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ART AND POLITICS

At the Sharjah Biennial, Getting to Know the Intimate Side
of Rebellion

By Daniel Kunitz
Published: April  5, 2011

Camp's video is an example of an oblique approach to politics
employed by a number artists here, an approach also
exemplified by Tom Molloy 's 2008 installation "Subplot." The
piece's 117 framed drawings contain all the pages of George
Orwell's "1984" but display only the text referring to a particular
subplot: the love affair between Winston and Julia. Subplots, or
rather the stories behind the politics, also form the basis for an
extraordinary work by the Moroccan artist Bouchra Khalili. "The
Mapping Journey Project," 2008–11, consists of eight videos
running simultaneously, each recounting the story of a person's
departure from a Mediterranean country. We see people's hands
tracing their route out of, for example, Tunisia into Libya and
from there to Italy as we listen to them intimately describe these
often terrifying peregrinations, the humiliations they suffered, their
detentions and escapes. Listening is also demanded by the
women who populate Judith Barry's ghostly projections "Cairo
Stories...", 2010–11. You come across them in odd places, the
face of a woman on the wall of a souk, outside the men's
lavatory in another market, each telling her tale, giving voice to
women's lives in that Egyptian city that suddenly became central
to lives around the globe.

Barry's piece, like so many others in this bazaar of plots that has
taken over Sharjah, is about the projection (and reception) of
culture. And isn't culture the sub-subplot of politics, the ground
soil from which the affairs of the world spring? How we
understand another culture and how we present ours color the
relations between those countries. Watch the ways that the
Egyptian actress Soad Hosni is portrayed over the course of her
82 films and you will learn a story of Arab self-perception and
how it informs Western perceptions of Arabs. That, at least, is
the hope of the Lebenese artist Rania Stephan, who in "The
Three Disappearances of Soad Hosni," 2011, constructs an
extraordinary montage of the actress's work.

Listening to and reading all these stories of politics, subplots, and cultural projections — be they the
hilarious vignettes of the Lebanese collective Atfal Ahdath or the poignant tales found in the
notebooks kept by artist Yto Barrada 's illiterate grandmother so she could identify her grandchildren
— heightens your comprehension not of the Middle East or its politics per se but rather of people as
people. These stories, these plots, conspire to bring you closer to others regardless of their ethnicity,
and it is for this reason that the 10th Sharjah Biennial is such an intimate experience. 
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