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FOREWORD AND ACKNOWLEDGMENTS
Betti-Sue Hertz
Director and Chief Curator, The Miriam and Ira D. Wallach Art Gallery
The two exhibitions in this eighth edition of MODA Curates share a commitment
to presenting contemporary art that addresses timely topics in the social and
political sphere. Both show the work of important artists who tackle questions
of transnational mobility and identity. At a moment when national borders
are increasingly monitored, and new questions about power in relationship
to historical narrative is destabilizing the categories of fact and fiction, it is no
wonder that graduate student curators are focusing on topics that shed light
on our current circumstances.
One role of the Miriam and Ira D. Wallach Art Gallery, as a university art
gallery, is to provide a platform for the public to encounter the work of
Columbia University’s students and faculty and to invite dialogue about
ideas put forward by curators. An exhibition is a unique site for presenting
one’s convictions by shaping concepts and, in the case of exhibitions of
contemporary art, collaborating with participating artists. Each phase of an
exhibition’s development offers another way of thinking, from planning to
writing to installing works of art. This is what curatorial practice entails. Once
the curator’s work is done and the exhibition has opened to the public,
another pedagogical process begins—learning from audiences through
encounters, questions, and critiques. Even after the exhibition is over,
conversations about it continue. Exhibitions, in turn, are a form of knowledge
production for the curator as well as their audiences. For several years now,
MODA Curatorial Fellows have greatly benefited from their experiences at
the Gallery early in their careers. My hope is that those experiences form a
solid foundation for future endeavors.
The two 2020 MODA Curatorial Fellows, Rotana Shaker and Hannah Morse,
have spent this year preparing for their exhibitions and essays and, in the
process, developing skills for turning ideas, concepts, and artworks into
cohesive presentations. Shaker’s exhibition builds on concepts argued by
anthropologist Michel-Rolph Trouillot in his 1995 book, Silencing the Past:
Power and the Production of History. This text functions as a methodological
guide to her interpretation of the works in A Bottomless Silence. Central to
the exhibition is the failure of history and the impossibility of recovering its
vastness, with a special focus on the politics of what has been left out,
diminished, or forgotten. Shaker presents critical perspectives of three
artists—Nadia Kaabi-Linke, Jumana Manna, and Walid Raad—all of whom

have strong ties to the Arab world (Tunisia, Palestine, and Lebanon,
respectively). While strategically distinct in approach—from wielding evidentiary
and documentary techniques to exploring fiction as a form of political
mapping of cultural and political dominance—each creates an alternative
history that chips away at the “bottomless.” Shaker brings into focus the
importance of narrative and visual storytelling as a way to break silence; she
insists on questioning, and thereby decentering and complicating, art history’s
connection to power, implicating it as well in the processes of erasure.

The annual MODA Curates program is offered by the Miriam and Ira D.
Wallach Art Gallery and the M.A. in Modern Art: Critical and Curatorial
Studies (MODA), and it recognizes outstanding curatorial proposals related
to student theses. The Gallery mentors these emerging curators through
every stage of their projects. Our colleague Janet Kraynak, director of the
MODA program in the Department of Art History and Archaeology at
Columbia University, partners with the Gallery to advise the MODA Curatorial
Fellows, providing a scholarly approach and collegial collaboration. We are most
grateful to the participating artists, their galleries, and representatives who
have generously lent works. We especially want to congratulate the curators,
Rotana Shaker and Hannah Morse, for their dedication and for contributing
their voices to contemporary art discourse and exhibition making.

Foreword

Morse’s exhibition, Reframing the Passport Photo, inserts artistic practice
into the fraught topic of passports and national border control, and raises
questions about the use of portraiture as an identifier in these systems of
surveillance. Morse’s exhibition features four contemporary photographers—
Martina Bacigalupo, Tomoko Sawada, Stephanie Syjuco, and Sheng Qi—all
of whom have deployed the passport photograph to address the tension
between one’s own sense of identity and personage and the ways that
photographic likeness is used to control transnational mobility. Syjuco and
Sawada use their own bodies to create works that subvert the passport
photograph format and obscure the sitter’s identity as a form of resistance
to official identification mechanisms. For Sheng and Bacigalupo, time plays
a role in shifting their view of the passport photograph’s value as a memory
tool. Focusing on the circumstances of how the passport is made, Morse
foregrounds that it is the responsibility of the applicant to supply the image
to the state authorities that issue the passport. Her project is ultimately
about the production and uses of photography, and forms of resistance to
the use of our faces as devices to control our movements. By focusing on
the photograph’s evidentiary role, she opens up larger questions about uses
of portraiture as markers of our status as citizens, immigrants, and refugees.
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INTRODUCTION
Janet Kraynak
Director, MA in Modern and Contemporary Art: Critical and
Curatorial Studies
I am pleased to introduce the 2020 installment of MODA Curates, which takes
place each year in the Miriam and Ira D. Wallach Art Gallery in the Lenfest
Center for the Arts at Columbia University. MODA Curates plays a key role in
the program’s pedagogical approach, providing young scholars and curators
with unparalleled opportunities that prepare them for a professional world,
or future post-graduate study. After a competitive review process, where
individual exhibition proposals are assessed for their original approach and
timeliness, selected students are named as MODA Curatorial Fellows and
given the opportunity to mount a professional exhibition, often related to
their theses, in a gallery setting. This year, two MODA Curatorial Fellows were
named––Hannah Morse and Rotana Shaker––and both explore important
developments in contemporary art from the vantage point of differing
historical and geographical contexts. In close conjunction with the Wallach
staff and its Director, Betti-Sue Hertz, the students worked over the course of
the academic year on all aspects of the exhibition’s execution: from organizing
loans to developing installation strategies to preparing the catalogue.
Hannah Morse’s exhibition, Reframing the Passport, examines the work of
four contemporary artists–– Martina Bacigalupo, Tomoko Sawada, Stephanie
Syjuco, and Sheng Qi––who explore how modern modes of identification,
emblematized by the passport, reveal the regulation of social and political
life. From Baciugalupo’s found studio photographs, which she repurposes,
and Sawada’s manipulated self-portraits taken in a photo machine, to
Syjuco’s mock passport photos and Qi’s harrowing image of his disfigured
hand holding his childhood identification photograph, each artist negotiates
the complex meanings of documentarian photography in relation to the
exhibition’s themes. Situating the artworks in terms of the history of the
passport as a state sanctioned form of juridical identity, which permits––and
prevents––circulation, movement, and migration, as well as the sometimes
compromised ambitions of different types of photographic portraiture (such
as the mug shot, which is productive of rather than reflective of criminality,
according to artist Allan Sekula), Morse’s exhibition offers a timely rumination
upon the politics of identity and travel through a geopolitical lens.

Rotana Shaker’s A Bottomless Silence, takes as its subject the dialectical coupling
of historical memory and silence, through the artworks of Nadia Kaabi-Linke,
Jumana Manna, and Walid Raad. The exhibition’s title, borrowed from
anthropologist Michel-Rolph Trouillot’s important book, Silencing the Past:
Power and the Production of History (2015), alludes to how power––stemming
from events such as colonial occupation and war––operates as an oft hidden
mechanism in the construction of historical meaning and, as such, in
collective forms of memory. Each artist comes from a different (formerly
colonized) geographical area, and works across national borders and
boundaries, their itinerancy and cross-cultural outlook embodying the
promises and perils of a putatively global art world, in which inequities still
prevail. For Raad, the production of the category of “Arab art” is a fiction that
serves to paper over the imperial past; Manna’s filmic work similarly examines
seemingly “neutral” forms such as musical genres, as a means of revealing
the plight of contemporary Palestinians. For Kaabi-Linke, in contrast, the
remnants of the Cold War and a divided Germany are the focus of her
sculptural mosaic, which unearths the long arm of authoritarianism through
hidden traces.

Introduction

Together, Morse’s and Shaker’s exhibitions provide incisive commentary on
are current and topical concerns, while offering the viewer a sense of the rich
tapestry of contemporary artistic production. On behalf of MODA and the
Department of Art History and Archaeology, I want to congratulate the MODA
Curatorial Fellows, and extend sincere thanks to the participating artists,
gallery staff, graphic designer, and other faculty whose collaborative efforts
have made these outstanding exhibitions possible.
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REFRAMING THE PASSPORT PHOTO
Curated by Hannah Morse

Tomoko Sawada, ID-400 #201-300 (detail), 1998.
100 Gelatin silver prints; Overall: 50 x 40 in. International
Center of Photography, Purchase, with funds provided by
the ICP Acquisitions Committee, 2005. ©Tomoko Sawada.
Image courtesy of ROSEGALLERY.

Hannah Morse

REFRAMING THE PASSPORT PHOTO
Reframing the Passport Photo uses the passport as a lens through which to
view contemporary issues associated with the globalized world: migration,
nationalism, access, belonging, and personhood. Showing four artists whose
work references the passport photo—Martina Bacigalupo, Tomoko Sawada,
Stephanie Syjuco, and Sheng Qi—the exhibition explores the premises that
underlie modern identification practices, exposing the growing gaps between
personal identity and state-sanctioned identification. Together, the works
shed light on the assumptions embedded within the international passport
system and the social stratifications they perpetuate.
The defining issues of the current historical moment center around rethinking
the structure of the modern world and the people who inhabit it; the passport
is a means by which international borders are enforced, and people are
included or excluded. The proposed wall between the United States and
Mexico, the Brexit movement, the Israeli / Palestinian divide, the tension
between Hong Kong and mainland China, the Basque people’s desired split
from Spain—these are just some of many recent world conflicts involving
issues of identity, identification, borders, and belongingness.
Today, it is hard to believe that the passport system was formally written into
international law only one hundred years ago, initially as a temporary postwar
measure.1 Despite the original intention, the passport system was never
revoked—a return to the “good old days when optional passports existed”2
was deemed unlikely, due to the “demobilization, dislocation, unemployment,
fears of Communist subversion, [and] monetary crises” prevalent in the
aftermath of World War I.3 While the rigidity of the passport system has
fluctuated during the twentieth century, bending to make room for economic
treaties and tourism, borders today are tight and highly secured, and the
passport is an “indispensable feature of international travel.”4 Presenting
one’s identification documents has become so commonplace and matter-offact that the basis for these documents has been obscured.
In the case of the passport photo, it can be especially revealing to break down
some of the assumptions that underpin its use—for example, that identity
can be documented, that it can be captured in a single image, and that the set
requirements of the passport photo are the best way to capture it. Beyond its
discomforting formal components—an isolated and emotionless face gazing
straight ahead, like its predecessor, the mug shot—what does the passport
photo reveal? 5

Martina Bacigalupo, Tomoko Sawada, Stephanie Syjuco, and Sheng Qi each
question the centrality of the face to both personal identity and bureaucratic
identification practices. The face functions doubly as a site for individual
recognition, where memory and emotional expression are central, and
collective registration, where race and sex (and the theories of physiognomy
that underlie them) are primary concerns. Though technology has advanced
beyond the capturing of a physical image, the human visage remains central
to state-controlled passage across national borders. While fingerprinting and
iris recognition technology allow for the efficient identification of unique
individuals, photographs of faces allow for individuals to be stored and
remembered. The power of the image of the face goes beyond the immediate
need for identification, extending into the future need for recognition. By
altering the face’s features, obscuring it, or removing it altogether, the artists
exhibited in Reframing the Passport Photo consider the power of the face and
the meaning attributed to it.

1 C
 raig Robertson, The Passport in America: The History of a Document (New York: Oxford
University Press, 2010), 218. Before this time, nations had their own individual requirements.

of Nations, Organization for Communication and Transit, Passport Conference Held at
2 League
Geneva from May 12th to 18th, 1926 (Geneva, Switzerland: The League of Nations, 1926), 42.

R. Marrus, The Unwanted: European Refugees in the Twentieth Century (New York:
3 Michael
Oxford University Press, 1985), 93.

4 Jesper Gulddal and Charlton Payne, “Passports: On the Politics and Cultural Impact of
Modern Movement Control,” Symploke 25, no. 1–2 (2017): 11.

5 Tina
M. Campt, Listening to Images (Durham, N.C., and London: Duke University Press,
2017), 30.

Reframing the Passport Photo

Martina Bacigalupo’s Gulu Real Art Studio (2011–2013, fig. 1) is made up of
over one hundred found photographs, originally taken by Obal Denis at a
photography studio in Gulu, Uganda. In each work, the subject’s face has
been cut out and used for passport applications, as well as applications for
scholarships, bank accounts, and loans from nongovernmental organizations.
It was too costly for many people to use the standard ID photo machine that
produces four passport-size photos automatically, so Denis took full-body
portraits, cut out the faces, and discarded the remaining portions. Bacigalupo
discovered the discarded images in 2011 in the studio’s garbage, and she
received Denis’s permission to sort through and select some. Offering a
sense of growth, of change, and of hope, these works speak to the complexities
of identification photography, finding a striking balance between the genre’s
mixed messages of emancipation and constraint. Looking closely at the
images that make up the Gulu Real Art Studio series, we become invested in
the individuals represented. We are pushed beyond the question of
identification and begin to wonder about these people’s pasts and futures.
Where are they planning to go? Have they arrived yet?
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Fig. 1
Martina Bacigalupo, Gulu Real Art Studio XXXVI and XIX, 2011–2013.Twelve found c-prints;
5.9 x 3.9 in. ©Martina Bacigalupo. Courtesy the artist and Yossi Milo Gallery, New York.

With the heads neatly removed and sent on their way elsewhere, only the
bodies of the applicants remain. The individuals in the photos, despite being
faceless, communicate their individuality through hand gestures, clothing,
and postures. The ways in which they hold themselves—some relaxed and
others tense, some with hands clasped and others open, some with legs
heavily rooted in the ground and others perched lightly—come to the
forefront of the images. The patterned clothing and the particular way it
clings to each person’s body take on meaning. The formal components of
identification photos are here subverted; without faces, we still get a sense of
who these people are. In Gulu Real Art Studio, personal identity is literally at
odds with state-sanctioned identification—while the two overlap conceptually,
here they are physically separate.
The idea that identity could be reliably translated into a document was not
widely accepted until the 1930s, and it “required a rethinking of ideas of
authenticity and the self, and the relationship of individual identity to the

body, particularly how class, gender, and race were articulated to embody
privilege.”6 In ID-400 #201-300 (1998, fig. 2), Tomoko Sawada questions the
relationship between our outer and inner selves, posing one hundred times
in an instant photo machine, and altering her hair, accessories, expressions,
clothing, and makeup each time. In performing many different identities for
the camera, Sawada highlights the malleability of identity and calls into
question concepts of selfhood and individuality—ideas that are central to
identification photography and forms of state-sanctioned representation. Which
photo depicts the “real” Tomoko Sawada?
Even with the knowledge that each image is a photograph of the artist, it is
hard to accept that each photo depicts the same person. Though not modeled
upon specific individuals, Sawada’s personas read as distinct, real people.
The small details and the decisions she makes produce a set of familiar

Reframing the Passport Photo

Fig. 2
Tomoko Sawada, ID-400 #201-300, 1998. 100 Gelatin silver prints; Overall: 50 x 40 in.
International Center of Photography, Purchase, with funds provided by the ICP Acquisitions
Committee, 2005. ©Tomoko Sawada. Image courtesy of ROSEGALLERY.

6 Robertson, The Passport in America, 9.
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Fig. 3
Galton’s eugenics, Jewish portraits, 1878. PAUL D STEWART/SCIENCE PHOTO LIBRARY

characters—people from our lives whom we have classified and categorized in
a way that parallels the government and its identification practices. Despite the
widespread knowledge that a photograph is far from an impartial document,
bureaucracies continue to rely on photography’s technical ability to capture
physical likeness.7 Sawada shows us that photographs are not simply records
of our physical likenesses—we make judgments based upon them.
In the case of the passport photo, whose language Sawada borrows, the stakes
are high. In discussing concepts of criminality, photographic portraiture, and
the mug shot, Allan Sekula famously argues that photography does not
simply document the criminal body, but that it produces certain “criminal
types”: “Thus photography came to establish and delimit the terrain of the
other, to define both the generalized look—the typology—and the contingent
instance of deviance and social pathology.”8 If the mug shot gave rise to the
“criminal type” (ask yourself the question, What does a criminal look like?),
what has the passport photo produced? The passport photo’s impact goes
well beyond identification, shaping public perception of the “immigrant type.”
Francis Galton’s photographic composite of The Jewish Type (1878, fig. 3)
speaks to the reductive power of identification photography and its incalculable
consequences.
Sawada’s serial presentation of the images—one hundred photos, each
printed four times, arranged in columns and rows of ten—renders the many
characters anonymous. Although documenting identity is the highest priority
of a passport image, this does not translate when the photos are shown in

Fig. 4
Stephanie Syjuco, Applicants (Migrants) #1,
2013–2018. Archival pigment print; 3 x 4 ½ in.,
framed: 20 ¾ x 16 ¾ in. ©Stephanie Syjuco.
Courtesy the artist and RYAN LEE Gallery,
New York. (Top left)
Stephanie Syjuco, Applicants (Migrants) #2,
2013–2018. Archival pigment print; 3 x 4 ½ in.,
framed: 20 ¾ x 16 ¾ in. ©Stephanie Syjuco.
Courtesy the artist and RYAN LEE Gallery,
New York. (Top right)

large numbers. Faces become lost in a sea of similar and dissimilar features;
the focus shifts from who one is to what type of person one is. Sawada’s
work gives rise to a more nuanced understanding of the relationship between
hypervisibility and invisibility. In Sawada’s ID-400 #201-300, identity and
anonymity exist alongside one another.
In Stephanie Syjuco’s Applicant Photos (Migrants) series (2013–18, fig. 4), the
artist obscures her face with “ethnic” patterned textiles that, in reality, come
from American retail stores—in the images, clothing tags are comically

7 “The
work that photographs do is no generic exception to the usually shady commerce
between art and truth.” Susan Sontag, On Photography (New York: Farrar, Straus and
Giroux, 1977), 6.

Reframing the Passport Photo

Stephanie Syjuco, Applicants (Migrants) #3,
2013–2018. Archival pigment print; 3 x 4 ½ in.,
framed: 20 ¾ x 16 ¾ in. ©Stephanie Syjuco.
Courtesy the artist and RYAN LEE Gallery,
New York. (Bottom)


Sekula, “The Body and the Archive,” October 39 (Winter 1986): 7.
8 Allan
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Fig. 5
Sheng Qi, Memories (Me), 2000.
Chromogenic print;
Image: 33 1/8 x 33 11/16 in.,
Paper: 48 3/8 x 33 1/8 in.
International Center of Photography,
Purchase, with funds from Anne and
Joel Ehrenkranz, 2004 (7.2004)

visible. She poses several times and turns her body to face slightly left,
slightly right, and fully forward, recalling the minor shifts in the passport
photo’s strict guidelines that vary from one country to the next. While these
images depict multiple “applicants” who sit for their passport photos hoping
for permission to immigrate, Syjuco is the subject in each work. Of course,
this cannot be discerned by looking at the photos themselves. Masking
herself from view in each image, she begs the question, Can you see me?
Appropriating the formal components of the passport photo grid, Syjuco’s
series speaks to the facelessness and de-individualizing nature of the
immigration process, looking specifically at how cultural, national, and
religious symbols prevent people from being seen as individuals. Syjuco
relocates the site of identification practices from the physical passport photo to
its viewer. Interpretation supersedes recognition—the physical features of
the face, while a key aspect of identification practices, can be colored by
preexisting biases, experiences, and values. Like in Sawada’s work, anonymity
and identity coexist here, as do hypervisibility and invisibility. People who sit
for their standardized identification photographs are not seen as unique
individuals, but rather are grouped into pre-set categories.

Fig. 6
Sheng Qi, Memories (Mother), 2000.
Chromogenic print;
Image: 33 ¼ x 31 ¾ in.,
Paper: 48 ½ x 33 ¼ in.
International Center of Photography,
Purchase with funds from Anne and
Joel Ehrenkranz, 2004 (9.2004)

The absence of Sheng’s pinky finger and the presence of closely cropped
faces in his palm draw attention to the strangeness of the identification
photographs. The assumptions embedded within them become more visible,
more peculiar. The identification photos of Sheng and his mother look so sterile
surrounded by the crisscrossing lines in Sheng’s fleshy hand; linear marks
on his wrist indicate he might have recently removed his too-tight watch.
The pieces’ red backgrounds and poster sizes recall Chinese propaganda

Reframing the Passport Photo

In Memories (Me) and Memories (Mother) (2000, figs. 5–6), Sheng Qi also
considers what it means to be visible but not seen. The works are a point of
access into questions around the relationship between personal and social
histories. Sheng photographs his disfigured hand holding passport-style
photographs of himself and of his mother. Sheng amputated his own finger
in protest after the 1989 Tiananmen Square massacre in Beijing. His childhood
identification photo looks benign at first glance; so does the photo of his
mother. However, with the images cupped in his particular hand, with its
given history, Sheng exposes the complexities within the relationship
between subject and state.
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campaigns, which reference the Maoist period of Sheng’s youth as well as
media tactics in China today.9 The flesh of Sheng’s hand, shown in color,
feels immediate, while the passport photos are confined to a time “before.”
Of course, passport photos are always “before” pictures—taken before a
move away from home or a visit somewhere. They are not equipped to
represent the changes that travel elicits; there is no room for growth in statesanctioned identification. For Sheng, his identity lies in absence—in the part
of his body that is missing, shaped by the loss and betrayal of Chinese
government action in Tiananmen Square. It is the same government that
Sheng and his mother had smiled for, years prior. Through these stark
contrasts of past and present, of presence and absence, of color and black
and white, Sheng raises questions of authenticity and the value of truth.
Each of the artists presented in Reframing the Passport Photo explores the
complexity of identity and the reductive nature of identification practices.
Focusing on the documents that produce, regulate, and monitor international
systems of movement and passage, the artists illuminate the effects that
these documents have on both the individual and societal levels. What do we
forfeit in the process of documenting identity? How do modern identification
practices influence the way we make sense of ourselves? In The Passport in
America: The History of a Document, Craig Robertson poses the fitting
question, “How was it that a piece of paper . . . came to be accepted as a reliable
answer to the question ‘Who are you?”’10

9 In a 2012 interview, Sheng explains: “The red colour I use in the paintings signifies
a warning. Chinese people are poor, they have a lack of social care, lack of education,
[of] accommodation. The form of my painting is also like a poster . . . the poster is like
propaganda . . . even now, it’s a propaganda country so my painting in a way is like . . .
a propaganda presentation, so basically I use what they used and reflect that back.”
Emily Jupp, “Sheng Qi: ‘Cutting Off My Finger Was My Proudest Moment,’” The
Independent, December 3, 2012, https://www.independent.co.uk/arts-entertainment/art/
features/sheng-qi-cutting-off-my-finger-was-my-proudest-moment-8375534.html.
10 Robertson, The Passport in America, 219.

Reframing the Passport Photo
WORKS IN THE EXHIBITION
Dimensions are listed height before width.

Martina Bacigalupo
Gulu Real Art Studio XIX, 2011–2013
Twelve found c-prints
5.9 x 3.9 in.
Courtesy the artist and
Yossi Milo Gallery, New York
Sheng Qi
Memories (Me), 2000
Chromogenic print
Image: 33 1/8 x 33 11/16 in.
Paper: 48 3/8 x 33 1/8 in.
Purchase, with funds from Anne and
Joel Ehrenkranz, 2004
Courtesy of International Center
of Photography
Sheng Qi
Memories (Mother), 2000
Chromogenic print
Image: 33 ¼ x 31 ¾ in.
Paper: 48 ½ x 33 ¼ in.
Purchase, with funds from Anne and
Joel Ehrenkranz, 2004
Courtesy of International Center
of Photography

Tomoko Sawada
ID-400 #201-300, 1998
100 gelatin silver prints
Overall: 50 x 40 in.
Purchase, with funds provided by
the ICP Acquisitions Committee, 2005
Courtesy of International Center
of Photography
Stephanie Syjuco
Applicants (Migrants) #1, 2013–2018
Archival pigment print
3 x 4 ½ in.
Courtesy the artist and
RYAN LEE Gallery, New York
Stephanie Syjuco
Applicants (Migrants) #2, 2013–2018
Archival pigment print
3 x 4 ½ in.
Courtesy the artist and
RYAN LEE Gallery, New York
Stephanie Syjuco
Applicants (Migrants) #3, 2013–2018
Archival pigment print
3 x 4 ½ in.
Courtesy the artist and
RYAN LEE Gallery, New York

Reframing the Passport Photo

Martina Bacigalupo
Gulu Real Art Studio XXXVI,
2011–2013
Twelve found c-prints
5.9 x 3.9 in.
Courtesy the artist and
Yossi Milo Gallery, New York
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A BOTTOMLESS SILENCE
Curated by Rotana Shaker

Nadia Kaabi-Linke, Mistake-Out Friedrichstadt (detail), 2018.
Installation. Correction fluid on serigraphy board; 169 ½ x 252 in.
Courtesy of the Nadia Kaabi-Linke Studio.

Rotana Shaker

A BOTTOMLESS SILENCE
“A castle, a fort, a battlefield, a church, all these things bigger than we that
we infuse with the reality of past lives, seem to speak of an immensity of
which we know little except that we are part of it. . . . They give us the
power to touch it, but not to hold it firmly in our hands—hence the mystery
of their battered walls. We suspect that their concreteness hides secrets so
deep that no revelation may fully dissipate their silences. We imagine the
lives under the mortar, but how do we recognize the end of a bottomless
silence?”1

—Michel-Rolph Trouillot

The exhibition A Bottomless Silence borrows its name from anthropologist
Michel-Rolph Trouillot’s text Silencing the Past: Power and the Production of
History. Exploring the works of three contemporary artists—Walid Raad,
Jumana Manna, and Nadia Kaabi-Linke—A Bottomless Silence investigates
the vastness of the silences that permeate the histories surrounding us. It
examines how these three artists engage with the past to probe the powers
that mediate our relationship to it, and to reimagine our experiences of the
present and the future.
Trouillot paints an evocative picture of the awe one feels when surrounded
by monuments of the past. “A bottomless silence” may be a daunting
prospect—an endless abyss of the unknown—but it may also be a beacon of
infinite possibility for discovery and rediscovery. “History is written by the
victors” is a common saying that acknowledges the particular angle from
which the histories we know are recorded and told. Yet in order to understand
how some histories are championed while others are disregarded, we need
to delve deeper and interrogate the process by which this is done.
A multitude of silences can enter history, whether by erasure, omission,
trivialization, or a combination of them all. Trouillot asserts, “Any historical
narrative is a particular bundle of silences.”2 And these silences can enter
history during any and all instances of historical production, namely “the
moment of fact creation (the making of sources); the moment of fact

1 M
 ichel-Rolph Trouillot, Silencing the Past: Power and the Production of History (20th
anniversary edition) (Boston: Beacon Press, 2015), 29–30.
2 Ibid., 27.

assembly (the making of archives); the moment of fact retrieval (the making
of narratives); and the moment of retrospective significance (the making of
history in the final instance).”3 These moments serve as our roadmap to
navigate the themes and issues explored through the works in A Bottomless
Silence.

The Making of History
If history is the moment of retrospective significance, then who gets to qualify
that judgment?
The meticulous systems of collecting, documenting, classifying, and
archiving were a hallmark of colonial rule, and such practices continue today
as the mechanisms through which nation-states across the globe exercise
power over the populations they govern. History is a powerful tool, for the
ability to know and claim a history is a unifying force and a means of asserting
legitimacy. The artists in A Bottomless Silence often employ these very
tactics of historical production to probe the past.
Through their practices, Raad, Manna, and Kaabi-Linke each engage with the
complex dynamics of the multiple geographic regions that they inhabit and
traverse, pointing to issues of power at the center of state systems,
imperialism, and institution building. Hailing from formerly colonized
nations, and living and working in a number of cities across the world, they
embody a migrant outlook that allows for a “double perspective.”4 They
possess “the capacity to unleash a creative new flight into the experience of
multiplicity beyond the fixed categories of identities, mediums, and
conventions,” which art historian and cultural critic T. J. Demos identifies as
a hallmark of the contemporary experience.5 Their experiences bring to the
fore questions about the position of the artist and the artwork in a so-called
“globalized” world. In the past decade, the sham of equal and free trade and
mobility that globalization promised has been exposed; in this contemporary
moment, these artists and others are particularly attuned not only to the
inequalities that still dominate international relations, but also to the way
different powers operate across borders to shape the meaning we attach to
the past. Together, they demonstrate a desire to delve into the past—an

3 Ibid., 26.
4 A
 s coined by Edward Said. T. J. Demos, The Migrant Image: The Art and Politics of
Documentary during Global Crisis (London: Duke University Press, 2013), 3.
5 Ibid.
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“archival impulse,”6 as art historian and critic Hal Foster famously named it, to

6 Hal Foster, “An Archival Impulse,” October 110 (Autumn 2004): 3–22.
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Fig. 1

Fig. 2

respond to attempts by political and institutional powers to define what is
worthy of preservation, excavation, or display and under which categories.
Their practices bring to light the inequalities of power, while reimagining
alternate possibilities for how we can interact with the past in the present
and future.

The Making of Narratives
In the series Preface to the third edition (Édition française) (2012–14, fig.1–5),
Walid Raad presents images of objects taken from the Musée du Louvre’s
collection of Islamic art. Using the conventions of an exhibition and catalogue,
he calls into question the discursive space of museum, and in particular
the construction of “Arab” art. Raad’s images have been altered—they have
mismatched colors and textures and are overlaid with semitransparent
shapes, underneath which he includes illegible text. His composite objects
and overlaid shapes appear to have gone through what political scientist
and historian Benedict Anderson terms “logoization”—a colonial state’s
transformation of maps, monuments, and historic sites into pure signs,
“instantly recognizable,” stripped of context and content, and infinitely
reproducible for print and photography.7 As such, they are not objects seen
for their detail, but instead are taken as reusable symbols available for the
next group who seeks to mine their power.
7 B
 enedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of
Nationalism (London: Verso, 2016), 182–83.
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Fig. 1
Walid Raad, Preface to the third edition
(Edition française) Plate I, 2012.
Archival color inkjet print mounted on
aluminum Dibond; 44 x 33 ½ in.,framed:
47 x 36 ½ in. Edition AP 1, Edition of 3, 2 AP.
©Walid Raad. Courtesy Paula Cooper
Gallery, New York. Photo: Steven Probert.
Fig. 2
Walid Raad, Preface to the third edition
(Edition française) Plate II, 2012.
Archival color inkjet print mounted on
aluminum Dibond; 44 x 33 ½ in., framed:
47 x 36 ½ in. Edition AP 1, Edition of 3, 2 AP.
© Walid Raad. Courtesy Paula Cooper
Gallery, New York. Photo: Steven Probert.
Fig. 3
Walid Raad, Preface to the third edition
(Edition française) Plate III, 2012.
Archival color inkjet print mounted on
aluminum Dibond; 44 x 33 ½ in., framed:
47 x 36 ½ in. Edition AP 1, Edition of 3, 2 AP.
© Walid Raad. Courtesy Paula Cooper
Gallery, New York. Photo: Steven Probert.

Fig. 5
Walid Raad, Preface to the third edition
(Edition française) Plate VII, 2014.
Archival color inkjet print; 44 x 33 ½ in.,
framed: 47x36 ½ in. Edition 1 of 3, 1 APs
© Walid Raad. Courtesy Paula Cooper
Gallery, New York. Photo: Steven Probert.
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Fig. 4
Walid Raad, Preface to the third edition
(Edition française) Plate IV, 2013.
Archival color inkjet print; 44 x 33 ½ in.,
framed: 47x36 ½ in. Edition 1 of 3, 2 AP
© Walid Raad. Courtesy Paula Cooper
Gallery, New York. Photo: Steven Probert.
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Underscoring this potential, Raad supplants the dearth of context with an
accompanying narrative. It states that objects from the Louvre’s collection
had traveled to Abu Dhabi in 2017 and that some of them experienced
unpredictable changes over the course of their journey. The resulting
composite images are claimed to be the product of Raad’s examination of
the objects through various colored masks, an investigation that confirmed
the objects’ fusions and transformations. Art historian Finbarr Barry Flood
suggests that, to the Gulf states and their museums, the display of these
objects could symbolize a kind of “homecoming” of Islamic art, which
“highlights the utility of art in regional constructions of transregional identity
and heritage.”8 In anticipating how the meaning of such objects can change,
Raad illuminates the conditions that mediate their reception. He looks to the
future, albeit a future that may actually be past, present, and forthcoming all
at once. Who is responsible for their transformations? Will there ever be a
time and a place in which these objects can be fully accessible, or will their
components be continuously caught in a cycle of obfuscation, revelation,
distortion, and illumination? Between truth and fiction, this work underscores
not only Raad’s ambivalence toward the idea of fixed truths, but also the
objects’ ambivalence toward their positions as “institutional representatives
of singular times and spaces.”9

The Making of Archives
Archival power is the power to direct what is available to access from the
past, and how we can read it—what is legitimized, how it is categorized, and
hence what history can be constructed from it. Jumana Manna’s intervention
into such power takes the form of her film A Magical Substance Flows into
Me (2016, fig.6). She draws upon the archives of German ethnomusicologist
Robert Lachmann, who hosted a radio program on the “Oriental” music that
flourished during the British Mandate in Palestine.10 Following the guide laid
out by Lachmann’s archive, Manna meets communities from all over
Palestine with links to the genres of music he had identified, and she
subsequently invites them to perform. In their contemporary moment, these
individuals reanimate the archive, adding in their own inflections and
commentary. Manna thus dislocates the authority of the colonial voice as
embodied by Lachmann’s narration. In explicitly inserting herself and her
family into the work, she also emphasizes her role as an active agent in the
reading and re-presenting of the past. Such a maneuver is a self-reflexive
tactic that Demos identifies as characteristic of the reinvention of documentary
strategies in our era of crisis globalization: the disavowal of fixed truth in
favor of a shared aesthetic of mobility.11

Fig. 6
Jumana Manna, A Magical Substance Flows into Me, 2016. Co-commissioned by the
Sharjah Art Foundation and Chisenhale Gallery With Maimö Konsthall and the Biennale of
Sydney. Video still courtesy the artist.

Manna’s restaging of these moments and their inclusion among scenes of
daily life counters Lachmann’s calls for the “authenticity” of music
uninfluenced by Western sources. She instead shows how sounds intermingle
and how the farce of this extends to the imposed categories of the Israeli
state, which artificially separates “Jew” and “Arab.”12 This farce is exposed
by perhaps one of the most poignant scenes in the film, when an IsraeliMoroccan singer shares stories about her grandmother and sings moving
renditions of Moroccan songs.

8

 inbarr Barry Flood, “Staging Traces of Histories Not Easily Disavowed,” in Walid
F
Raad, ed. Eva Respini, exh. cat. (New York: Museum of Modern Art, 2016), 172.

9

Ibid., 164.

10 Lachmann himself categorized the music on his radio show as “Oriental.”
11 Demos, The Migrant Image, 17.
12 G
 il Hochberg, “Archival Afterlives in a Conflict Zone: Animating the Past in Jumana
Manna’s Cinematic Fables of Pre-1948 Palestine,” Comparative Studies of South Asia,
Africa, and the Middle East 38, no. 1 (2018): 32.
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While music may live and travel freely among cultures, across borders, and
through time, Manna does not deny the realities of the power exerted by the
Israeli government that categorically divides Arab and Jew, and maintains
walls, checkpoints, and other infrastructures to police its borders. Lest we
forget, Lachmann’s archives reside in the National Library of Israel in
Jerusalem, a place inaccessible to most Palestinians. Indeed, with uneven
access to such legitimized archives, Palestinians and their narratives are at
risk of being dismissed.
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The Making of Sources
As Trouillot writes, “Silences are inherent in history because any single event
enters history with some of its constituting parts missing. Something is
always left out while something else is always recorded.”13 Sources are the
basis upon which archives and narratives are built, for they are the physical
traces that serve as evidence for an event, the basis for the formation of fact.
Whether they are buildings, bodies, bullet holes, monuments, art objects, or
diaries, sources delimit “the range and significance of any historical narrative.”14
Nadia Kaabi-Linke’s Mistake-Out Friedrichstadt (2018, fig. 7) explicitly
exposes such traces. Consisting of over four hundred individual mosaic
pieces, it shows the imprints of bullet holes on a wall in Berlin’s Friedrichstadt
neighborhood and the subsequent, imperfect efforts to cover them up. KaabiLinke’s subtle patches of white correction fluid on the white wall, underneath
which bullet marks remain visible, suggest the immediate, physical presence
of the past in the present. Using forensic techniques to capture imprints, she
highlights both the existence of these traces and the evidence of the
authoritarian attempt to censor them from public view—the active effort at
silencing that she records as a historical act in itself. While the censor isn’t
identified, the viewer may presume that its source is governmental. To erase
the traces of a violent past is to whitewash, to whiteout, to attempt to sanitize
and erase the mistakes of the past so they are not visible to the present.
Faced with the immensity of the seeming blankness of white tiles on white
walls, we experience awe similar to that which Trouillot described. And
unlike Raad or Manna, Kaabi-Linke forgoes the use of language to provide
context or meaning, instead encouraging a direct connection with the objects.15
Her careful and tactile engagement with the wounds and scars of the city
suggests a desire for intimacy with the place she now calls home. She is on
the quest to know, and perhaps even to heal, by exposing the powers who
are to blame. Such an impulse speaks to other works in her oeuvre, where
she similarly draws on individual fragments and wounds to access history.
Although Kaabi-Linke’s gesture appears careful and gentle, the very act of
recording will nonetheless always also produce silences. Her actions invite
thoughtful interactions with the world around us, while also reminding us of
the past’s continued intermingling with the present.

Mediating the Past
The past is not behind us. The artists in A Bottomless Silence demonstrate
how its objects, sounds, and documents persist into our present moment. A
Bottomless Silence thus suggests an understanding of time and history that
is not fixed. The traces of the past permeate the present and the future, they

Fig. 7
Nadia Kaabi-Linke, Mistake-Out Friedrichstadt, 2018. Installation. Correction fluid on
serigraphy board; 169 ½ x 252 in. Courtesy of the Nadia Kaabi-Linke Studio.

can be covered and uncovered mutably, and, as such, what history is revealed
and remains silent is in a state of constant flux.

Tackling issues of history, power, representation, and identity, the artists
presented demonstrate their impulse to dive into historical materials to
unpack their silences, offering us critical lenses through which to engage our
relationship not only with the past, but also with the present and future.
Raad, Manna, and Kaabi-Linke’s interventions into historical materials thus
reveal alternative histories to the ones presented by dominant institutions,
but with each act of recording and rewriting, new silences are always
produced. And so, despite the vastness of the past’s presence in the present,
we face the immense trove of evidence before us knowing that there will
never be a bottom to the bottomless silence.
13 Trouillot, Silencing the Past, 49.
14 Ibid., 29.
15 “
 Sealed Time: Nadia Kaabi-Like in Conversation with Sara Raza,” in Versiegelte Zeit =
Sealed time, ed. Nadia Kaabi-Linke, Timo Kaabi-Linke, and Dr. Barbara J. Scheuermann
(Berlin: Kerber, 2018), 57.

A BOTTOMLESS SILENCE

Every day we draw upon the past to position ourselves in the present and
create an image of the future. Whether we invoke the grandeur of bygone
civilizations to uphold our sense of worth, or draw upon archives to legitimize
our claims to land and citizenship, the past is ever-present in creating and
shaping not only our senses of self, but also our relationships with the people
and places around us. And as we consider that the works presented are
themselves historical artifacts that may constitute future archives and serve
as evidence for many potential historical narratives, we raise the question,
Who will claim their power?
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