotionally encompassing video
installation in Tell it to the River,
marks the return to your homeland

of Southern Iraq after a 40-year
displacement. Was the film pre-
meditated in terms of narrative, or has
it changed from the initial idea to when
you arrived at your birthplace after
decades of absence?

SA:

Originally, | wanted to go to the
Marshes to scan with the LIiDAR, but
the morning before | left for Iraq, | had
a hazy dream when | was waking up.

| saw the protagonist, which | perform
using my body in my work, sitting at the
edge of the boat, and floating down the
river. She was giving the reeds back to
the water. It was a simple image that |
believed would be like SWEEP [video,
20009] in that it would essentially repeat
a gestural performance. However, it
changed by being there and witnessing

the devastation of the marshes. lihyaa’
was born out of my physical reaction
to being present in that space while
hearing my childhood surrounding me.

No matter what | think I'm doing

when | make work, | always try a lot

of different performative actions. |
don't overly script any of my video
projects because | think of the editing
process as part of the conception of
the work. In /ihya’, | worked with my
cinematographer and assistant with
minimal discussion. The performances
just came out of me. While the location
was initially selected for a LIDAR scan,
they were more compelling in their
connection to the end of freshwater.

| knew it the moment | was there and
concentrated my efforts on the video
work. Our connection to the earth and
each other is at the heart of Silsila and
why the project made so much sense
for this show. The trip yielded a lot of
powerful imagery that, along with some
contextual shots and experimental
editing, told a story about Irag's climate
collapse, and my own return.

CM:

lihya’ also marks the end of the Silsila
(Link in Arabic) series that started

in 2007. | often question whether

23

this ‘ending’ suggests the afterlife,
resurrection or rebirth of a new. Is this
an official closure of the Silsila series
or another marker that you might
revisit at another point in your career?

SA:

We are too preoccupied with dates and
what was first or last. I'd like to know

if we give more gravity to projects,
exhibitions, and moments by believing
that being first or last makes them
more meaningful. | faced this issue
with the concept of a mid-career
survey. Sure, this is a mid-career survey
and a significant time to look back

and forward. But, on the other hand,

it is just a point along a path that I'm
drawing meaning to.

Regarding a possible revisit of Silsila,
my favorite saying is that there are no
goodbyes between good friends. We
don't know when it's the last time until
it truly becomes the last time. If there is
a next time, | welcome it.
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scheherazade, kahramana
artpace, san antonio, texas, february 2019

today, i watched the digitized video of a trip to amman. i found the old high 8 tape in a box and
brought it to the residency at artpace. for 13 years, this tape has sat in my office at the university
because i didn’t have a deck to watch it. i faintly remembered it was something my father
recorded when i visited him years ago. after baba passed away, i made a mental note that it was
time to get it digitized.

the time stamp reads nov 11, 2005.

the video was made after my father picked me up at allenby bridge, on the jordanian side,
following my two-week trip to palestine. it was my second time there since first travelling to my
mother’s homeland in 2004. baba brought his video camera and surprised me with a visit to

an old friend from baghdad, the great iraqi artist mohammed ghani hikmat, who was staying

with his son in amman. i had been asking baba about his sculptures for a few years, knowing his
lifelong friendship with his brother, amu kamil, and amu mohammed. they all come from the same
neighborhood in kadhimiya.

the video begins with a short drive around the hotel bomb site that happened two days earlier,
and then, my father records me speaking with amu mohammed about his practice. we gather
around photographs of his most iconic works, his public bronze sculptures across baghdad. he
explains his motivations and details about building scheherazade in his studio. he mentions that
when he stood in front of her, her hollowed-out mesopotamian eyes stared back at him. however,
when he moved to the right or left, she no longer looked back at him. to make sure she was
always looking back at him, he increased the size of her eyes. now, she watched him no matter
where he was standing in his studio.

he notes that many artists and illustrators made paintings and illustrations of scheherazade
over thousands of years. her depiction is always one of a seductress, often lounging while king
shahryar stands over her. he flips this representation in his public work, now found in karrada
park on the banks of the tigris river. the king is lounging, and she stands over him. his goal was

to depict a clever and intelligent woman who seduces the king not with her body but with her
mind, spinning beautiful tales that many western stories are based on, including swan lake. he
also mentions how he built her body to have her dress draped as bronze folds that children in the
park could use to climb. he watched his young son climb her in his studio and sculpted her body
to encourage access for community engagement through physical touch. the decision he relished
because, over time, her bronze figure shined with the oils of human to art touch.

as an artist, he understood that public art should be for the public and not tucked away behind
barriers and gates. i wonder what amu mohammed would think of public space in baghdad today,
where women and girls have largely disappeared from.

[one week later]

today, i noticed the neon sign flickering outside my studio apartment here at artpace. no one
walks on this street in san antonio, yet that flickering neon is a sign to signal to enter the store.

who is that sign for when no one is ever around?

neon is the semiotic apparatus of commerce, beckoning the public to enter a building and spend. it
is the language of texas streets and tucson, but the street is empty. these streets don't encourage
walking, or maybe we are now all in a culture of cars bouncing between points we need to go to.

i want to use the neon material to outline the figure of marjanah, amu’s kahramana bronze
sculpture that stands on a traffic circle in baghdad. that bronze sculpture is still there, but women
have disappeared from public baghdad’s public spaces. i will forever remember that beautiful
traffic circle and her looming body pouring water into those vessels, as i remember all of those
one thousand and one nights tales.

JUS o0 gabhiuiig Lo Jljpi Lo goug
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i have the
contours of
memory, but

i don't have
access to
baghdad and
the circle she
stands on.
baba and amu
mohammed
are no longer
here in this
world, but this
video of that
time still exists.
we still exist,
our memories
are outlines of
who we used
to be and shine
no matter how
far we are
from home.
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BLINDNESS AND OTHER TEMPORALITIES

By Huma Gupta

MIT - Aga Khan Programme for Islamic Architecture

“The only thing more terrifying than blindness is being the only one who can see”
-José Saramago, Blindness, 1995

She can't really see, at night. She stumbles through streets
steeped in time. Sensing place through light, grasping here, yearning there,
trying to capture an image of the city in her electric mind. Sama Alshaibi's
2023 exhibition Tell it to the River at the Maraya Art Centre juxtaposes
the artist’s past and future works through an encounter between haunting
diasecs from her Silsila series (2009-2023) and her newest work Prelude
to the Round City (2023). Whether charting a genealogy to the fourteenth-
century Moroccan traveler Ibn Battuta or perhaps losing herself in a rising
sea like a modern-day Odysseus re-enacting a Homeric lament, Alshaibi's
Silsila represents ecological collapse through the embodied experiences of
extinction, drought, desertification, and displacement. From the disappearing
marshlands of Irag to the drowning islands of the Maldives, Alshaibi traces
the materiality of liquescence and the sacred geographies of water through
her own subjectivity in order to open a personal window into ecological
collapse in the global surround.!

Yet, there is a marked departure between the affective approach
of Silsilain comparison to her interrogative approach in Prelude. Alshaibi
frequently situates her own body within the frame of her artworks,
positioning herself as a double-agent both behind and in front of the camera
lens. In Prelude, however, she chooses to exclude her physical self as an
almost emancipatory gesture that signals to the viewer that her grappling
with identity and place have now been supplanted by a desire to re-vision
time and space. Prelude thus, invites the viewer into a kaleidoscopic
reflection of Baghdad, both the parts seen and unseen. She uses an array
of representational typologies from neon sculpture to LIDAR (light detection
and ranging), which reflect her hereditary Nyctalopia or night blindness.

In doing so, Alshaibi destabilizes how Baghdad has been visualized either
through a nostalgic desire for a heralded classical past or a catastrophizing
lens of a conflict-ridden present. If the 2022 Sama Alshaibi: Generation

1. Sugata Ray and Venugopal Maddipati, “Introduction: The Materiality of Liquescence” in Water Histories of South
Asia: The Materiality of Liquescence, Routledge, 7-4 ,2020.
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After Generation exhibition at the Phoenix Art Museum sought to unsettle
Orientalist reel imaginaries projected onto the colonial artifices of the
Middle East and North Africa, Prelude marks a transition to her future artistic
practice that moves beyond wonted temporalities and modes of being in
order to “world worlds anew."?

Structure

The installation structure is circular, which abstractly references
the eighth century round city plan for Baghdad commissioned by the
Abbasid Caliph Abu Jafar al-Mansur [r. 754- 775 CE]. On approaching
the installation, the viewer encounters a circular enclosure made of scrim,

a diaphanous woven material whose panels function as both structure and
screen. Videos are projected on the interior surface of the scrim, which are
visible as light mirrored reflections to the viewer outside the installation.

The woven material appears to play on the century’s old practice of reed-
mat (hasir) weaving most closely associated with cultures of building in the
marshes. The subtle allusion to this culture is reinforced by the fact that the
last place Alshaibi lived in Iraq was near the marshes in Basra and memories
of those waterscapes permeate her earliest understandings of space and
place.

Upon entering the structure, the viewer sees a glowing neon
sculpture of the famed storyteller of A Thousand and One Nights
Scheherazade, who is encased in tubes reminiscent of scaffolding. Building
upon the storytelling and worldbuilding tradition of the Nights, Alshaibi's
reinterpretation of Mohammed Ghani Hikmat's Scheherazade sculpture
situated along the riverscape of Abu Nuwas Park in Baghdad spins a new
set of relationships between the material and the semiotic through a process
of worlding.®

2. Meriam Soltan, “Motivated fictionality: Worldbuilding and The Thousand and One Nights," postmedieval: A Journal
of Medieval Cultural Studies, 31 October 2022, available: https://link.springer.com/article/10.1057/s-022-41280
9-00249.

3. Helen Palmer and Vicky Hunter, “Worlding,” New Materialism: How Matter comes to Matter, 2018, https://
newmaterialism.eu/almanac/w/worlding.html.



Scaffolding

The artistic choice to sheathe Scheherazade with scaffolding tubes can
be interpreted on multiple registers. First, it references the incessant construction
projects in the capital city that scar alternating buildings with a wood and steel
exoskeleton like a postmodern manifestation of ablag — the Islamic technique of
using alternating bands of contrasting colored masonry — executed on an urban
scale. These projects indicate the continuous process of building, unbuilding, and
rebuilding that have marked the land upon which Baghdad was first established.
Whether due to floods, invasions, migrations, or revolutions, the city is defined
through a constant process of adaptation, change, and renewal that have
continued in the twenty years since the 2003 military occupation by the U.S. and
its allied forces.

Second, whether taken down by explosions or commercial real-estate
development, the city is perpetually under construction and municipal authorities
are tasked with how to deal with the preservation of its modernist and classical
heritage. Alshaibi's employment of neon lights for Scheherazade, for example,
can be directly connected with the mid-twentieth century explosion of modernist
architectural and commercial developments. Baghdad in this period thus,
came alive and alight at night with neon advertising signs for goods like oil and
automobiles. However, unlike the way that mid-century modernism in Baghdad
has shaped twentieth-century histories of the city, Alshaibi contains her modernist
neon spectacle within a transient, ephemeral scrim structure, reminiscent of the
reed-mat dwellings built by tens of thousands of dispossessed rural migrants in
the capital whose labor and lives built the modern state of Iraq and centralized its
power in Baghdad.*

Third, as in the mid-twentieth century, there is a contemporary
reinvigoration of nightlife beyond bars and nightclubs that can be seen on the
renowned street of booksellers named after the tenth century poet Abu al-Tayyib
al-Mutanabbi [915-965 CE]. The street garnered international attention in March
2007 when a car bomb devastated the historic center and killed dozens of people.
While Alshaibi did not directly experience this event, it is an important signpost for
Iragis who still carry the traumatic memory of this moment. A yellow brick arched
gateway, which is guarded by soldiers and an armored tank, opens to this famed
thousand-year-old street of booksellers, poets, dreamers, and schemers. The
gate features interlacing patterns of octahedrons whose tessellated forms are at
once unbounded and yet constrained by the framed gateway, which features inlaid
turquoise accents on each side. More recently in 2021, Al-Mutanabbi street was
renovated by a public-private venture and opened to the public at night through a
bright lighting design scheme. The movement of bodies through the street at night
along with the breeze mimic the gentle flickering of fluorescent tube lights that are
occasionally interrupted by momentary blackouts.

Even after the Abbasid conquest in 750, al-Mansur had to make
decisions about how to deal with preexisting Parthian and Sassanian ruins near
Baghdad, collectively known as al-Mada'in. Following the Arabic literary theme

4. Huma Gupta, “Migrant Sarifa Settlements and State-Building in Irag PhD diss., (MIT, 2020); Huma Gupta, “Staging
Baghdad as a Problem of Development;” International Journal of Islamic Architecture 8, no. 361-337 :2019 2.
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of meditating on athar or ruins, Abbasid writers such as Abu Jafar al-Tabari
(839-928 CE) remarked on the fourth century Tag-i Kisra or the White Palace

in the Sassanian capital Ctesiphon, which is situated forty kilometers southeast
of Baghdad. Still considered one of the most prized landmarks of architectural
heritage in the world, the famed Arch of Ctesiphon is the second largest single-
span unreinforced catenary arch built with bricks. On the author’s last visit to Tag-i
Kisra in March 2022, the arch was still encased in scaffolding for fear of collapse
despite the watchful presence of a number of conservation agencies.

While Silsila explores the embodied and affective dimensions of
ecological collapse, Prelude witnesses the chaotic commerce between memory
and forgetting through the sites Alshaibi scans using LIDAR. Some of these
sites are currently under restoration, like Kahramana square, which was also
covered in tarp and scaffolding. These restorations are part of a larger Baghdad
Municipality plan to renovate public squares. The plans have drawn both acclaim
and controversy, such as the reopening of Tahrir square on October 29, 2022, a
date that coincides with the three-year anniversary of the 2019 protest movement
Thawra Tishreen. The new design included substantial renovation of Jewad
Salim’s Freedom monument along with the addition of dancing fountains, green
spaces, and lighting to create a family-friendly atmosphere at night. Therefore,
Alshaibi's decision to scan sites from Firdos square where Saddam Hussein's
now toppled and removed statue used to stand to Mohamed Ghani Hikmat's
Magic Carpet — a sculptural tribute to the Night's story of Aladdin — can be
seen as a provocation and an evocation of larger, transhistorical debates around
restitution, reconstruction, and reimagination in Irag.

For example, the White Palace too presented a challenge for al-
Mansur because the material potential of pre-Islamic monuments whose bricks
could be reused as a form of spolia to build his round city had to be calculated
against the iconoclastic symbolism of tearing down the structure: “On the one
hand, spolia represented destruction of the past through ruin, but at the same
time, they indicated a desire for citation of the transformed monument through
reconstruction.’® Ultimately, the White Palace was only partially torn down and
some of its bricks were indeed used to construct the round city. In an ironic twist
of fate, while al-Mansur’s round city no longer stands and is only known through
its description in literary sources, the White Palace has withstood environmental
and existential foes, alike. In its partial state of ruination and restoration, the
White Palace like Alshaibi’'s Scheherazade covered in scaffolding reveal the
unknowability of history without these potent referents — the fragile, decaying
structures upheld by selective human intervention — because their semiotic power
is the ground upon which Baghdad's speculative futures rest.

5. Sarah Cresap Johnson, “Return to Origin is Non-Existence’: Al-Mada'in and Perceptions of Ruins in Abbasid Iraq;’
International Journal of Islamic Architecture 6, no. 266 ,283-257 ,2017 ,2.



LiDAR

This essay is titled “Blindness and Other Temporalities” because it
reassigns Alshaibi’s hereditary Nyctalopia or night blindness from a disability
to an artistic methodology that reappropriates LIDAR in the service of worlding
Baghdad through and beyond habitual temporalities. Alshaibi’s videos are
projected onto the translucent enclosure panels based on LIDAR scans in various
locations across Baghdad from empty city squares to religious shrines and
permissive nightclubs. In a dramatic reversal from understanding sightedness
as an advantage, Alshaibi’'s videos force the viewer to question what is in fact
revealed through blindness. Since her sight is limited in dimly lit and dark places,
the LIDAR receiver also functions as a type of assistive technology, enabling
different modes of visualization and non-indexical representation that utilizes time
as its conceptual paintbrush.

LIDAR consists of a machine which targets objects and surfaces
around it by using a laser and measures the time it takes for the reflected light to
return to the receiver. It is used for surveying, archaeology, forestry, and even for
autonomous automobiles. However, the technology was first developed for military
targeting, because it generates 3D digital terrains and elevation models that
somewhat improve battlefield visualization and line-of-sight analysis in urban and
non-urban areas at night. In Irag, U.S. forces have also employed light as weapons
in newfangled ways from flash bang grenades to non-lethal laser dazzlers
that cause a temporary state of blindness in sighted individuals at security
checkpoints.

Napoléon Bonaparte's 1798 military expedition and invasion of Egypt
was similarly accompanied by a scientific expedition that brought 167 savants —
engineers, artists, cartographers, botanists and mathematicians. These experts
would study and document Egypt in order to indisputably form a picture of the
place in the minds of European audiences eager to consume the subsequent
journals, artworks, and studies resulting from the expedition. However, unlike
these late-eighteenth century studies and paintings that sought to represent
a ‘real’ image of the Orient, contemporary military-scientific enterprises of
knowledge production only claim to produce imprecise, incomplete and fuzzy
images upon which to base their decision-making. These fuzzy images exist within
the irreducible gap between the material and the epistemological, or the way in
which we understand the world around us. Although archaeologists or soldiers
might employ LIDAR as experts asserting an empirical act of birthing territory,
which even in its partiality is knowable and interpretable only by them. Alshaibi's
surreal videos try to unveil how agents of war, archaeology, and city planning can
also use these fuzzy systems of sight to intentionally circumscribe their liability
through strategically claiming blindness when faced with the consequences of
their actions.®

6. M. ljlal Muzaffar, “Fuzzy Images: The Problem of Third World Development and the New Ethics of Open-Ended Planning at
the MIT-Harvard Joint Center for Urban Studies" in A Second Modernism: Architecture and MIT in the Postwar, Cambridge,
MA: The MIT Press, 2013, 310-341.
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Dis-Orienting

Tell it to the River is ultimately an invitation to disorient oneself’. In
contrast to the chronophobic tendences of 1960s art, Alshaibi neither shies
away from, nor evades this “obsessional uneasiness with time and its measure”
characteristic of late modernity.® Rather, Prelude nearly borders on chronophilia,
an “erotic absorption with time” which Pamela M. Lee describes as “an almost
perverse fascination with its unfolding, as if the brute gravity of that unfolding
demanded a respect of equal but opposite weightiness to the anxiety time might
produce!® By seeing through Alshaibi's past and present artistic experiments, one
learns to unsee and embrace her chronophilic blindness as a loving act. Entering
her conjured states of disorientation grant permission to our subterranean desires
for other temporalities to rise to the surface of possibility. Through this desire,
one might be able to imagine an Iraq that never was, but might be... or one that
always was, and might free both you... and me.

7. Sara Ahmed, Queer Phenomenology: Orientations, Objects, Others, Duke University Press, 2006.
8. Pamela M. Lee, Chronophobia: On Time in the Art of the 1960s, MIT Press, 2006, xiii.

9. Ibid.,, xiv.
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lidar
research and reflection notes, tucson, arizona, 2023

my recent practice explores distant registers within the field of photography and image-making technology.
between 2016 and 20189, i was learning and later producing 19th-century photographic hand-printed
processes for “carry over,” a project that dramatizes the fixation of colonial-era photography on the ‘exotic’
female bodly. it situates the historical industry of orientalist portraits made by european photographers of
middle eastern and north african female subjects while also considering the islamophobic images of muslim
women made today. starting in 2020, i began working with emerging technologies, specifically lidar.

lidar is a laser-based technology that, in real time, produces a series of dense point cloud maps of the
scenes it scans. the imagery of baghdad and the ancient mesopotamian marshes projected onto the semi-
transparent scrim installation in prelude to the round city are essentially millions of data points that the
lidar generates, with each point measuring the precise distance and orientation to the surface it scanned.
the ouster lidar used in my project “sees” with 3d vision and recording the time of laser return.

A

seeing in 3d vision is analogous to looking up, down, and around all sides of items the laser reaches in a
scene. this includes bodies, objects, geological formations, and architecture. the lidar scans the scene from
its perspective—— the scene in a 360-degree field of view. in other words, lidar is always at the center. the
level of resolution in capturing the environment with a lidar has no parallel equivalent. when the captured
point clouds are aggregated in a scanning session, we create a full model representation of the environment
frozen in time. this full model carries the traces of bodies and cars moving in the cityscape, the data
mapping simultaneously where they have been and where they are.

lidar records and layers in the full presence of the more temporal gestures of the city spaces with visual
trails of the hustle and bustle of movement and acts as a counterpoint to the freezing of action made by a
camera shutter curtain. the full model approach suggests the human body is present in physical space yet
largely divorced from the overall location.
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i was first attracted to lidar because of its ability to protect privacy. while i can track the movement of the
scanned bodies in public spaces, the subjects in my work have their anonymity guaranteed. public spaces
have become surveilled spaces. though my project concept originates in understanding what has happened
to iraq’s public space, i do not wish to contribute to the harm derived from image capture — the unintended
consequences that are inherent from the act of recording facial information, license plates, and other
identification or locative based material. protecting privacy is understanding that vulnerable communities
can't truly consent to how their identifying image capture could be abused now or in the future. this is a
value i attempt to exercise throughout my life as an image producer. it was why i started using my body in
photographs while still in college rather than documenting my surrounding communities. i also know i can'’t
influence representational bias. audiences see what they see; no matter my intention to mitigate harm, i am
not in control when images live in the public domain.



i wasn't sure what the response to the lidar technology would be when working in iraq, but my experience
over three separate trips to baghdad has been illuminating. when i shared the preview of lidar scans with
iraqis curious about what i was doing in the streets, they were excited to be a part of the project. not having
the camera in hand gave me enormous access to the daily conditions of the city and people going about
their normal course of activity. on the rare occasions i took out my iphone, or sony camera, people moved
away from me, averting their eyes or ducking into stores. there were exceptions, especially in spaces where
iragis take pictures (iconic monuments in areas such as tahrir square, for example, are popular spots for
instagram photos, and no one questions a camera in those places). still, a camera in other areas was, at
best, an intrusive and unwelcome presence.

with the lidar, which is unassuming in size (no larger than a coffee mug) and attached to a tripod, and me,

next to it with my laptop, iragis mostly stepped around the setup and rarely bothered to engage with what i

was doing. i would receive an occasional glance and sometimes a question about the technology, but these
were warm conversations focused on how the technology functions. mostly, my fixer and myself were left
to work without interruption. the only time i really had to endure a crowd was when ouster, the company
that sold me my lidar, decided to join me in irag on my third production trip in december of 2022.

45

working with their lidar technology in this manner. as my project ideas developed for the exhibition at
maraya, it was clear i needed another trip back to iraq, and i agreed to ouster’s joining me on the journey.

traveling with a photographer and cinematographer and their camera equipment pointing in my direction
while working with the lidar was the only indicator to the public that something noteworthy might be
happening. the lidar as a physical device doesn’t hold weight in the consciousness of iraqis. while we did
have to answer to security forces here and there (they were only making sure i wasn't live streaming video
programming in the streets, a function of the laptop’s presence, not the lidar), we were mostly left to work
unincumbered.

the iraqis that did approach us were most gracious regarding our activities, offering tips for other
meaningful locations and engaging in conversation about preserving the historical record. an imam at
al- a rat al-gadiriyyah was delighted that we were scanning the complex, which includes a mausoleum,
mosque, and shrine, as a devastating car bomb had previously damaged the premises. he said that

an accurate physical record of the historical compound was the preservation of history, and part of his
responsibility was to steward this component of iraq’s historic cultural and religious legacy. he provided
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access to sacred spaces and afforded us all the time we needed. after reading more about the car bombing
in 2007 that damaged the complex, i'm left to wonder if he, like so many iraqis, is “warehousing evidence
for an unknown audience” because in iraq, “war is a constant” presence erasing and rewriting the physical
contours of the built environment.’

i traveled to the mesopotamian marshes in southern irag on my most recent trip to iraq. this is the region
neighboring my birth city of basra and carries the most significant memories of my childhood. while i
originally organized my project around the post-war metropolis, my thinking about what should be included

1 Dr. Kali Rubaiis panel presentation at MESA 2022 Annual Conference in Denver, Colorado, USA. Paper title: “Anomaly: On Teratogenic Violence in Irag!



started to shift. the precarious and fragile state of the wetlands and community life are enduring the brunt
of climate change, disastrous and ongoing hydro-political conflicts with neighboring states, and iraq’s own
decades of mismanagement, governmental corruption, and targeted draining of the region’s waterways
as collective punishment for the marsh arabs’ role in the 1991 iraqi uprising against saddam hussein and
his government. representations of war and conflict in the physical environment are not simply evidenced
in the shrapnel scars of city building surfaces nor in the debris of bombed neighborhoods. the aftermath

is registered in wide-ranging manifestations, including the chemical compounds of water sources, soll,

and plant and animal life, working its way into food supplies that humans eventually consume. imaging
technologies take on a new meaning when detecting and diagnosing pollutants and diseases. although
lidar is not this type of diagnostic instrument, including the marshes in the project broadens the reading of
‘seeing’ conflict and its impact on the iraqi people.

in the end, ‘prelude to the round city’is not about the aftermath of war, though plenty of that evidence
exists in the scans. my lidar project in iraq began as a proposal for the guggenheim fellowship, which

i received in 2021. the early drafts of the project have since grown and further developed as my
understanding of lidar, and iraq expands over time and engagement. the larger project’s core tenants

g

remain to explore baghdad's public spaces and iraq’s legal instruments, subjecting women and girls to
devastating effects. this long-term project is underway, and i deeply appreciate the support from maraya
art centre, the john simon guggenheim memorial foundation, ouster lidar, and the university of arizona to
realize the first chapter as it builds the foundation for the larger project.
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PRELUDE TO THE ROUND CITY

“l want to speak about the inheritance of an
intellectual dowry... the inheritance of exile
and displacement. When you belong to a
people without a home, or a home that you
are not allowed to reside in, your home is
an idea.”

Sama Alshaibi, “Memory Work" Masters of
Fine Art thesis, first published in A Journal
for Woman Studies, Volume 27, Number 2,
University Nebraska Press, 2006.

In December 2021, Sama Alshaibi returned
to Iraq after a 40-year absence. Blacklisted
after escaping with her family during the
Irag-lran war, the artist’s practice has

long contended with the physical and
imagined territory of those ejected from
their homeland. In Prelude to the Round
City, a site-specific installation featuring 3D
scanned projections, scaffolding, and neon,
the artist data-maps the lived and public
spaces of Baghdad's post-war metropolis
and the ancient Mesopotamian Marshes of
Southern Iraq near where she was born.
Conceived in exile and produced over three
trips to Iraq, the work shares a perspective
of one’s alienation, a citizen-stranger who
can never truly return.

The imagery of the city and marshes, which
are disorienting and elusive, is made from
millions of data points, each measuring

the precise distance and orientation of the
scanned surfaces to the LIDAR. Scanning
at the speed of light, the technology sees
the scene it examines with 3D vision,
looking around all sides of material forms

that the laser can reach. Mapping and
rendering Baghdad beyond what the eyes
normally see alludes to the complexities
of visualizing a space between exile and
return. It also captures a desire to share
multiple stamps of time as it is understood
in the overlapping layers of memory and
how it is carried, reassembled, and re-
made in the human psyche.

Standing between the circular projections
of the LIDAR scans and further enveloped
by scaffolding puncturing the physical
structure, a luminous neon outline of a
female figure glows. Scheherazade, the
heroine orator, and central protagonist

of the One Thousand and One Nights
Tales, has long been rendered as the
quintessential seductress by artists in
manuscripts and paintings. Alshaibi’s neon,
however, refers to an iconic public artwork
standing on the banks of the Tigris River.
Situated in Karrada Park in Baghdad,
Scheherazade, a bronze sculpture made
by the revered late Iraqi artist, Mohammed
Ghani Hikmat in 1967, depicts a clever
woman who doesn’t seduce the murderous
King Shahryar with her body but creates an
opportunity for survival by employing her
intelligence and creativity.

In Prelude to the Round City, Alshaibi
appropriates the symbols and associations
of Baghdad, including the formal outline

of Hikmat's sculpture. The highly sentient
material of daily city life saturates the
installation through dense spatial records,
forming significant and banal assemblages

of meanings. On the one hand, the LIDAR
scans are simply data measurements

— the factual records of the physical
environment, including the collapsing

and preservation of sacred heritage sites
and historic neighbourhoods in rapid
transition with the booming commercial
development or crumbling in neglect. It
captures the pursuit of everyday life with
people moving across the urban terrain
and the failing infrastructure strained by
heavy traffic, making the outer margins of
the city, such as the simplicity expressed
in the Mesopotamian Marshes and Milwiya
Minaret, a utopic periphery.

Yet Prelude also draws on the temporal
experience of questioning place, and one's
belonging to it. By employing reductive
qualities of neon as an outline of the iconic
bronze figure or architecture scanned as
data and then digitally rendered as gestural
lines, the project evokes the process

of disappearing from one's origin and
morphing into a stripped-down version of
the former self. Like the Mesopotamian
Marshes, contemporary Baghdad has
endured decades of violent physical
destruction, only to face a precarious

near waterless future with rapidly rising
temperatures. Disappearing and morphing,
as well as rebuilding and surviving, is part
of its identity. The scans share all its stages
evidenced on the surface of the city’s skin.
From historical greatness to a post-war
struggle, the project captures a city's
physical and social impermanence within a
context of resilience of shared identification.

2023

Multi-media installation: 5 channel
LiDAR projections, neon, scaffolding,
scrim, frame 23 min 40 sec

Credits:

Artist/editor: Sama Alshaibi

Data Visualization Consultant and team lead: Devin Bayly
Data visualization: Sama Alshaibi, Devin Bayly, Karina
Buzzi, Ben Kruse

LiDAR consultant: John Buchanan

Fixers and assistants in Iragq: Shawk Ayman and
Abdulrahman Zeyad

Researchers and Assistants in USA: Wisam Alshaibi,
David Baboila, Karina Buzzi, Mahmood Gladney, Zakiriya
Gladney

Commissioned by Maraya Art Centre with additional
support from the John Simon Guggenheim Memorial
Foundation, Ouster Digital Lidar, School of Art and
Arizona Arts at the University of Arizona.
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scaffolding
december 2021, baghdad, iraq

the city is filled with heritage and, with them, the stories we tell. i walk across the streets, seeing
baghdad 40 years ago, but i can’t see it today. i am unsure if i'm seeing the now because every
look compares then and now. i'm comforted by the scaffolding protecting the heritage sites. their
embrace of the minarets and shannasheel feeds the illusion that someone is here to guard them
or someone is coming to restore. we all need a little hope.

the scaffolding also litters buildings, parks, and streets. i'm troubled by their presence too. they
signal the rapid development of a city standing on pause for too long. seeing scaffolding is
witnessing the loss of the city’s architectural identity to make room for commerce, convenience,
and the state.

the generational continuity in iraq is war.

deteriorating sites passed from generation to generation reflect the conditions of social
transmission. wishing the sites reflect otherwise is going on a fool’s errand.
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i'm self-conscious of what i don't know when i walk around the streets after a forty-year absence,
but it seems everyone that lives here is trying to make sense of the public space too. no one takes
me to places, but to a site to provide meaning, whether it is to share an anniversary marking, a
place of personal trauma, or context to understand the next site. when i list places, they share
alternatives to what might be more crucial to make me understand. we speak about conditions of
the buildings, neighborhoods, and monuments in terms of which decade, and with great care to
assume nothing about its presence in the future. every place in the world has a past, present, and
future, but in baghdad, those temporalities are bonded tight.

the physical city of baghdad is a living contingency. places are not places, and plans are not plans.
they are as temporary as the scaffolding encircling the sites of our memories, wrapping itself
around what is left of a ‘shared’ heritage, robbing the contours of the skyline. how can a place so
old be so unfamiliar? the shapeable planks and rods heighten a form for dreaming out.






EFFLORESCENCE: JAWLAN IN
PARENTHESIS (2015-2018)

In chemistry, efflorescence (“to flower
out” in French) is the migration of salt
from an internally held state to the
surface of a porous material, where it
becomes visible.

Efflorescence: Jawlan in Parenthesis
is a series of photographs created

in Jawlan, a territory with a unique
political, cultural and geographical
formation, containing villages and
Syrian communities under an unusual
protracted occupation.

The series addresses the bounty and
beauty of Jawlan by visualising the
tainted physical scars of the control
over land and resources: unit drills,
border walls, razor wire and mines.
Jawlan, a lush and fertile Eden of
springs, fruit orchards, and historical
agricultural practices, shares the Jawlani
people’s sumud (“steadfastness” in
Arabic) through land cultivation, wind
farms, and water harvesting. Stateless
yet paradoxically rooted representations
of Jawlani land render the people’s
struggle visible. The occupier is out of
place, a stranger; its systems of control
appear alien to the valleys and groves, a
surfaced disturbance to the gardens of
paradise.
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Neighbors Imagined for
Majdal Shams

2018,

Digital Archival Print,
85 x 85 cm

Jawlan

2016

Digital Archival Print,
65 x 95 cm

Blossom & Siege
2016

Digital Archival Print,
65 x 95 cm
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CARRY OVER

Sama Alshaibi often questions the societal impact of
power relations between the Middle East and the West
and how the domination is articulated in photographs. By
using a historical printing method, practised in the late
19th century, in Carry Over, Alshaibi evokes a near-century
in which the West controlled Middle Eastern and North
African (MENA) territories.

Photography studios at the time were primarily run by
Western “Orientalist” photographers, who famously
fashioned a fantasy of the unknown ‘oriental’ woman.
Women were framed as exotic other or primitive, pious
unknown hiding behind a veil. Carry Over recalls these
historical portraits that featured women from the MENA
region carrying vessels of water on their heads while
lounging, surrounded by other ‘oriental’ props.

Here, Alshaibi amplifies the physical burden and the
skewed representation by enlarging and exaggerating the
objects carried over the woman's head. The sculptures

in the photographs are physically more prominent than
the woman's body or placed in a stacking manner to form
a whole. A ceramic water jug is depicted in one of the
photographs, shaped as a wasp’s nest or grenade and
hoisted above the subject’s head. Dressed in all white,
the figure depicts the Herculean task of surviving conflict.
The implication is that the subject is not only the bearer of
the absurd and irrational but, conversely, that in her total
isolation, she is transformed from an object of passivity into
an active body that sustains and supplies oneself. She is
inscribing through her own body a mechanism of survival.

Carry Over was supported in part by the Arab Fund for
Arts and Culture (Beirut), Arizona Commission of the Arts
(Phoenix), the Project Development 1st Prize Award from
The Center (Santa Fe), and Artpace International Artist
Residency (San Antonio).
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Albumen print Somerset
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AND OTHER INTERRUPTIONS

And Other Interruptions reflects the
divided and guarded landscapes in
Palestine as well as along the Mexico-
US. Border, by separation walls.
Nationalist security projects aimed at
protecting homogeneity are caught in a
vortex, as they fail to erase or eradicate
the undesired from the Land.

This paradox is explored in Contested
Land, a diptych of a panoramic view from
the Mount of Olives, East Jerusalem.

The right side is further divided by the
separation walls, which appear almost as
a severed wound in the landscape. This
wound is embedded in the social fabric
of the Land, a split dividing those with
and without power.

Artwork courtesy of Barjeel Art
Foundation, Sharjah
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Contested Land Series - Mount
of Olives, East Jerusalem

2007

Digital Archival Print

58.4 x 58.4 cm each

Image Courtesy of Barjeel Art
Foundation
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NEGATIVE'S CAPABLE HANDS

John Keats (31 October 1795 — 23
February 1821), an English poet, believed
that people have the ability to accept
that not everything can be resolved.
Keat's theory of ‘negative capability’

was expressed in a letter addressed to
his brothers George and Thomas Keats
dated Sunday, 28 December 1817. John
Keats stated, “...Negative Capability,
that is when man is capable of being in
uncertainties, mysteries, doubts without
any irritable reaching after fact & reason.”

Negative's Capable Hands focuses

on concerns with the modern human
experience tied to the destruction of the
earth’s bounty and body. The photographs
depict imaginary green lines reflecting
real-world safety and annihilation zones.
Those lines play off the metaphoric
symbols of the earth’s scarce resources
competed for by the body politic.

Hands are presented anonymously and
without context through abstracted
gestures, contested resources, and
concrete definitions of bullets, flags,

and territorial lines. These elements are
captured intimately and directly but only
betray fixed understandings of who is
right and wrong. Extracted from under
the noise, the symbols and staging
emphasise the unreliability of the image as
truth, affirming the photograph's role as a
question.
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Sketch 17

2010
Digital Archival Print
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SWEEP

SWEEP depicts the female protagonist
sweeping her own footsteps in a

barren desert. While no other subject

is physically present to suppress her
movement, the woman frantically works to
remove her presence from the landscape.

The performance suggests social control
is internalized, and even when alone,
paranoia and fear dictate the actions of
the individual who has been systematically
trained to erase their identity and being.
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ABU AMMAR: FOUR YEARS LATER

A child stands in a deciduous forest as
he releases four balloons into the sky on
the fourth anniversary of Yasser Arafat's
passing, also known as Abu Ammar.

The colours of the Palestinian flag float
away, carrying wishes for the future.
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CATALOGUE

Catalogue addresses the period

in which motion-picture newsreel
cinema was popular in the West, and
film crews came to the Middle East
from Britain to document the subjects
of their empire.

Appropriating the British Pathé

(a producer of newsreels and
documentaries from 1910 to 1970
in the United Kingdom) news
rushes made between 1935 and
1965, Catalogue features historic
footage interwoven with a female
protagonist performance as a live,
human water feature that magnifies
the objectification of Arab women in
Western representations.

The second half of the video presents
the parallel strategy in the late 1960s
by parties and movements who
publicised MENA women fighters

as the symbolic countermeasure in
representing the liberation struggles
of the Arab revolution.
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AFFICHE

Affiché, a series of collaged images
that reflect on political posters,
leaflets and newsprints from the
1960s and 1970s, the time of the
Arab Revolution, capitalising on

the West's preoccupation with the
oppression of women. During this
time, screen-prints and posters were
wheat-pasted on the walls of public
spaces, representing a shift towards
affordable and easy-to-produce
technologies.

The large collage-based artworks
conjure public spaces, propaganda
and self-representation through
political posters. Here, Affiché further
complicates the staging of Middle
Eastern women by presenting the
female farmer and revolutionary
fighters as equal, despite gender, in
the people’s struggles for sovereignty
from the colonial occupiers. The
photographic counterpoint in Affiché
displaces the orientalist gaze and
representations of the empire’s
subjects.
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You Who Are Body, Vessel
Call it Girl Brand

2019
Digital Archival Print
152.4 x 101.6 cm
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archive
iraq national archive and records, baghdad, iraq, december 2021

they say archives omit and conceal as much as they reveal.
they say, “archives speak back,” and i'm left to wonder who are they speaking for?

state archives echo. they can be violent. they codify and reinscribe records of traumatic histories
as documented truth. the institution reinforces the state record, its gatekeepers constrain its
access, and we are left to fight its authoritative version again.

the archivist hovers over me, watching my every page turn and ready to take away the documents
on the grounds of suspicious activity. something about me unnerves him. the archivist tells me

the time of day again and that they will close in an hour. the archivist invited me to come back
another day. i pretend i don’t understand him, responding back in my american accent, he looks
bewildered, and i go back to the records as if he wasn't there.

i flip the pages, study the margins, and look for the markings of those who inspected the records
before me. i take my phone and snap pictures. the archivist won't photocopy anything for me, but i
don’t care. my phone can convert the photograph into documents anyway. it even looks like it just
passed through a xerox machine!

(there is criminality contained in these archives, but my illicit photo-to-text-copying isn't one of
them) the archivist tries again. he returns, stating in arabic that someone can help me next week.

i shrug and smile. he points to the clock, his watch, his phone. i continue with my charade of not
understanding what is going on. of course i know what it means when you point to a clock, watch,
and phone. but there are many others in the records office, pouring over documents and books.
why is he bothering me? is it because i asked to see the legal documents on iraq’s personal status
laws that govern women's rights? is it because i came in with wisam " and his neck tattoo, or is
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the problem that shawk ?! insisted the archivist brings the records to us?

there is no reasoning with someone like the archivist. the employee of the state. so i go back to
my book, ignoring his standing body next to mine.

shawk took wisam to another part of the building to help with his research. she knows i can han-
dle the archivist, and her departure is a gift. without her next to me, the archivist is impotent. he
thinks the language barrier is insurmountable. i am polite but dismissive. he doesn’t know what to
do with his lack of authority. i am not challenging it because, technically, i can’t understand him. he
doesn’t know how to respond to a non-arabic speaker in an arabic language archive.

(don't conform to the nation-state. don't fit into their tiny profiles of security risk)

exasperated, he retreats to his office. rationally, it doesn’t make sense to behave like i don’t un-
derstand arabic while reading official arabic government records in front of the archivist, but my
experience with agents of bureaucracy is usually the same. don't give too much information, act
like nothing is out of the ordinary, and the more irrational or dangerous your needs are, the more
‘normal’ you've got to behave.

hiding in plain sight is my superpower. recording while hiding in plain sight is my extra superpower.
i behave like the archive.

[1] wisam alshaibi, my youngest brother, is a sociology ph.d. candidate at the university of california los angeles.
[2] shawk ayman, an iraqi living in baghdad whom i employed as a fixer for my trip in december of 2021.



SILSILA

Sama Alshaibi, a Palestinian-Iraqi exiled
from two homelands, spent most of her
formative years moving from country

to country as a political refugee. These
displacements prompted the language of
exile, transnational migration, and border-
erasing in Alshaibi’s work.

Silsila (Arabic for ‘chain’ or ‘link’) is

a multi-media work depicting Sama
Alshaibi’s eight-year cyclic journey (2009
- 2017). Jewel-like colours, geometric
patterning and symmetry reference the
formal qualities of customary Islamic art.
Alshaibi retraces history in the present to
speak about encroaching mass human
migrations due to increasing water
scarcity and rising tides in an era of
catastrophic climate change.

Silsila narrates the story of water and
deserts, both real and imagined, inspired
by the great 14th century Moroccan
traveller Ibn Battuta. Ibn Battuta was
identified as the most remarkable Islamic
traveller, having covered more ground
than Marco Polo in his journeys from
Morocco to as far as China. In this series,
Alshaibi loosely follows Ibn Battuta’s
ancient paths through the present-day
Middle East, North Africa, and beyond.
However, while Ibn Battuta had a choice
to move and wander freely, refugees do
not. Here, Alshaibi seeks to unearth a
story of continuity within the context of

a threatened future.
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Ma ljtama at Aydina ala Qabdih Kan
Mu attal (What Our Hands Joined

Was Broken), 2014

Chromogenic print mounted on Diasec
120 cm in diameter

Wahat Siwa (The Siwa Oasis), 2013
Inkjet pigment print
70 x 100 cm

Birket Siwa (Siwa Lake), 2014
Inkjet pigment print
70 x 100 cm

Al-Sahra al Bayda’ (The White Desert),
2011

Chromogenic print mounted on Diasec
166 x 250 cm

Sabkhat al-Milh (Salt Flats), 2014
Chromogenic print mounted on Diasec
120 cm in diameter

Ta’shir (Marking), 2010
Chromogenic print mounted on Diasec
166 x 250 cm

Jarasun Yagqra li-I-Mawt (Death knell),
2010

Inkjet pigment print

70 x 100 cm

Silsila (Link), 2014
Chromogenic print mounted on Diasec
166 x 250 cm

Ma Lam Tabki (Unless Weeping), 2014
Chromogenic print mounted on Diasec
166 x 250 cm

Courtesy of the artist
and Ayyam Gallery
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Dhikr (Remembrance), 2013
Plexi box, media player

Video art

Run time: 5 minutes, 54 seconds
60 x 36 x 36 cm

Muraqaba (Meditation), 2013
Plexi box, media player

Video art

Run time: 5 minutes, 1 second
60 x 36 x 36 cm

Baraka (Transmission of Grace), 2013
Plexi box, media player

Video art

Run time: 5 minutes, 30 seconds

60 x 36 x 36 cm

Courtesy of the artist
and Ayyam Gallery
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blackout
baghdad, irag
december 2023

in baghdad, we work in the early morning, day, and late at night. with a lidar, light is
inconsequential. a battery generates its power, and so as long as it is charged up, the scans
behave the same. it turns out light can be meaningless.

electricity and iraq are seared synonymous. four decades later, the blackout frequency is like my

childhood during the war. except they are no longer just relegated to the night when iraq cuts off
the lights so iranian weapons can't target our homes and cities. the blackouts and night raids are
my strongest memories of childhood. the blackouts wiped away the dinner, homework, and play,
followed by sirens, and we would run to our bathroom basement shelter and wait.

but being in irag now means breathing at that moment when the lights cut out. it happens day
and night. the electricity disappears, but everyone keeps talking and going about their life. the
generators kick in at restaurants, hotels, and my cousin’s house. no one stops their conversation.
no one blinks. there is no pause, no utterances of surprise. it goes. it comes. it goes again. like an
ellipse, the omitted light disappears, and no meaning is changed. this, too, is an aftermath —
normalizing the loss of light.
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lihya' — (RESTORATION)

i)

“lihya” is the closing chapter of

Sama Alshaibi’s project Silsila (“Link,”
photography and video, 2009-2017).
Following a 40-year displacement
from the artist’'s homeland of southern
Iraq, her return coincides with an
apocalyptic reckoning with the dying
ancient Mesopotamian Marshes. Once
seen crisscrossing the historic deserts
and water bodies of North Africa and
the Middle East throughout Silsila, the
protagonist returns to the source of
creation and civilization.

After decades of water mismanagement,
targeted annihilation, and borderless
climate change, the historic canals

originating from the Tigris and Euphrates

rivers are at the brink of extinction,
erasing the once bountiful wetlands of
Alshaibi’s childhood. Witnessing the
violated earth, the protagonist wills an
imaginative intervention that reverses
time and order in the marshlands. The
protagonist’s return is not only one
from exile but also a revival and gifting
back to the rivers. A restorative ritual of
spatial justice and eco-resilience, the
video presents the power of harmony
and balance through gestures of poetic
imagination.
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2023
Video Art with sound
12 mins 19 sec

Credits:

Director/editor: Sama Alshaibi
Cinematography: Daniel Hollis
Additional camera footage:
Abdulrahman Zeyad, Tim Nesmith,
Sama Alshaibi

Fixer: Abdulrahman Zeyad

Music composition: Grey Filastine,
featuring Brent Arnold (cello) and
Abdel Hak (violin)

Commissioned by Maraya Art Centre
with additional support from Ouster
Digital Lidar

2023

(g 2o (S8 gia
ayili 199 aauas 12

‘Joell Gu1pa

il Lo < aliige/ala]
idom Juil sl gives
st Lo tauabal [pols

sbj ganllsie o o
sbj peapllsac taclue
(uthis S lapwgall cadli
(3L sJgiy Caigps o glail
(UleS) Gallsucg

Uo jSjo (g0 pess ggpiirall il
uuglg ugiall

137















SAMA ALSHAIBI
BIOGRAPHY

Sama Alshaibi's work explores

the notion of aftermath — the
fragmentation and dispossession
that violates the individual and a
community following the destruction
of their social, natural, and built
environment. In her photographs
and videos, Alshaibi often uses

her own body as both subject and
medium, a staging site for encounters,
peripheries, and refuge, even when
carrying the markings of war and
dislocation. Alshaibi's sculptural
installations evoke the body:s
disappearance and act as counter-
memorials to war and forced exile.
Alshaibi’s monograph, Sand Rushes
In, was published by Aperture, NYC.
It features her 8-year Silsila series,
which probes the human dimensions
of borders, migration, and ecological
demise.

In 2021, Alshaibi was named a
Guggenheim Fellow and the recipient
of the Phoenix Art Museum'’s Arlene
and Morton Scult Artist Award. She
has been featured in several biennials,
including the Maldives Pavilion at the
55th Venice Biennale (ltaly), the 21st
International Art Biennial of Santa
Cruz de la Sierra (Bolivia, 2020), the
13th Cairo International Biennale
(Egypt, 2019), the 2017 Honolulu
Biennial (Hawaii), the 2016 Qalandia

International Biennial (Haifa), and
FotoFest Biennial, Houston (2014).
She was also selected as one of 60
artists for the ‘State of The Art 2020’
(Crystal Bridges Museum of Art/

the Momentary, Arkansas, 2020)

and recently held solo exhibitions at
Ayyam Gallery (Dubai, 2019) and at
Artpace, where she participated as
the National Artist in Residence (San
Antonio, 2019). Alshaibi received the
first-prize Project Development Award
from the Center (Santa Fe, 2019), the
2018 Artist Grant from the Arizona
Commission on The Arts, and the
2017 Visual Arts Grant from the Arab
Fund for Arts and Culture (Beirut).
She was awarded the prestigious
Fulbright Scholar Fellowship in
2014-2015 as part of a year-long
residency at the Palestine Museum

in Ramallah, where she developed an
education program while conducting
independent research.

Alshaibi's solo exhibitions also
include the Phoenix Art Museum
(2022), Artpace (San Antonio,

TX, 2019), Ayyam Gallery (Dubai,
2019, 2015), Herbert F. Johnson
Museum of Art at Cornell University,
NY (2017), Scottsdale Museum

of Contemporary Art, AZ (2016);
Ayyam Gallery, London (2015);
Lawrie Shabibi Gallery, Dubai

(2011) and Selma Feriani Gallery,
London (2010). Her over 150 group
exhibitions include Pen + Brush
Gallery (NYC, 2019), American
University Museum (Washington D.C.,
2018), 2018 Breda Photo Festival
(Netherlands), Tucson Museum of Art,
AZ (2017), Marta Herford Museum
of Art, Germany (2017), CCS Bard
Hessel Museum and Galleries, New
York (2017), Museum De Wieger,
The Netherlands (2017), Palais De
La Culture Constantine, Algeria
(2015), Pirineos Sur Festival, Spain
(2015), Arab American National
Museum, Michigan (2015), Venice
Art Gallery, Los Angeles (2013),
Edge of Arabia, London (2012),
Institut Du Monde Arabe, Paris
(2012), Maraya Art Centre, Sharjah
(2012), and Headlands Center for
the Arts, California (2011). She

has also exhibited at the Bronx
Museum in NYC, and the Museum of
Contemporary Art in Denver, CO.

Her over 40 video artworks and
films have screened in numerous
festivals internationally, including
Mapping Subjectivity, MoOMA
(NYC), 24th Instants Video Festival
(Mexico and France), Thessaloniki
International Film Festival (Greece)
and DOKUFEST (Kosovo). Her

art residencies include Artpace

International Artist Residency (San
Antonio), Darat al Funun (Amman),
A.M. Qattan Foundation (Ramallah),
and Lightwork (N.Y.). Alshaibiss
works have been collected by

public institutions internationally,
including the Center for Creative
Photography (Tuscon), the Johnson
Museum of Art at Cornell (N.Y.), The
Houston Museum of Art (Texas),
Nadour (Germany), the Barjeel
Collection (Sharjah), En Foco
(NYC), and the Museum of Modern
and Contemporary Art in Tunis
(Tunisia). She has been featured in
Photo District News, L'Oile de la
Photographie, The Washington Post,
Lensculture, NY Times, Ibraaz, Bluin
Artinfo, Contact Sheet, Contemporary
Practices, Harpers Bazaar, The
Guardian, CNN, Huffington Post, and
Hysteria.

Born in Basra to an Iragi father and
Palestinian mother, Sama Alshaibi
is based in the United States,
where she is a Regents Professor
of Photography, Video, and Imaging
at the University of Arizona, Tucson.
She holds a B.A. in Photography
from Columbia College Chicago and
an MFA in Photography, Video, and
Media Arts from the University of
Colorado at Boulder.
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MO REDA
BIOGRAPHY

Mohamed Reda is a Kuwait-born
artist and curator of Iraqi, Kurdish
and Persian origin. Reda graduated
in 2006 from HKU academy in The
Netherlands with a degree in Visual
Arts specializing in monumentalism,
performance art, and drawings.

He returned to the Gulf in 2011

to collaborate with the Al-Riwaq

Art Space (Bahrain) to curate and
produce an open air public festival.
In 2012-13, Reda collaborated

with Albareh Gallery and produced
a needs-based artist leadership
program and several highly focused
solo and group exhibitions with local
artists.

Reda also worked with Makan Art
Space (Amman, Jordan) and CAP
(Kuwait) to produce several projects
based on performance art.

Reda has curated the first Middle-
East focused contemporary art
exhibition at the Santa Cruz De La
Sierra Biennale in Bolivia while also
working on several artist residencies
commissioned by the Kochi Biennale
Foundation in India and Maraya Art
Center in Sharjah that resulted in

a curated exhibition for the Kochi
Biennale 2016 -17.

In 2020, he once again co-curated
The Santa Cruz Biennale in Bolivia
presenting a Middle East centered
group exhibition and a curated
installation for Shirin Neshat.
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CIMA AZZAM
BIOGRAPHY

Cima Azzam is the curator of Maraya
Art Centre in Sharjah, United Arab
Emirates.

Azzam previously served as the
Design Director for Meem Gallery and
worked as an Exhibition Designer for
Cuadro Gallery in Dubai. She has over
a decade of expertise in exhibition
planning, gallery design and local and
international curatorial projects and
collaborations.

In particular, Azzam'’s projects
included the third edition of Arab Print
at Meem Gallery in 2017, Marwan:
Editions at Meem Gallery in 2020,
co-curation of the group show /
Was Here Tomorrow at Krinzinger
Projekt in Vienna with its affiliated
show at Veinti 4/Siete Galeria in
Costa Rica. More recently, she
curated the exhibitions Hazem Harb,
Temporary Museum. for Palestine.

in 2021, Cristiana de Marchi's solo
show, Finer... A Thread in the Swell
of Wandering Words in 2022, and
Zara Mahmood's Towards Time solo
exhibition in 2022.

Cima Azzam holds a Bachelor of Fine
Arts from the American University in
Dubai.
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a photographic image made by a camera is captured in a fraction of a second. while time-based,
video is also just a series of images across multiple fractions of seconds. i point the camera
where light travels, and the sensor or film records. time is frozen. the photographic image roughly
corresponds to our normal view of the world. accuracy is subjective, but we don’t perceive the
photographic image that way. the image explains what we already know and believe. to interrupt
that paradox, the scene must be recorded accurately and objectively, and see beyond what i can
see and understand. time, or recording time, can go beyond recording a series of images. i don't
want to point the camera in a direction. i want the recording technology to behave like light and
time when the body imprints itself in the moment.

i was ejected out of my city, out of my citizenship, out of a trajectory of normal context. yet, my
life has been orbiting the circumstances of that ejection since its onset. it is more than a domino
effect or a linear collapsing of structures forming a new directional path towards a new city,
citizenship, and identity. the ejected body is time-traveling in multiple states of consciousness.
living in the memory of the past, alien in the present, and repeatedly constructing a home

and identity. the ejection isn't a fixed, knowable event in the past, but a continuous process of
shedding, repeating, returning, and reliving. futureless but fixated on a future because the odds
are not on your side.
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