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EXILE IS
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4.1.2018)



In the exhibition Exile is Hard Work, Aissa Deebi
presents two of his recent pieces: The Trial, already dis-
played at the 2013 Venice Biennale, and Motherland, an
installation he prepared for the 2016 Canakkale Bien-
nale, an event which was eventually cancelled because
of the political situation in Turkey. The juxtaposition of
these two artworks offers an important insight into the
relation of political discourses and ordinary experienc-
es. Deebi restores the link between Marxist internation-
alism, body perceptions, and the intimacy of his family
surrounding. In this text, drawing on Gaston Bachelard’s
“poetics of space” and Georges Didi-Huberman’s “posi-
tion of the exile”,1 I argue that Deebi’s artistic reflections
address one of the crucial issues of political involvement:
the difficulty to relate larger political prospects to one’s
concrete life. Deebi’s work makes obvious the gap exist-
ing between these two dimensions. In parallel, he tries
to reconcile these two dimensions on an imaginary plan.
Thus, beyond reflecting merely on the artist’s experience
of exile, his work summons a powerful specter: the sen-
sory appeal of revolutions.

The Trial was part of the collateral exhibition to
the Venice Biennale called Otherwise Occupied. The core
piece of The Trial is a video showing two actors reading
the 1973 declaration of the poet Daud Turki to an Israeli
court. Turki’s speech was part of the trial against the Red
Front, a Marxist-Leninist organization that tried to bring
together Israeli and Palestinian activists for fighting class
exploitation and colonialism. The declaration is built on
the rhetorical repertoire of the 1970’s communism: the

1 Gaston Bachelard, 1994. The Poetics of Space. Boston: Beacon
Press [transl. Maria Jolas]; Georges Didi-Huberman, 2008, Position de
I'exilé. Lignes 26(2), 64-87

(14)Aissa Deebi,Exile is hard work



praise of leaders as Che Guevara and Mao Zedong; the
denunciation of US imperialism in Vietnam and South
America; internationalism based on the objective solidar-
ity of all workers worldwide; and a revolutionary theory
based on organizational centralism. Concerning the situ-
ation in Palestine, the text combines a condemnation of
the Zionist project with an autobiographical recounting
of Turki’s own militant path and of the problems he had
to face in Israel as an Arab communist.

Deebi’s staging alludes to techniques of distancing
used by Berthold Brecht.2 Thus, the word “Revolution-
ary” is emblazoned on the two actors’ red T-shirts while
a woman wearing a blue T-shirt with the word “Police”
written on it continuously interrupts them. She announc-
es the arrival of the invisible court presiding over this
trial, and incessantly intervenes by ostensibly bringing
glasses of water to the “revolutionaries” along with a
man dressed like her. This overtly artificial and minimal
setting avoids any sensory link between the staged scenes
and ordinary experiences. At times, the voices of the two
actors overlap, making their words sound confused and
almost impossible to understand. Some sentences are
also repeated or remain unfinished. The fact that two ac-
tors read the same declaration alternately adds a layer of
strangeness to their performance.

With his second installation presented in Geneva,
Motherland, Aissa Deebi reflects upon the experience of
intimacy through an elegy to his mother. For this research,
he relies on anecdotes. According to Deebi, his mother re-

2 Sarah Rogers. 2013. The Return. In: Ryan Bishop and Gordon Hon
(eds.) Bashir Makhloul Aissa Deebi: Otherwise Occupied. Jerusalem:
Palestinian Art Court — al Hoash, 80-103
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peatedly asked him to paint flowers. As a response, Moth-
erland consists of photos of flowers and landscapes from
the United States and Switzerland. Deebi deforms these
pictures according to the lens of his mother’s glasses, as
he puts it. This installation evokes previous works of the
artist. For Tel al-Samak, for instance, he asked a friend to
photograph the way to the beach in Haifa, where he used
to walk as child along with a brother who later died while
in Israeli police custody. The mediation of pictures brings
forward both the presence of the dead and his absence.3
In Deebi’s work, the relation to his deceased mother and
brother takes on a particular tone due to the distance to
the places they once shared. Hence, these places become
metonymies of his intimate link to the persons he loved
and of the loss of exile at the same time.

Showing The Trial and Motherland together opens
perspectives about the aesthetics of exile for which the
approach of French philosopher Gaston Bachelard’s po-
etics of space seem particularly useful. For Bachelard,
poetic images escape to the past of causal chains or the
future of projects. These images act upon the soul in an
instant, awaking intimate resonances which in return
transform existence and reverberate from the listeners
into the world.4

Deebi’s work questions the poetics of space of Marx-
ist internationalism, and its capacity to awake intimate
resonances. For this aim, the exhibition puts into dia-
logue an ideological discourse sustained by the models of
causality of dialectical materialism and of revolutionary

3 Hans Belting. 2001. Bild-Anthropologie. Munich: W. Fink, p. 143-188
4 Gaston Bachelard, 1994. The Poetics of Space. Boston: Beacon
Press [transl. Maria Jolas], p. XXII-XXII|
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projects on one hand, and the details of Deebi’s ties to his
close family on the other.

Two texts accompanying Motherland make this re-
lation between politics and the ordinary experience obvi-
ous in a dialectical way. In the first one titled “It Is a

Great Thing That You Are Still Alive, My Brother,”
Deebi recounts his first travel to a place located in the
Soviet Union he calls “the city of dreams.” He evokes the
farewell from his family and friends, and his first journey
on a ship to Cyprus and then on an Aeroflot airplane.
He concludes his narrative recalling a reprimand by the
stewardess of the airplane, when he asks her for anoth-
er glass of mint-flavored water. She tells him that he is
not alone and has to share with the others. “This was
my first lesson in scientific socialism,” he concludes, a
lesson which is related to being thirsty. Thus, through
his account, Deebi draws the outlines of a sensory ge-
ography of Marxist internationalism. In the second text,
titled “Take Me With You,” he remembers his room being
searched by the Israeli Police because of his communist
involvement. Deebi’s mother was not part of the Com-
munist movement,5 but when the Israeli officer in charge
of the search issues the order to arrest narrator, she tells
him: “Listen, foreigner (khawaja), if you take my son
with you because he is a communist, take me with you,
because I am a communist too.” These two texts show a
constant back and forth between the dreamed spaces of
revolutionary projects and the affective ties to his sur-
roundings in Palestine.

To go back to Brecht, French philosopher Georges

5 Personal communication by the artist.
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Didi-Huberman, in a text on the years of Brecht outside
of Germany, describes exile as setting a position in-be-
tween allowing to combine analytical distance and emo-
tional involvement toward the abandoned country. Didi-
Huberman calls the relation of Brecht to Germany one of
“concrete dialectic,” using Brecht’s own moto that “Truth
is concrete”, meaning it is “singular, partial, incomplete,
and passing like a shooting star.”6 Here, Brecht’s caption
of truth as a patchy assemblage evokes the immediacy of
experience in Bachelard’s poetics of space.

Deebi intricately binds the project of Marxist internation-
alism to affective ties to his close surrounding. Eventually,
political engagement and ordinary life become immanent
to each other. Hence, Deebi’s poetic images gives a virtual
access to a reconciliation of his socialist dreams and the
immediacy of experience. However, inscribing this rela-
tion into the aesthetics of exile renders this into fiction,
and alienation as well. Made in absence, these images con-
vey a sense of powerlessness. In this regard, their signifi-
cance goes beyond the case of Palestine, but questions the
resonance of all political discourses that were an inherent
part of leftist protest movements in the 1960’s and 1970’s.
These echoes from the past often sound disconnected of
experience and as such, they feel shallow, but no systemic
critical discourse has been able to replace them since. To
restore the immediate experience which they were carry-
ing is maybe the best way to make audible their appeal
again, through the sensory experience of revolution, in
a moment in which the political left seems weaker than
ever in Europe, North America and the Middle East, and in
which its minority position feels like exile in many places.

6 Georges Didi-Huberman, 2008, Position de I'exilé. Lignes
26(2), 64-87, p. 73, my translation
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HOMELAND IS NOT AN
ETERNAL

VALUE BUT

RATHER A

FUNCTION OF

A SPECIFIC

TECHNOLOGY



Vilem Flusser’s book Von der Freiheit der Emigrant-
en (1994) should be pursued today as essential knowl-
edge in reading and interpreting an artwork that deals
with migration, emigration, exile, or refugee crisis. In
one essay he indicates,

A philosophy of emigration is only to be written. Its
categories are still misty and blurred. One of their tasks
would be to distinguish emigration as clearly as possible
from escape. And this in the midst of a situation that has
many elements of escape.

(1)

Currently, the rather complex category of emigra-
tion is not only more blurred than before, but has a piv-
otal influence on global geo-politics and economics. In
the ongoing global refugee crisis, emigrant, migrant, ex-
iled or refugee artists are producing artworks that can
help to build on the philosophy Flusser was prophesizing
half a century ago. The accumulation of these artworks
may help to conceive diverse perspectives for philosophi-
cal endeavour.

The age old difficult task to live in a complex and
enigmatic region such as the Middle East entered into a
post-historical phase after the first Gulf War, designated
now as the bloodiest war, since WW II. This is a post-his-
torical phase in the sense that humankind lost its memo-
ry of the ancient, Medieval and Ottoman civilisations of
this vast region that made the world we live in. It was a
realm of the utmost creativity, thought and wisdom. It
became a region, which was transformed under imperi-
alism and other radical ideologies, that now carries all
the vices and burdens of 20th and 21st century politics
and economy. Today, people can neither reflect on the
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magnificence of its nature and monuments, nor imagine
the disasters, wars, and interrupted lives that exist in this
region. Currently artworks are accumulating the corpus
of a relational visual archive. Future history will mention
the statistics of massacres, lost lives, and immigration
routes. The red of blood will be overall the colour of this
phase of history.

The majority of people living in the region were
born into a modernized traditional society as pro-
grammed by colonisation and had to face one of the most
ambitious utopias of the 20th century. But the paradox
is that their region was called “the Third World” or “the
periphery”. Here one can also “follow the concept of het-
erotopia”(2) of Foucault which is “the difference (hetero)
with the dominant space (topos).” Even after the tumul-
tuous experience of globalism, for the emigrants and ex-
iles a problem of heterotopia exists, due to the memory of
Third World and Periphery discourse of the 20th century.
Since then liberalism, socialism, communism, militarism,
internationalism, nationalism, fundamentalism, consum-
erism, and multiculturalism have been interpreted, chal-
lenged, condemned and upturned by global intellectu-
als and artists. But after intersections of post-periphery,
globalism, heterotopia, dystopia, now humankind has to
face a dilemma of truth versus post-truth (3).

This process, full of paradoxes, hopes, and disap-
pointments, fills the stories of many individuals in this
region. Among them, artists and art experts of various
creative disciplines living within this geo-political social
context have tried to deconstruct the complex mecha-
nism of peripheral Modernism and reconstruct an art sys-
tem based on free and independent creativity, interactive
exchange of concepts, and collaborative projects with in-
ternational critics and curators. The cultural and artistic
exchange had to play on the territory of multi-tensions
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had to keep the memory alive, because memory is an es-
sential part of a cultural production.

Artists take on today’s basic socio-political concepts
of home and motherland such as: what is global nomad-
ism? what is global citizenship? and what is identity in
exile? They are dealing with memory, remembered land-
scapes, micro histories and ways of struggle during ex-
ile or immigration. At this point, dealing with a complex
memory, we have to rely on the artists like Aissa Deebi,
who have been digging into the personal and collective
memory with detailed research, and deciphering the po-
litical, economic, social, cultural complexities of being an
emigrant, seriously related to ideological interventions.
Questions like: what does “home” and “mother” mean?
what are the links between “homeland” and “mother-
land” in today’s individual psychology and the socio-psy-
chological, political and economic order of things? are
key points one can discuss through Aissa Deebi’s work.
Even if he approaches the subject with rational produc-
tion and a commitment to visual language and wishes
“to deliberately avoid the Freudian analysis of” his “rela-
tionship to the subject and the object of desire, land and
mother,” (5) looking back to the associative discourse
will give the viewer more insight into the work.

Aissa Deebi’s work A patriemere , or Motherland, a three
channel photo/ video installation dedicated to his mother
and conceived for his participation in the cancelled 5th
Canakkale Biennale, entitled Homeland, is a remarkable
example of this quest for truth in the age of so called
post-truth. Above all, this personal memory content sets
an example for countless comparable narratives for all
the refugees of the Middle East.

Aissa Deebi investigates inherited objects. He is associat-
ing his current position with objects that can bring about
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familiarity, comfort and a sense of belonging. Photogra-
phy and video, two effective techniques of documentation
are contributing to his research and inquiry.

In some languages, especially in Turkish, motherland is
frequently used instead of homeland. Home and mother
have a common bio-social attribute, namely “to be born.”
Here one can refer to Flusser again, when he also men-
tions pain and surgical invasion:

Homeland is not an eternal value but rather a function of
a specific technology; still, whoever loses it suffers. This
is because we are attached to heimat by many bonds,
most of which are hidden and not accessible to conscious-
ness. Whenever these attachments tear or are torn asun-
der the individual experiences this painfully, almost as a
surgical invasion of his most intimate person.” (5)

Edward Said in his essay Reflections on Exile also de-
scribes it in terms of physical and mental pain: “Exile is
strangely compelling to think about but terrible to experi-
ence. It is unhealable rift forced between a human being
and a native place, between self and its true home: its
essential sadness can never be surmounted” (6)

Mother is an essential subject-object relation or conflict
in Freud’s and Lacan’s work. In Freud the mother has an
inferior position in service of the father designated in the
Oedipus complex. Lacan also designates mother as the
Other and her mysterious desire creates a crisis for the
individual, which ends up in castration. In both cases
“mother,” as the person given birth and life to a human;
she loves, shelters, educates, and guides, she is gentle
and has warm understanding and infinite tolerance, but
within the sphere of the Oedipus complex she creates
ambivalence for the same human. This positive and nega-
tive character or this tangle of motherhood can result in
a complex relation. The psychoanalytic approach declares
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that it is solved or overcome in favor of the father (7).

Deebi’s work evidently is not writing a prescription to
this ever-present Oedipus complex but arouses a ques-
tion about what happens when the bond to the mother
is severed in the wrong way, with a forced separation, in
this case exile. Here, the rupture triggers the meaning of
the bond between mother and motherland.

After all the years of absence and the interminable mode
of mourning her death Aissa Deebi found a possibility to
face this dilemma and come to terms with this memory
through the concept of the biennale he was invited to and
through an installation consisting of abstract and tangible
relics.

As an artist masterfully using photography and video
techniques to produce dissident political works, such as
The Trial, he surprises the viewer with his decision to
paint flowers to fulfill the 20-year-old wish of his mother.
Her intelligible appreciation of valuable art as still-life or
flower paintings and his intuitions and impulse to stay
faithful to memory guided him to flower. Flowers in art
history adds a healing value to art, representing religious
truths, love, joy, friendship and happiness. Is it a coinci-
dence that he prefers the therapeutic value of art? Or is
he expecting reconciliation by emphasizing the sensory
pleasure of flower paintings? In both cases, flowers fulfill
the requirement of this sensibility. The tangible piece in
this work is a pair of glasses that belonged to his mother.
In all religious rituals the first task just after the death of
a person is to close the eyes still staring to the world. It
is a duty to end the last connection to the world. Eye-
glasses are a symbol of this last connection as well as the
gaze that never leaves the world, as long as the person is
remembered. The existence of the gaze in the work also
reveals the ambiguity of the artist’s relation to his mother
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and to his motherland. Maria Scott argues that,

the meaning of the gaze constantly shifts and that gaze
occupies four different positions (the gaze of the lost
object, the gaze of the substitute object, the gaze as cause
of fascination, and the gaze as cause of separation) in La-
can’s seminars, corresponding to four different readings
of Lacan’s notoriously elusive object a.”(8) Object a here
is the eyeglasses and all of these meanings of gaze are in
association with Deebi’s interpretation of his mental and
spiritual quest for a lucid and sublimated confrontation
with his position as an exile.

His video work prepared for the cancelled 5th Ganak-
kale Biennale also follows this path. The background of
the text, narrating a memory, is a landscape, sometimes
bright and spirited sometimes dark and uncanny. Deebi
juxtaposes the verbal and the visual, his mother’s imagi-
nation of nature as the leitmotif of art and his position as
an artist with Marxist background.

Aissa Deebi’s exhibition in Palestine is “zeitgeistlich,”

as it is based on the quest for truth. According to the
socio-political discourse we are living in a critical phase
of globalization namely “post-truth.” It is an adjective
defined in Oxford dictionary as “relating to or denoting
circumstances in which objective facts are less influential
in shaping public opinion than appeals to emotion and
personal belief.” (9)

This term will also influence the concepts and statements
of artists and art experts. If post-truth is produced in po-
litical, economic and social levels, artists and art experts
will evaluate truth and reflect it in art works and how art-
ists will discover a lie today. It is early to have answers,
but what they realize is that the world is changing in an
unpredictable direction. For the moment we can rely on
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Edward Said’s comment “In the case of a political iden-
tity that’s being threatened, culture is a way of fighting
against extinction and obliteration. Culture is a form of
memory against effacement.”(10)
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DOUBLE BINDS:
THE BIENNIAL AS
NATIONAL AND
TRANSNATIONAL
CONTEXT



This exhibition includes two works by Aissa Deebi,
The Trial (2013) and Motherland (2016). These two proj-
ects were conceived for biennials: The Trial for the 2013
Venice Biennale and Motherland for the 2016 Canakkale
Biennale. By bringing together these two works, this ex-
hibition creates a dialogue between their themes but it
also raises a number of issues related to their original
contexts.

The Trial is a two channel video installation that
depicts a group of actors in a black box theater reading
from the transcript of a 1973 statement made by Daud
Turki, a Palestinian poet who was on trial in an Israeli
court for espionage and collaborating with the enemy.
Turki was a communist and his statements echo the revo-
lutionary rhetoric of the time. Deebi filmed this work in
Haifa, which is not only where Turki was from but is also
where Deebi grew up. At the time of its making, Deebi
was living in Cairo, in the wake of the 2011 revolution in
Egypt. While this work stems from the particular nature
of Palestinian revolution and its links to international cur-
rents of revolutionary struggle in the 1970s, it has reso-
nances with Egypt’s political situation in 2013 and larger
questions about revolutionary struggles in general.

Motherland is an elegy to Deebi’s mother and a
photographic meditation on exile. Deebi shot images of
landscapes in the United States and Switzerland, two
countries that he has lived in for the past few years. This
project asks, how do we define home and mother? What
is the affective nature of being in between spaces? And
finally, how do larger political currents relate to one’s
personal life? Motherland is shown as a series of photo-
graphic prints that evoke the poetics of space.

The context for The Trial at the Palestinian Pavilion
of the Venice Biennale, raises the question of nationalism
in major international exhibitions. How is identity per-
formed in this context and how are some nations privi-
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leged more than others? How do real politics intersect
with the politics of display? This is especially relevant to
the subject matter of The Trial, which was a communist
view of class struggle that transcended nationalism, race,
or other identity positions. On the other hand, Mother-
land was originally conceived of for the 2016 Canakkale
Biennale, an exhibition that was cancelled because of
political pressures in Turkey, following a failed military
coup. In this case, the biennial was subject to the particu-
lar conditions of a national context. So, given these histo-
ries, The Trial and Motherland are not only artworks that
are about political and personal histories of Palestinian
dispossession and exile. They also evoke the larger exhi-
bition histories that have embedded within them related
political currents.

The biennial as a particular typology of exhibi-
tion making began in 1895 with the Venice Bienniale. In
1951, when S&o Paulo launched its biennial, the notion
of a recurring exhibition, separate from the institutional
context of a museum, emerged as a global phenomenon.
When the Havana biennial began in 1984, followed by
the Istanbul biennial in 1987, peripheral communities
were given greater prominence. But in all of these cases,
national pageantry, comparable to the Olympics emerged
as a major force. This is exemplified by the national pa-
vilions in the Giardini in Venice.

The 2013 exhibition in Venice, Otherwise Occu-
pied, which set the stage for Deebi’s work, The Trial, is
an example of an exhibition participating in the domi-
nant nationalist discourse of the biennial. In this case, an
exhibition approximating an unofficial national pavilion,
Palestine reiterated itself as an aspirational state, given
that Palestinians have yet to attain full sovereignty.l
But Deebi’s work, which tells the history of Daud Turki,
an antinationalist communist, questions the nationalist
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foundation of the very pavilion in which it was shown.
In this sense, Deebi carries out another characteristic of
biennials, the use of an exhibition as a platform to grap-
ple with political issues. By telling a story that references
Palestine, Israel, Syria, and Egypt, nationalism is present,
thereby echoing its use in the biennial. But the revolu-
tionary rhetoric of The Trial also invokes a challenge to
the assumption of national sovereignty as a fixed thing.
To take it a step further, Deebi’s use of absurdity to undo
the romanticism of revolutionary rhetoric refuses the
strategy of revolution as an easy antidote to hegemonic
nationalist forces. Thus, both the state and the forces that
oppose it are questioned.

Biennials have been hotly debated since their ex-
plosive rise in the 1990s. They have been criticized as
festivalist spectacles of global capital that serve tourist
industries and the art market, not unlike art fairs. They
have also been analyzed in terms of their sometime prob-
lematic attendance to local issues. Grant Kester cites Fran-
cis Alys’s When Faith Moves Mountains, commissioned
for the 2002 Lima Biennial, as one example of an artist
commenting on a community in which the biennial was
sited. His work highlighted the need for the empower-
ment of a community living in a shantytown made up of
immigrants, displaced farmers and refugees. But Kester
questions the depth of the political intervention by Aljs,
and proposes that this lack of depth may be built into the
biennial system.2 Similarly, Tirdad Zolghar has described
“ethnic marketing” as another problematic phenomenon
of biennial culture. Zolghar defines ethnic marketing as
a Euro-American xenophilia that can be found in inter-
national exhibitions predicated on artists and curatorial
platforms that engage in postcolonial platitudes.3 I be-
lieve that Deebi’s The Trial avoids these problematics be-
cause it questions the very nature of platitudes both for
or against the state, problematizing political discourse
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itself.

The notion of a biennial being sited in a particular
political context doesn’t always lend itself to the ways
that artists attend to a site. Sometimes the state can push
back. This was the case of the 2016 Canakkale Biennale,
which was being planned during a time of increasing in-
stability and a risk averse government. Many biennials
assume a neoliberal global order, which can withstand,
even to the point of coopting, political criticality. But the
Canakkale Biennale was cancelled because of a collapse
of the assumed mutuality between art and politics. Per-
haps this is a good time to contemplate the relationship
between the two and how this relationship necessarily
changes from one context to another.

The themes embedded in Aissa Deebi’s work
planned for the Canakkale Biennale included exile and
migration, two themes also addressed by Okwui En-
wezor’s 2006 International Biennial of Contemporary
Art of Seville entitled The Unhomely: Phantom Scenes
in Global Society. In his essay for the exhibition catalog,
he says,

At a minimum, any art aiming to engage itself in
social praxis today must begin with a critique of the ro-
mantic illusion of pure distance and total autonomy from
world events. If indeed distance and autonomy need to
be maintained in order to attain a clear separation be-
tween art and social praxis, then it would be a qualified
distance, one which recognizes the imbrication of artis-
tic structures in social temporality. The evident decay in
the political and social structures of the global present
permits a reassessment of the role of art and artists in so-
cial discourse, not an enunciation of their distance from
it.4
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This statement, made ten years before the politi-
cal crisis in Turkey that led to the cancellation of the
Canakkale Biennale, articulates the nature of the dis-
tance that occurred between art and social praxis. The
theme of the Canakkale Biennale was to be migration, a
reality that is a result of the war in Syria that had a great
effect on Turkey’s social structure. But, as many have
noted, this is a recent refugee crisis in the region that has
many antecedents, most notably the Palestinian example.
One particular dimension of this historical tragedy is the
double exile that many Palestinians based in Syria have
experienced.

When we consider the biennial as a context for the
two works by Aissa Deebi included in this exhibition, there
are two dimensions of transnationalism at play. One is a
movement between borders as defined by migration and
exile (both Syrian and Palestinian). The other is the neo-
liberal form of transnationalism that biennials propose. It
is not an accident that globalization and biennials rose to
prominence around the same time in the 1990s and early
2000s. The links between these two social phenomenon
have been discussed. But the question now to address is
how migration affects the intersecting forces of globaliza-
tion and biennials. Deebi’s work provides us with a unique
opportunity to examine transnationalism’s double bind be-
cause he chooses an unrelenting criticality to address the
challenges that we face.
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A SELF WITHOUT
GUARANTEES:
THOUGHTS ON PAIN IN
THE WORK OF AISSA
DEEBI

Aneeka Lenssen, Cairo 2013



Aissa Deebi has never
bought into the romantic no-
tion that an artwork is the
expression of a unified, non-
alienated self. This skepti-
cism about the creative act
provides the  conceptual
thread through a heteroge-
neous body of work that deals
with immaterial subjects like
dreams, life, and pain. Time
and again, Deebi returns to
the condition of dispossession
and alienation as subjects of
exploration.

These points of interest
would seem to befit his expe-
rience as a Palestinian Arab
who grew up in Haifa, Israel,
in the 1970s and 1980s, yet
crucially his exploration pro-
ceeds not as a proclamation
of identity but rather as a pro-
cess of disassociation. Deebi
constitutes his art through a
search for ever-more fully dis-
persed forms of documentary
representation. The consis-
tency of his working method
is his labor to render the inti-
macy of habits and memories
into formulas, to sustain a pro-
cess of cognitive abstraction
that perpetually defers corpo-
real experience. Installation
of constructed photographs
dedicated to Deebi’s younger
brother Nassim, who died in
1999 while in Israeli police
custody (the medical report
classified the death a suicide,
a catch-all term which almost

never really means suicide but
which effectively strips the
mourning family of recourse).
The photographs in the in-
stallation purport to capture
images from a precisely de-
marcated sliver of meaningful
landscape: the route the artist
and his brother used to travel
from their home to the beach
that had for generations been
called Tel al-Samek.

. The brothers had swum
and fished there as children,
enjoying the feeling of free-
dom they found only at the
seaside, where the vastness of
the sea promised to overrun
more recent impositions upon
the terrestrial landscape: new
alphabets, the flags of new
national sovereignties, mili-
tary installations. Not one of
these photographic images
offers anything like a mon-
ocular view onto this memory,
however. To the contrary, they
refuse all access to it.

. Deebi created the pho-
tographs he displays only by
means of a proxy, asking a
friend to walk a route that
he specified and to capture
the views on his behalf. By
this transposition, one view
became three: that of the art-
ist, the friend, and the pho-
tographic device. Deebi then
transposed the images a sec-
ond time by rendering them
with a lenticular printing



technology. A lenticular print
is essentially a low-tech holo-
gram, in this case constructed
out of six different source
photographs, each of which is
sliced into strips and distrib-
uted into one face of a faceted
support, such that each image
aligns from one viewing angle
but dissolves into shimmering
effects from the others.

Once these compound
photographs were installed on
the gallery walls in sequential
gridded formation, they pre-
sented viewers with destabi-
lized mirages that oscillated
between multiple, discontinu-
ous views. The photographic
trick — one that is currently
popular with Cairo’s wedding
photographers — here has the
effect of making the viewer
suddenly aware of the irre-
trievability of memory. The
piece registers loss as a totali-
ty. Not only is Nassim lost, but
so too is the protected space
of Tel al-Samak a mirage.

Deebi conceived Tel
al-Samak for a joint exhibi-
tion with Iraqi Swiss artist Al
Fadhil at Art Laboratory Ber-
lin, which the artists entitled
“My Dreams Have Destroyed
My Life. Some Thoughts on
Pain.” Their project arose
from their shared experience
of having lost brothers to mili-
tarized conflicts, and the un-
speakable quality of the pain

they suffered in common (Al
Fadhil lost one brother to the
Iran-Iraq war, and a second
to the American invasion of
Iraq). Over the course of their
conversations during the art-
ist residency in Taiwan where
they met, both artists had re-
alized they thought of their
pain as existential, a response
not only to the fake heroics of
war and the machismo of state
power but also the cognitive
dissonance of the bodily ab-
sence of the martyred figure.
Indeed, one of the cruelties of
both incarceration and mili-
tary service is the complete
impossibility of verifiability
between inside and outside.
For Deebi and Al Fadhil, both
of whom lived and worked
outside their countries of ori-
gin while their brothers re-
mained “inside,” their subjec-
tivities had already been riven
from their families before the
actual fact of their brothers’
deaths.

Tel al-Samak recreates
some of the impossibility of
this emotional triangulation,
and its antagonistic relation-
ship to powers of perception,
in the gallery space. The len-
ticular images may only be
activated through their pre-
cise alignment with a singular
viewer’s line of sight, there-
by offering the viewer, who
moves his position around to
achieve resolution, a feeling



of individual integrity. And
yet, that feeling of integrity
is also alienated, for no single
view can ever be held in com-
mon with any other body in
the gallery. No guarantee of
reproducibility or transfer-
ability is offered to the viewer
such that the verifiable truth
of experience is withheld.
Moreover, given the utter con-
tingency of the information
provided, the act of seeing
becomes irreconcilable with
one’s sense of a continuous
self.

Ultimately, the piece
explores a phenomenon of ir-
retrievability that is not lim-
ited to the passing of a per-
son or place from the lives of
others. It demonstrates the
irretrievability of any unmed-
iated or non-alienated experi-
ence. Such a work, although
deeply political and arising
from a keen awareness of the
power of language, class, and
racial identity as originating
conditions, does not offer the
viewer any of the fetishes of
identity that have become
familiar fixtures in the con-
temporary art scene. Deebi
refuses to gratify expectations
for exaggerated cultural dif-
ference by offering his Pal-
estinian Arab origins up as
an aesthetic end in itself. He
artist is simply not concerned
with “Who am I?” and “Where
am I?” as a form of conceptu-

al pre-writing. Instead, Deebi
queries his biographical con-
text in terms of the economic,
ideological, and geopolitical
relations that produced it, in-
cluding interrogating the use-
value of his own presence in
a setting: “What am I doing
here?” and “How have oth-
ers interpellated me?” Deebi
also continually pulls away
from asserting artistic agency
— asking others to release the
shutter, programming scripts,
e-mailed work orders, etc.

This deference could
easily be interpreted as a
product of a disjunctive bi-
ography, i.e. we know he is
a photographer who would
just as soon avoid taking his
own photographs and, con-
gruently, he is a Palestinian
Arab from Haifa who always
resisted inhabiting his Israeli
citizenship. Similarly, Deebi is
a former card-carrying mem-
ber of the Communist party,
who, although he long ago
renounced his membership,
still makes work that resists
conforming to the model of a
bourgeois collectible. And yet,
while these identifying details
do prove significant as frames
for his intellectual life, they
are not precisely the concep-
tual source of the limitations
he places on the sovereignty
of the artistic act. Rather,
Deebi’s exploration of the
ideological binds of identities



— national, racial, cultural, or
civilizational — unfolds more
intuitively, through his en-
counters with the limits of the
integration of self and setting,
and laboring subject and pro-
ductive system. He avoids bi-
ographical categorization not
because he expects it will al-
low him to recover full sover-
eignty as an artist, but rather
because he is uncomfortable
with the compensatory effects
of any fetish.

To put it bluntly, I am
arguing that Deebi produces
alienated works of art. Con-
sider also the typeface EXILE
I, which he developed over
five years of research into
migration behaviors and pat-
terns. The originating idea for
the work had to do with the
artist’s own migratory move-
ment from Haifa to the United
States to the United Kingdom,
and then onward to points
elsewhere (he has taught in
Mexico and Thailand in ad-
dition to his current position
in Cairo). co-critical mode
of working, Deebi framed
his questions about displace-
ment not in terms of an im-
migrant success story but
rather around the depersonal-
ized notions of instinct, habit,
and even coercion. Honing in
with the most intense focus
on the migration pattern of
birds, he photographed mi-
gratory movements in Mexi-

co, England, New York, and
elsewhere. He then built up
a database of images and mi-
gratory forms from these pat-
terns: the curves of a wing-
span in motion, the internal
ratios between birds in a
flock. To produce the charac-
ter set that comprises EXILE I,
he matched a single, vector-
based rendering of a distilled
bird-in-flight form to each key
of the standard QWERTY key-
board. Deebi has said that he
originally thought to use the
resulting typeface to render
existing texts about migra-
tion, exile, and longing — Mah-
moud Darwish poems, Fair-
ouz song lyrics, and the like
— into abstract embodiments
of entire migratory popula-
tions, thereby stripping those
texts of their sentimental rec-
ognizability while graphically
presenting their ubiquity as a
piece of Arab culture. The re-
sult is something a bit differ-
ent. Rather than heighten the
fact that emotional expression
is culturally conditioned, EX-
ILE T would seem to suppress
1t.

When a typist uses
the font to compose a text
on screen or page, he or she
produces block arrays of bird
silhouettes that are visually
punctuated with the white
internal spaces and margins
of any more legible typeface.
To use this font to produce a



statement is to depersonalize
one’s own articulations — sub-
suming human utterance and
desire into the trans-human
forms of an instinctual prac-
tice of displacement. While
the history of artistic interest
in avian speech is, interest-
ingly, quite long (One thinks
of Picasso’s claim that the ex-
pectation that his paintings
should mean something con-
crete is like asking birdsong
to convey a specific message;
various Fluxus and Dada poet-
ry games; etc.), Deebi strikes
out along a more complex
path here. He has encoded a
precise, typographical mean-
ing into each of bird sign,
thereby mobilizing code to
produce typographical rebus-
es that maintain a non-rep-
resentational relationship to
more conventional, decipher-
able text. Within the space of
EXILE I, the pain that is typi-
cally called exile may be felt
or thought, but never spelled
out as a name. Speech-based
communication remains a
technical possibility, but it is
simply not privileged as a ful-
ly transparent transaction.

The project Killing
Time (2004-5), a photo-
graphic essay for the Queens
International at the Queens
Museum of Art, is another
thorough meditation on the
condition of alienation that is
absolutely devoid of dogma or

pathos. The work takes as its
subject the sounds and images
of a shisha café on Steinway
Street in Astoria, a neighbor-
hood in Queens in New York
known for its sizable Arabic-
speaking immigrant popula-
tion. Although the artist had
never frequented shisha cafes
when he lived in Haifa be-
cause he found the idleness of
their all-male clientele repres-
sive, when he encountered
them later in New York, these
familiar characteristics took
on a newly appeal for him.

This is not to suggest
that Deebi was interested in
surrendering to the non-plac-
es of diaspora survival, with
its lulling rhythms, circuitous
conversations, and claustro-
phobic interest in everyone
else’s business. Rather, he
explored his own morbid fas-
cination with the café rituals
by adopting the tools of an
embedded ethnographer, con-
forming to the visit schedules
and routines of a participant
observer and the burdens of
falsifiability. The artist arrived
every evening around 7 pm,
taking up a place in a particu-
lar corner and slowly accruing
the status of ‘regular’ and the
invisibility that entailed. Af-
ter gaining the other patrons’
trust, he asked to take pho-
tographs as well. So invari-
able was the setting and the
comportment and attitudes of



the patrons, the artist reports,
the photographs he took over
several weeks might just as
easily have been shot on a
single evening. Most of these
images are close-up shots in
warm, saturated colors. One
sees lots of hands. Gestures
are slight, as if tethered to the
small cups of coffee or tea on
the tables.

For the purpose of ex-
hibition, Deebi enlarged these
intimate views into museum-
scale prints and added a com-
ponent of ambient sound, pip-
ing in a track of quiet chatter
and music he had recorded
during one of his visits. He
also posted wall texts that re-
count his own observations
of his subjects. These serve to
register a skeptical counter-
narrative to the stasis of the
images and sounds, and docu-
ment Deebi’s own internal
forays into critical reflection
and even self-rebuke. One
such text describes how “the
deadening routine, the long
hours spent at the pipe or sip-
ping tea provided a welcome
piece of home for these men, a
place utterly familiar and pre-
dictable in a world that was
otherwise so precarious and
uncertain,” only to confess
that “I found myself wonder-
ing whether one should con-
sider these places as escapes
or cultural prisons.” The work
in other words, leverages the

familiar expository language
of a documentary to offer visi-
tors a glimpse of a space with-
out any stable ontology. The
café is a realm of displaced
masculinity that is endlessly
produced and reproduced in-
dependently of time or place.
Killing Time reveals how a
deadening routine both pro-
longs the self and imprisons it,
rendering it inaccessible.

All of which returns us
to the question of pain, and
what it means to think about
it. The experience of pain, it
would seem, should require
embodiment in a person. As
a result, artwork made on
the subject of pain often be-
comes  hyper-masculinized
around questions of mastery
over flesh. Vito Acconci’s per-
formance piece Trademarks
(1970), for which the artist bit
into his own body and inked
the indentations and printed
them onto paper, provides a
particularly dramatic instance
and a useful point of compari-
son with Deebi’s approach to
questions of pain.

Acconci’'s  piece, in
which both the action and its
result are dubbed a “trade-
mark,” makes clear reference
to the myth of the autogen-
esis of the creator. The artist
claims himself as the physi-
cal, indexical source of his
artwork, twisting his body



around to “circle in on myself,
claim what’s mine” as sover-
eign owner of both self and
its selfsame products. And
yet, in spite of Acconci’s pro-
claimed intentions, the bite
can also be seen to split him-
self into decoupled halves:
active subject (the biter) and
passive object (the bitten).
What might seem at first to be
a great act of machismo also
becomes a form of emascu-
lation, an event of psychical
violence. Deebi’s pieces on
pain, by contrast, deal with a
conception of pain that can-
not be localized in either body
or psyche. No victim is ever
shown in the works, no bod-
ies produced or consciousness
revealed.

Deebi’s newest piece, a
film produced on the occasion
of the 2013 Venice Biennale
entitled The Trial, follows
many of these same strategies
of separation and withdrawal.
The work is a re-enactment
of a historical event in which
actors (Saleh Bakri, Amer He-
lehel, and Hanan Hillo) give
body to a set of idealist con-
victions that were originally
voiced by a recently deceased
revolutionary figure: a speech
that Daoud Turki, an Arab
citizen of Israel, delivered at
the Haifa District Court just
before he was convicted of
espionage for his activities
as a leader of a Marxist cell

called the “Red Front” and
sentenced to a 17-year prison
term (he would be released in
1985 as part of a prisoner ex-
change). As a historical text,
the speech is remarkable not
only for its vision of a single
socialist state that would re-
store the interest and dignity
of both the Jewish people and
the Arab people who lived in
Israel, but also for Turki’s un-
wavering commitment to tak-
ing action toward realizing
that political totality.

In its 2013 resurrec-
tion, these sentiments sound
so distant that the words seem
like relics. Artifacts of a pre-
ceding generation, they are
the words of a subject who
claimed personal integrity
and defined his sense of self
in opposition to the compro-
mised positions of the politi-
cians who acted in his name.
The subjectivity evinced in
the speech has since passed
into a historical register, such
that it can only reemerge as
estranged. We wonder wheth-
er, only forty years ago, it
was really possible to call for
workers, peasants, and other
repressed citizens to unite
against the paranoid Zion-
ist policies of the Israeli state
and demand a space of shared
restitution.

The actors who speak
in The Trial serve as avatars



for Deebi in this other sense
as well, as figures who try to
enunciate a better world that
might have been. When Turki
stood trial in 1973, he was 48
and Deebi was five. The men
who armed themselves in the
service of these ideas were put
to trial on the literal terrain
of the artist’s childhood. The
Deebi family home in Haifa
was beside the Turki home.
After Turki was released in
1985, he lived there quietly,
spending a good deal of time
composing political poetry in
classical qasida format. These
verses would appear regu-
larly in al-Ittihad, an Arabic-
language Communist daily
and the newspaper where
Deebi found employment as a
teenager interested in graphic
design. In other words, Turki
continued to perform a set of
conscientious activities “in-
side” the very system that the
Deebi would leave behind in
order to become an artist who
is committed to working glob-
ally. Given the tightly inter-
twined trajectories of these
biographies and their even-
tual divergence, it is fitting
that the actors who deliver
Turki’s words in Deebi’s film
make no effort to imbue their
script with world historical
authority. Instead, their physi-
cal appearance is relentlessly
ordinary. No simulated hero-
ism emerges upon the stage
to give a compelling visualiza-

tion to the bold declarations
that can be heard. In Deebi’s
version of the trial, the as-
suredness of the defendant as
a politically conscious actor is
at once preserved and made
utterly unavailable to either
audience or artist.

In EXILE I, a typist
will always be severed from
her intentions, and the forms
on the page made separate
from the thoughts they en-
code. In Killing Time, bodies
are evacuated of their capac-
ity to live in time. In a work
like Tel al-Samak, which spe-
cifically takes up pain as a
subject, the concept of pain
is figured broadly as a dispos-
session of the collective and
not of agentive experience in
a body. It can hardly be articu-
lated, and is too diffuse to be
“suffered” or purposefully “in-
flicted.” Viewers are invited to
encounter the photographic
evidence put on display, only
to lose themselves and their
bearings. In The Trial, an old
speech is given new voice but
imprisoned in the process.
Deebi’s oeuvre is striking
precisely because it occludes
the very temporal actions by
which it is constituted, closing
painful experience in upon it-
self.

As these works range
across many various forms
and biographical terrains,



they remain animated by a
philosophical act of dispos-
sessing the viewer.

The artist evicts us
from his works, depriving us
of occupancy in demarcated
communities or communica-
tive codes. Importantly, he
does not invoke this kind of
dispossession as if it were an
exceptional or identity-based
condition. Rather, it emerges
as a result of his deep intel-
lectual engagement with the
problems of identity, place-
ment, and displacement.
Deebi endeavors to make
us confront the impossibil-
ity of recovering an unified,
non-alienated self. This body
of work exists outside any
physically located setting, oc-
cupying forms of deeply real
feeling and recollection that
cannot be shared in the world
without loss.
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1972-Haifa court house
Oil and acrylic on canvas
40x50cm
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The trail, traces of the vedio

black inck, silck screen of acid free paper

Preduced by the department of print making at VCU, USA
40x50 cm

Edition #10
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The trail, two channale vedio installation
15 min

2013 @ production of Al Hosh, Jerusalem
Venice Binnale 55
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BERAL MADRA

A critic and curator, Lives and works in Istanbul.Directing
BM Contemporary Art Centre (since 1984) www.beralma-
dra.net; artistic director of Kuad Gallery www.kuadgal-
lery.com (2012-2016). Coordinated the 1st (1987) and
the 2nd (1989) Istanbul Biennale, curated Pavilion of
Turkey in 43rd, 45th, 49th, 50th and 51st Venice Bien-
nale, Central Asia Pavilion (53rd VB, 2009) and Azerbai-
jan Pavilion (54th VB, 2011). Worked as artistic director
of 1st-4th Sinopale, 3rd-4th-5th (2012-2016) Canakkale
Biennale and Alanica (Ossetia) 2013. Since 1984 she has
organized more than 500 local and international artists in
her art centres and in other official art spaces in Turkey,
EU, South Caucasus, Middle-East; 2008- 2010 worked as
Visual Arts Director of Istanbul 2010 ECOC, conducted
the major projects www.supremepolicy.blogspot.com.
Current Project: 8th Bucharest Biennale.

Mentored Istanbul Residency Scholarship of Berlin Senate
with 60 artists (1995-2013). Founded and lectured in the
Art Management Department of Design in Yildiz Techni-
cal University (1998-2002). Short term lectures in Mimar
Sinan University, Istanbul Bilgi University and Yeditepe
University (1980-2015).

Founding member: Diyarbakir Art Centre (2002-2010)

; Foundation of Future Culture and Art (since 1994);
honorary president of AICA, Turkey (established 2003).
Publications: “Identity of Contemporary Art” (1987),
“Post-peripheral Flux-A Decade of Contemporary Art in
Istanbul” (1996); “Iki Yilda Bir Sanat” (Essays on Bien-
nale) (2003); “Neighbours in Dialogue” (2005); “Maid-
an” Essays on Contemporary Art in South Caucasus and
Middle East, BM CAC Publications, 2007. “Home Affairs”,
Essays on Contemporary Art in Turkey, BM CAC Publica-
tions, 2009.
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NOAH SIMBLIST

Noah Simblist is Chair of Painting and Printmaking and
Associate Professor of Art at Virginia Commonwealth
University.

He works as a curator, writer, and artist and has contrib-
uted to Art Journal, Modern Painters, Art in America, Art
Papers, Terremoto, Art Lies, Art Pulse, Art21 and other
publications. His dissertation Digging Through Time:
Psychogeographies of Occupation focused on the ways
that contemporary artists in Israel-Palestine and Lebanon
address history. He edited the book Places of a Present
Past (New York: Publication Studio, 2015), contributed to
Beyond the Aesthetic and the Anti-Aesthetic (eds. James
Elkins and Harper Montgomery, Penn State University
Press, 2013), Public Servants: Art and the Crisis of the
Common Good edited by Johanna Burton (New Museum
and MIT Press, 2016), and is in the process of editing a
volume about Tania Bruguera’s, The Francis Effect, a pro-
ject co-produced by the Guggenheim Museum, the Santa
Monica Museum of Art, and SMU.

He has published interviews with Kader Attia, Khaled
Hourani, AL Steiner and AK Burns, Omer Fast, Jill Magid,
Walead Beshty, Yoshua Okon, and Nicholas Schaffhausen.
His curatorial projects include False Flags with Pelican
Bomb in New Orleans (2016), Emergency Measures

at the Power Station (2015), Tamy Ben Tor at Testsite
(2012), Out of Place at Lora Reynolds Gallery (2011),
Queer State(s) at the Visual Arts Center in Austin (2011),
Yuri’s Office by Eve Sussman and the Rufus Corpora-

tion at Ft Worth Contemporary Arts (2010) and was the
curatorial team for the 2013 Texas Biennial. In 2016, he
was the co-curator and co-producer for New Cities Future
Ruins, a convening that invited artists, designers and
thinkers to re-imagine and engage the extreme urbanism
of America’s Western Sun Belt.
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AYMON KREIL

Is an anthropologist. He conducted most of his research
in Egypt. In 2012, he defended his Ph.D. Thesis on the
registers of talk on love and sex in Cairo at the EHESS
(Paris), as part of a joint program with the University of
Neuchétel. Among his most recent publications are “Dire
le harcélement sexuel en Egypte: Les aléas de traduction
d’une catégorie juridique,” Critique internationale 70,
2016; “Territories of Desire: A geography of competing
intimacies in Cairo,” Journal of Middle East Women’s
Studies 12: 2, 2016; “The Price of Love: Valentine’s Day
in Egypt and its Enemies,” Arab Studies Journal 24: 2,
2016. Kreil taught at the University of Cairo, at the Uni-
versity of Neuchatel, at the Geneva University for Art and
Design, and at the University of Fribourg. Currently, he is
a researcher at the Asia-Orient-Institute of the University
of Zurich.

SHAKER LAIBI

A poet and academic specializing in the history of art and
the aesthetics of the image, he is a professor of art at the
University of Gabeés, Tunisia. He received his doctorate
from the University of Lausanne in 2003. He published
widley on arab potery and culture.

ANNEKA LENSSEN

Anneka Lenssen specializes in modern painting and con-
temporary visual practices, with a focus on the cultural
politics of the Middle East. She teaches courses engaging
with modern art and global mass culture, abstraction and
aniconism, theories of aesthetic autonomy, translational
practices, and historiography.
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Lenssen’s research examines problems of artistic repre-
sentation in relation to the globalizing imaginaries of
empire, nationalism, communism, decolonization, non-
alignment, and Third World humanism. Her current book
project is a study of avant-garde painting and the making
of Syria as a contested territory between 1920 and 1970.
It traces emerging ideas about artistic form and social
activation within new regimes of political representation,
from French Mandate rule after the first war to the mass
mobilizations of youth-oriented ideological parties to
Cold War cultural diplomacy.

Lenssen was previously on the board for the Association
of Modern and Contemporary Art from the Arab World,
Iran, and Turkey (AMCA). She is currently on the Edi-
torial Board of ARTMargins. She is also working with
colleagues Nada Shabout and Sarah Rogers to co-edit a
volume of art writing from the Arab world in translation,
tentatively titled Modern Art in the Arab World: Primary
Documents, to be published by the International Program
of the Museum of Modern Art, New York, in 2017. Her
reviews and essays have appeared in Artforum, Bidoun,
and Springerin, as well as exhibition catalogs for Darat
al-Funun in Amman and the Sharjah Biennial.

(127) Aissa Deebi,Exile is hard work



[PRESS]
BIRZEIT UNIVERSITY MUSEUM, PALESTINE

EXHIBITION:
EXILE IS HARD WORK: AISSA DEEBI

CURATORS: NOAH SIMBLIST, AYMON KREIL,
BERAL MADRA.

OPENING: 4TH NOVEMBER 2017- 4TH JANUARY
2018.

12:30 PM.

ARTIST TALK AND BOOK LAUNCH:

STH NOVEMBER 2017 FROM: 18:00-20:00

AT KHALIL SAKAKINI CULTURAL CENTER. CONTRIB-
UTERS: AYMON KREIL, NOAH SIMBLIST, RAWAN
SHARAE BERAL MADR .

BIRZEIT UNIVERSITY MUSEUM,
PALESTINE
PO BOX 14

HTTP://MUSEUM.BIRZEITEDU/
WWW.AISSADEEBI.COM
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Birzeit University Museum will be presenting “Exile is a
Hard Work”, the solo exhibition by Palestinian artist Aissa
Deebi from the 4th November 2017 to 4th January 2018.
The exhibition will include two bodies of work by Aissa
Deebi: The Trial (2013) and Motherland (2016). The pro-
jects were previously were conceived for biennials: The
Trial for the 2013 Venice Biennale and Motherland for
the 2016 Canakkale Biennale. By bringing together these
two works, this exhibition creates a dialogue between
their themes, including revolution and exile, but it also
raises a number of issues related to their original context
in international exhibitions in which national identity
plays a particular role.

The Trial is a two channel video installation that depicts
a group of actors in a black box theater reading from the
transcript of a 1973 statement made by Daud Turki, a
Palestinian poet who was on trial in an Israeli court for
espionage and collaborating with the enemy. Turki was

a communist and his statements echo the revolution-

ary rhetoric of the time. Deebi filmed this work in Haifa,
which is not only where Turki was from but is also where
Deebi grew up. At the time of its making, Deebi was liv-
ing in Cairo, in the wake of the 2011 revolution in Egypt.
While this work stems from the particular nature of Pal-
estinian revolution and its links to international currents
of revolutionary struggle in the 1970s, it has resonances
with Egypt’s political situation in 2013 and larger ques-
tions about revolutionary struggles in general.

Motherland is an elegy to Deebi’s mother and a pho-
tographic meditation on exile. Deebi shot images of
landscapes in the United States and Switzerland, two
countries that he has lived in for the past few years. This
project asks, how do we define “home” and “mother?”
What is the affective nature of being in between spaces?
And finally, how do larger political currents relate to
one’s personal life? Motherland will be shown as a series
of photographic prints that evoke the poetics of space.
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The context for The Trial at the Palestinian Pavilion of
the Venice Biennale, raises the question of nationalism
and its pageantry in major international exhibitions. How
is identity performed in this context and how are some
nations privileged more than others? How do real politics
intersect with the politics of display? This is especially
relevant to the subject matter of The Trial, which was a
communist view of class struggle that transcended na-
tionalism, race, or other identity positions. On the other
hand, Motherland was originally conceived of for the
2016 Canakkale Biennale, an exhibition that was can-
celled because of political pressures in Turkey, follow-

ing a failed military coup. In this case, the biennial was
subject to the particular conditions of a national context.
So, given these histories, The Trial and Motherland are
not only artworks that are about political and personal
histories of Palestinian dispossession and exile. They also
evoke the larger exhibition histories that have embedded
within them related political currents.

In conjunction with the exhibition at Birzeit University
Aymon Kreil will moderate a panel at the Khalil Sakakini
Cultural Center: The Struggle over Universals: Claiming
the World Within and Beyond War, Occupation and Exile.
This panel aims to discuss both the claiming and contest-
ing of universals through art in Palestine. In this frame,
speakers will address the struggle over universals in the
context of war, occupation and exile and the manner it
resonates in artistic practice. The panel will also address
the role of institutions, such as biennales, art schools,
residences, and galleries for reproducing existing mod-
els of significance but also for offering venues for their
contestation and for alternative formulations of univer-
sals. Finally this event will explore the ways artists from
Palestine can assert the significance of their work both
inside and outside of its territory.

Birzeit University Museum is an innovative art space at

the heart of the university campus, that promotes visual
arts within the Palestinian community through various
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exhibitions, training and education programs. Seeking

to produce contemporary arts and promote its practice
amongst the university community and across the Pal-
estinian society at large, through a multidisciplinary
experimental approach. The Museum works organically
through its surrounding environment, proposing a unique
learning model for an art museum within the Palestinian
cultural experience. Birzeit University offers a space that
allow the formation of an intellectual and cultural dis-
course that works to empower the younger generations.

Birzeit University Museum is also home to over 2100
pieces today which form BZUM art and ethnographic
collection which include the Traditional Palestinian Cos-
tumes Collection, Tawfiq Canaan Talismans and Amulets
Collection and Art Works Collection. Through BZUM, the
art and ethnographic collections are studied, displayed,
documented and conserved. The collections are also used
as a material and visual source of knowledge that look
into the notions of history, identity and heritage. The
Birzeit University collections have been the corner stone
of the Museum for more than 20 years
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