Images Towering Hope:
Conceptions of Home and Ti
in Lara-Baladi’s Borg El Amal
by Nat Muller 2
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Borg El Amal, detail. Photo by Lara Baladi, 2008



IN REVIEW

“Skimming“wouldbethewrongwordto
usewhenattemptingtograpplewiththebodyof
workbyLebanese-EgyptianartistLaraBaladi.
BorninBeirut,raisedinParis,educatedinLon-
don,andforoveradecadeapassionateresidentof
Cairo,Baladi’sdiasporicandnomadicexperience
isreflectedinherwork.Itisnotnecessarilythecase
thatherworkisabouttravelormovement,butit
isthesenseofdiscovery,andtheunlockingofmul-
tiplelayersofmeaningthatlieatthecoreofher
practice.

Theaudienceisinvitedintoanimmersionwiththe
piecesBaladihascreated.Yetitisalwaysuptothespectator
how much it would take to yield to a work, or how many
levelsofinterpretationtoexcavate.Inthatsense,Baladiis
anartistwhoplacesresponsibilityintheeyeofthebeholder,
perhapsanexceptionalanddemocraticgestureinacontem-
poraryartworldwheresomuchisdirectedtowardsdistanced
criticality.

InarecentinterviewwithGeraldMattsheexplains,
“Mostofmyworksquestionandchallengethehistoryofim-
age-making,bothstillandmoving,andmostofallthecon-
sumingoftheseimages” LivinginCairo,acitywhosepho-
tographicandcinematicrepresentationsaregraftedinour
visualmemory-betheytakenthroughacolonialist, touristic
orotherlens-isdefinitelyachallengeforeveryvisualartist.In
addition,theabsence,inCairo,of professionalphotographic
labshaspushedBaladi,whoinitiallystartedoutasaphotog-
rapher,toreconsiderhowtotakeandrepresentherimages.
Thismakesherworksituatedandrelational.Situatedbecause
sheadaptstothemediatedandtechnologicalenvironment
shefindsherselfinandrelationalbecauseherimagesonly
makessenseinrelationtootherimages.Thisisparticularly
thecasefortwowellknownearliercollagesOumelDounia
(2000) and Sandouk el Dounia (2001). Completing each
other’s negatives, Oum el Dounia (“Mother of the World”
inArabic,andacommonsobriquetforEgypt)andSandouk
elDounia(“TheWorldinaBox"in Arabic),both designate
paralleluniverses.Theformerisabouttheopennessofspace:
whereearthandskyandwatermeetinthedesert,andwhere
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thereisanalmostcarelesslightness,thelatteristheclaustro-
phobiaoftechnologyandtheurbanized-darkanddense.
Similarly,thisawarenessispresentinthecollapseddesert
landscapeofOumelDounia.Populatedbyfairytalecharac-
tersloungingonthedesertsands,suchasAliceinWonder-
land'scaterpillarsmokingsheesha,mermaidsandfairymagi-
cans,itisnocoincidencethatthefirstimageencounteredisa
photographbyLehnertandLandrock.Wellknownfortheir
early20thCenturyphotographyof”TheOrient’,andtheir
depictionofthedesertasanemptyterraincognita,Baladi
hasre-appropriatedthisOrientalistimaginarybyoffering
herownmythologiesandiconography,cross-referencingand
deconstructingEuropeanfairytaleswithdesertrockforma-
tions, the biblical, the sphinx and the Bedouins.

This is Baladi’s Egypt, Oum el Dounia, an icono-
graphicmétissage,whereinshecombineshieroglyphicwrit-
ingin the sand with the Arabic word for God [Allah], and
atthe centre, places the phrase,”l remember”.The use of
thelatterphraseisanimportantcommentonhistoryand
howmemoryis(mis)construed.SandoukelDounia,onthe
otherhand,isadarkandclutteredgameworldwithmanga-
likepopcharacterswieldingaplayful,yetartificial, sextoy
eroticism. Atthe centre of the work we find Baladi’s“téta”
(grandmotherinArabic)astheprimalfemininepowerKali,
theHindumothergoddessassociatedwithdeathandde-
struction,butalsowithtimeandchange.Boththisworkand
OumelDouniafunctionasmosaicswhereineveryimage
makesupagrainofsandinthedesert,orapixelinthedata
sphere.Thechoiceofcollageasanartisticformreiteratesa
vestedconcernwithimage-makingandhowvisualregimes
work.Thereisatensionbetweenthe patchedaestheticof
collages,whichfunctionasbrokenimageshards,indicating
atemporalcutandvolatility,andthemonumentalityofcon-
structingatimelessiconographyandmythology.Seamlessly
Baladileadsusfrom“throughthelookingglass,’to,“aglass
darkly,'whereintheperceptionofrealitiesisscenographed
into an extreme “performativity”.

OverthepastdecadeBaladi'sworkhasfollowedan
interestingtrajectoryfromphotocollagetoimagereproduc-
tion,andfrombiginstallationsto participatory pieces.In
thecatalogueessaytohersoloshowKai'ro(Sweden2005),
FrenchcuratorandcriticSimonNjamicallsherpracticeone
of‘contemporarynostalgia”.Whilethereisastrongengage-
mentwiththetemporal,andthe positioningofmemory,
relegatingBaladi'sworktotherealmofnostalgicdesire-no
matterhowexuberant-wouldbeinaccurate.TheGreekori-
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ginofthewordnostalgiasuggestsnostos“returninghome’,
andalgos“pain”.Sorrowmightbepresentinverypersonal
works,suchasDiaryoftheFuture,whichmapsthelasthalf-
yearofherfather’sillnessthroughthecoffeegrainscaked
inthecupsoffriendsandfamilyduringhousevisits.How-
ever,itisfarmoreinterestingtoviewBaladi'smethodology
asone of an“image archivist” In that respect, the“return
home”isthejourneyoftheimageshecarefullygivesaplace
inherwork.Whetherthesearethediscardeditemsfound
at Cairo’s Friday marketin Karakib (2003), orwhether she
re-appropriatesherown“digitaltrash”(suchastheunused
materialofaresidencyinJapan)withherimpressivewalk-in
kaleidoscopicinstallationRobaVecchia(2006),ifanything,
Baladi'sworkisaccumulativeandtriestocreateanalternate
logicinaworldofvisualoverload.Intheendnothinggoes
towaste,unconsumedimagesarerecombinedandre-appro-
priatedaccordinglyandthosewhopayattentionwillfind
figuresasMariaMagdalene, thearoussadoll, littleEve,and
other characters and icons reappear in different guises.

AccordingtoBaladi, herlatestwork,Borgel Amal,
2008 (“TowerofHope"in Arabic) whichearned theGrand
Nile Prize at the 11th Cairo Biennale earlier this year, is
linkedwithallofherotherworks.Inthiscaseshehasliteral-
lymovedbeyondtheimageandhasstrippedtherepresenta-
tionaltoitsbareessence,askeletonofbrickandcement.Her
“ephemeralconstruction”embodiesalltheambiguitiesand
layersengrainedinherpreviouswork.Thistime,theworkis
markedlysite-specificandaddressesthesocio-politicalcon-
ditionoflivinginCairoinafarmoredirectfashion.Erected
onthegroundsofthe OperaHouse, TheTower of Hopeis
built on the main location of the Cairo Biennial. It is im-
portanttorememberthattheOperaHousegroundsarerun
bytheMinistryofCultureandthatthesitethusstandsasa
symbolforanofficial,state-controlled,sanitised,andinstitu-
tionalisednarrative.Hereyouwillnotfindanodtowardsthe
manyproblemsCairo,thesprawlingmega-city,facesdaily.

TheOperaHousegroundsarein,andbythemselves,
gated,manicuredandlush,astarkcontrastwiththedireliv-
ingconditionsofthemajority of city’spopulation.Never-
theless,Baladihasmanagedtophysicallyinsertthatwhich
thehegemonyconsidersaneyesoreandbadpublicity,and
henceisa“no-go”zone.Inspired by theinformalred brick
architectureonefindsaroundCairo,theartistbuiltherown
structure,outsideofthewhitecubeconfinesofthePalaceof
the Arts, but still within the Opera Grounds. If real estate
developershaveusbelievethatthedelightsofthenewOum
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Borg El Amal, bricks and cement. Photo b;/ Lara Baladi, 2008
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elDouniaaretobefoundintheelitistgatedcommunities,
then the dark side of suburbia — the Sandouk el Dounia,
if you will —is Cairo’s “red city’, represented by the urban
sprawlofcheapandhastilybuiltinformalhousing,devoid
ofinfrastructure, propersanitationandotherservices.Baladi
hasonceagainflippedtheMobiusstripinagesturethatis
quiteradicalforafirstcommissionfromagovernmentrun
venture-theCairoBiennial.Yet,shehastakentheBiennial’s
theme of“The Other"to heartby giving thatwhichisren-
deredinvisibleintheofficialvisuallandscape.Ahomewithin
thelion’sden,stretchingboundariesoftheterritorialandpo-
liticallypermissible,Baladi’s pieceisnotonlyinformal,but
alsoparasitical.Borgel Amalfeedsoffitshost,thecontext
oftheBiennialandtheBiennialgrounds,toworkwithinthe
contextwhereacceptedsystemsofrepresentationcollapse.
Theconstructionisapieceofinformalarchitecture,awork
ofart,apoliticalandartisticmanifesto,aparasite,atowerof
Babel,atowerofhope,ashelter,amusicbox,aprison,aplace
of refuge, all in the form of brick and cement.
TheTowerofBabelinitsbiblicalreferenceisanim-
portantone.Dedicatedtothegloryofmaninsteadoftothe
gloryofGod,aunitedhumanitythatspokeonelanguageun-
derthekingdomofKingNimrod,thetowerofBabelwould
haveitstopintheheavens.Initsmodern-day,urban, glo-
balisedresurrection,theTowerofHopeisindeedanhomage
tohumanityreflectingtheinventivenessofmankindinorder
tosurvive.Therooflessbuildingwithitsdiscontinued'don’t
leadtothesky’staircase,suggestthathopeisalwaysapossi-
bility,fateisnotsetinstoneandthateveninthebleakestof
circumstances,beautyistobefound,andamidstthatbeauty
we find a donkey symphony.
AreviledanimalinEgypt,theworkinganimalofthe
poor,andifcalledone,anArabinsult,donkeysprovidean
importantpresenceinLaraBaladi'swork.Thesadsoundof
donkeysbrayingintheCairenestreetsfirstinstilledtheidea
ofcomposingabeautifulsymphonywithintegrateddonkey
sounds.HenryckGorecki’sSymphony#3(Opus36),known
astheSymphonyof Sorrowful Songs,and thedonkeys of
Burrolandia,arefugefordonkeysoutsideofMadrid,form
thebaseofthecompositionbyNathanielRobinMannand
AngelLopezdelallave. Gorecki’s original piece,inthree
movements,drawsonlamentationandloss.Insubtlecombi-
nationwiththedonkeysbraying,BorgelAmalcomestolife

andthehauntingsoundpiecefillsthespacewithpainand
NOTES

beauty.ltisasereneandcomforting,yetheartwrenchingex-
perience.However,itnevercreatesananticlimaxduetothe
factthatBorgel Amalisultimatelyaninhabitedspace.With
itsmakeshiftconcretebenches, visitorscanactually”hang-
out"there,enjoysomeseclusion,haveasmokeorlittlepicnic
(asldidwithsomefriends).Perhapsitisthecombinationof
“livedspace”andthestructure’slimitedlifespan-2months
-thatpreventsthepiecefrombecomingamonument.More-
over,Baladi'sworkisnotaboutmonumentalityandmaster
narratives,butaboutthebrickandmortaroflife,howfan-
tasyandrealityintertwine, andthepleasureandpainthatfu-
elsourexistence.Withinthematerialexternalisationofthe
mostbasichumanexperiences,shehasridiculedclassdivi-
sions-averytouchysubject-byinvitingin“TheOther.The
cardtotheshowhowever,isanopeninvitation.NoR.S.V.P
needed,everyoneisinvitedtopassbyatanytimeandbecome
a resident:

Come in. Sit down. Listen

Yes it was noisy outside, but you're in the
heart of it now. Listen

Look up. Look down. Look around.

Look inside and listen.

Listen.

Therequesttothevisitorstopauseandlistentothe
sound pieceisalsoarequestforintrospection.Thespace
allowsthisasitis protectiveand comfortingandsafe.The
bricksarecutwiththewords“hope”and“amal”“imprinted
onthem,andthelettersmakeoutadonkeyandaman.These
elementscombinetoreproducehopewitheverybrickand
ultimatelykeepthestructurestanding.ApartfromtheBibli-
calreferences,thepieceissignificantasBaladihaschosento
buildatowerasopposedtoahouseoranotherarchitectural
form.Towers stand outduetotheirsingularity, their con-
descendinggrandeur,andbecauseofauthoritarianorideo-
logicalscripts-religious,nationalist, politicalorother-to
whichtheyaretied.ButnotLaraBaladi'stower,ultimately,
hersisapeople’stower,madeaccordingtothemostinstant
andimprovisedmethodsofconstruction-aBorgBaladi.In
addition, theartistoffersthetower’svisitorsredbricksfor
take-away, as if she were saying, “Make your own”. Once
again,theessenceofthebrickbecomesscrambled-building
blockandartobjectallinone-producedcheaplyandme-

1- Interviews 2, Gerald Matt, Kunsthalle Wien, Vienna, Verlag Walther Kénig,KéIn. p.37.
2- Simon Njami. “The Minute Music of Lara Baladi” kai'ro, Bildmuseet, Umea. Sweden, 2004. p.14.
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chanically,yetstillanauthenticand original“LaraBaladi’,
once again leaving the choice to the viewer.

Baladiinhabitsherworkswithaloveandgeneros-
ity thatisrareinthe contemporary artworld. As an artist
she has with Borg El Amal reified the essence of what art
mightmean-atemporaryautonomouszone.Translated
intoaphysicalspace, thissite-TheBorgel Amal-likeall of
Baladi’s,transcendsitslocalityanditsspace-timeframe.As
thetravellingnomad,Baladihasmadeandfoundherhome
in her art.

WhennotroamingtheMiddleEast,NatMullerisanindependent
curatorandcriticbasedinRotterdam.Shehasheldpositionsas
staffcuratoratV2_, InstituteforUnstableMedia(Rotterdam)and
DeBalie,CentreforCultureandPolitics(Amsterdam).Hermain
interestsinclude:theintersectionsofaesthetics,mediaandpolitics;
(new)mediaandartintheMiddleEast.Shehaspublishedarticles
inoff-andonlinemediaandisaregularcontributorforSpringerin,
Bidoun,andMetropolisM.Runningindependentprojectsinnew
mediaartandvideoaroundtheworld,Mullerhastaughtinanum-
berofinstitutionsinBeirutandRotterdam,includingtheWillem
deKooning,AmericanUniversityinDubaiandrecentlycompleteda
curatorialresidencyatTheTownhouseGalleryofcontemporaryart.

Detail of Borg El Amal-Photo byILara Baladi, 2008
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