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Artists Share ‘Local Histories’ of War and Exile

Heba Elkayal / 30 Aug 2018

 

NEW YORK—The New Museum, known for the respect and recognition it confers on cutting-edge
contemporary art, recently presented solo exhibitions by two Middle Eastern artists whose works
explore the politics and cultural consequences of war, conquest and forced migration, in the
present and in the past.

The shows—The Loom of History, by the Armenian-Egyptian artist Anna Boghiguian, and Blind as
the Mother Tongue, by the Iraqi-Kurdish artist Hiwa K—were the �rst solo exhibitions for each
artist in the United States, though both were included in a 2014 exhibition that showcased work
by a variety of Middle Eastern artists.

“This was an exciting opportunity to get these two artists to come back and tell a wider range of
stories,” says Natalie Bell, the associate curator who organized the exhibitions, which came to an
end this month.

Boghiguian’s work includes close examinations of the histories of trade in commodities like
spices and cotton to consider their economic and social impact and their enduring in�uence.
“She’s always thinking about the place where she’s exhibiting,” says Bell.

In the Loom of History, Boghiguian focused on the American cotton trade, presenting mixed-media works including a large painted sail, cut-out paper �gures
staged in vignette-like arrangements, actual cotton plants “planted” on the gallery’s �oor, paintings and long passages of text hand-painted on the walls of the
gallery.
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Still from Moon Calendar, Iraq 

(Photo: Hiwa K).

Still from The Bell Project (Photo: Hiwa K).

The show by Hiwa K, who �ed Iraq on foot in the late 1990s, presented videos, recorded performances,
drawings, sculptures, and other objects related to his identity and experiences of war. “He relies on a
unique methodology of his own making,” says Bell, and the show’s complexity emphasizes the
distinctive way in which he expresses the e�ect that war and exile have had on him.

The work that stood out the most in the show was a helmet made in the style of those worn by the
Spanish conquistadors, but larger in scale, comparable to the size of a church bell—a reference to an
earlier work in which Hiwa K constructed a bell from scrap metal recycled from battle waste in northern
Iraq. A video documenting the process of creating the bell was shown as part of the exhibition.

Elucidating the artist’s themes, Bell, the curator, spoke about how Hiwa K was examining the
intersection of the Spanish conquistadors and the people they colonized in the New World.

“The helmets were used as cooking pots by the Incans,” she said. “The sculpture was modeled after the
colonial helmet but scaled up so it could hold a lot of things—Hiwa thought at one point of using it to
cook a sheep’s head stew called pacha in Kurdistan during the opening of the show. The piece is a way of thinking of moments of misinterpretation in culture
and how culture circulates in strange ways.”

Although the metaphors in Hiwa K’s work are unusual, they touch on universally recognized themes,
helping to make the work easy for viewers to understand. By exploring the e�ect of colonialism on a
nation, and the forced migration of victims of war, a wide audience can relate to his art even though it
also has elements that are speci�c to Iraq.

Although the content of Hiwa K’s work is more personal because it re�ects his background, Boghiguian’s
is equally poignant. Her careful consideration of the impact of the cotton trade and slavery on American
history is thematically a continuation of the ideas that have long in�uenced her practice.

“We’re living in a highly politicized moment,” says Bell, “and museums can do well to serve as an
inspiration for viewers to consider new perspectives.”

For Bell, it wasn’t simply the artworks themselves that were of interest, but the approach of each artist
to their practice and to society, and their philosophy of life.
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Boghiguian studied political science at the American University in Cairo in the late 1960s and then arts and music in Montreal. Boghiguian’s stance “of being an
outsider and halfway in exile, no matter where she is, is a powerful position for an artist,” says Bell.

Boghiguian doesn’t present her works as confessional, but rather, as a keen observer of life and how history has a�ected the places and countries she records
in her work.

For Bell, it was an easy decision to present these two artists, despite the current political climate. The group show of four years ago was about bringing a
variety of Arab experiences to the United States, while the new show brought two “local histories” to a broad audience.

“The task is to be curious and to help other people be curious,” she says.

The exhibitions closed after a three-month run that began in May. Not only were the exhibitions critically successful, they also attracted a lot of interest from
visitors. Bell says she saw “a lot of people spending a lot of time with the work—and that’s a good sign.”
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