
Ready When You Are, Terminal C Is Now an Art Destination
By Hilarie M. Sheets | June 1 2022

With the opening of Delta Air Lines’s new terminal at La Guardia Airport, New York 
gets a distinctive new collection of public artworks.

Mariam Ghani, “The Worlds We Speak,” 2022. The artist’s tile mosaic is located in Terminal C’s 
baggage claim area. Credit: Justin Kaneps for The New York Times

When Delta Air Lines’ Terminal C at La Guardia Airport opens to the public 
on Saturday, New York will get not only a gleaming new transportation hub 
but also a significant art destination.

“Airports are gateways to a region — travelers should know where they are,” 
said Rick Cotton, the executive director of the Port Authority of New York and 
New Jersey, which operates La Guardia. “Public art is at the core of that as-
pect of building a new civic structure.” Large-scale permanent installations by 



Mariam Ghani, Rashid Johnson, Aliza Nisenbaum, Virginia Overton, Ronny 
Quevedo and Fred Wilson — all artists living and working in New York — are 
poised to become new city landmarks throughout the terminal.

The new works, commissioned by Delta Air Lines in partnership with the 
neighboring Queens Museum and part of a $12 million art program in Termi-
nal C, join a constellation of other projects at La Guardia.

In Terminal B, four site-specific pieces by Jeppe Hein, Sabine Hornig, Laura 
Owens and Sarah Sze were commissioned by La Guardia Gateway Partners 
with the Public Art Fund in a $10 million investment unveiled in 2020. A re-
stored 1942 mural by James Brooks in Terminal A nods to the heyday of Works 
Progress Administration artists employed in the service of grand infrastructure 
projects. And a soaring 40-foot-high Richard Lippold sculpture, which hung 
at Lincoln Center for decades, will become the centerpiece of an atrium to be 
completed this year. 

The new works were commissioned by Delta in partnership with the neighboring Queens Museum and are 
part of a $12 million art program throughout Terminal C. Credit: Justin Kaneps for The New York Times



Virginia Overton’s “Skylight Gems.” The artist has installed a dozen large and glowing gem 
shapes crafted from New York City skylights. Credit: Justin Kaneps for The New York Times

For each of the six artists chosen by the Delta team from dozens initially pre-
sented by the Queens Museum, it’s been an opportunity to push their practices 
in terms of scale and experimentation, according to the museum’s president 
and executive director, Sally Tallant. “All these works are very rooted in what it 
means to live in New York,” she said.

Mariam Ghani
With her first tile mosaic, mounted in Terminal C’s baggage claim area, the 
multimedia artist Mariam Ghani has created a portrait of New York based on 
a data visualization of the more than 700 languages and dialects spoken in the 
area.

“The Worlds We Speak” presents six planetary clusters standing in for the city’s 
five boroughs plus the tristate area. These spheres contain a multitude of small-
er circles in a spectrum of vivid colors, each representing a linguistic commu-
nity and engraved with the name of that language in its own script.



“New York is the most linguistically diverse city in the world and every lan-
guage is a whole way of seeing the world,” said Ghani, an Afghan American 
born in New York. She used data collected in the last census as well as the 
Endangered Language Alliance. “The airport is a point through which all this 
traffic proceeds and that brings us all this wealth of knowledge,” she said.

For Ghani, the most challenging part of the project was spelling each of the 
languages correctly. “It was the most massive copy-editing job you can possibly 
imagine,” Ghani said, hoping people will enjoy finding their native language 
while waiting for their baggage to arrive. “Ceramics are permanent. You can’t 
go back and fix it later.”

“The Worlds We Speak” by the artist Mariam Ghani presents six planetary clusters standing in for 
the city’s five boroughs plus the greater tristate area. Each circle represents a linguistic community. 

Credit: Justin Kaneps for The New York Times



INTERVIEWS: MARIAM GHANI
By Perwana Nazif | September 22, 2021

Mariam Ghani on Afghanistan’s unfinished histories.

Mariam Ghani, What We Left Unfinished, 2019, DCP, color and black-and-white, sound, 71 minutes.

Our conversation began as a requiem for Afghanistan—its violent unwinding 
corresponds horrifically with the name of Mariam Ghani’s film. What We Left 
Unfinished (2019) is a feature-length documentary on five unedited Afghan films 
made during the country’s Communist era of state-funded cinema (1978–991), a 
time deluged with coups, conflict, and censorship. Ghani’s film attests firstly and 
mostly to the significance and precarity of cultural workers in Afghanistan—their 
voices were recently gathered in an Open Letter from Arts for Afghanistan—and 
the Afghan histories and imaginaries that depend on them. In Mariam’s film 
about films, I see the white uniform stockings I heard my mother wore to school. 
I see coups re-performed as popular revolutions, guns pointing with the camera. 
Between scenes, Afghans dream. Below, Mariam speaks about archival anxieties 
and the ongoingness of Afghanistan’s past and future.



THE TITLE OF THE FILM in Dari is Gozashtah-e Ma Na Tamam Shud, 
which is more like: “Our past is not finished.” For me, the film has always been 
about the very unsettled history of the Communist period and how it haunts 
the present. In the edit, we were really looking for uncanny resonances and 
productive dissonances between images and sound—gaps, contradictions, 
echoes, ghosts. All of the complicated ways in which the past informs current 
conditions—which does not unfold as a straightforward, linear progression. In 
many ways, it’s a film not only about unfinished artistic projects, but also about 
unresolved political projects from that era. As a director, I came into the film 
understanding the political context, the constraints that people are under, in 
terms of what they can and will say, and also specifically what they can and will 
say to me, considering who I am and was.

In Afghanistan: A Lexicon [with Ashraf Ghani], I wrote about the history 
of twentieth-century Afghanistan being circular and looping back on itself. 
And it does feel like that’s happened again. But I think that even if the politics 
reverse, Afghans continue to move forward and change and become differ-
ent kinds of people. And the culture that they’re producing has also changed 
over this century—there have been some incredible things produced in Af-
ghanistan over this period: There’s been a real explosion of making that was 
extraordinary to witness, especially in the younger generation. And it’s been 
equally heartbreaking to see this generation go through the same flight into the 
unknown that the directors I interviewed experienced in the 1990s, leaving be-
hind their life’s work. Among those who went into exile, only the directors who 
returned to Afghanistan were still active in film when I interviewed them in 
2017—like Latif Ahmadi, Afghanistan’s most prolific and beloved filmmaker; 
the late Faqir Nabi, still a well-known actor; and the late Juwansher Haidary, at 
the time head of the Afghan Filmmakers Union.

I think the deployment of spectacularized violence by insurgent groups to-
day is very different than it was in the ’90s. Then, you had Massoud [Ahmad 
Massoud, leader of the National Resistance Front of Afghanistan] and his 
group—his film unit—shooting their campaigns and disseminating that foot-
age to foreign media. That’s one way to deploy spectacularized violence. But 
now you have a very different regime of visual violence being used in insur-
gencies, which is much more performative and deliberate and thinks about the 
camera in a different way, and which evolved in tandem with cameras as they 
became inseparable from phones. So the eye of the camera and the mechanism 



of transmission are now one. During the period the film documents, there 
were far fewer cameras available, and it was much easier for the state to exert 
near-total control over them.

What We Left Unfinished began with the digitization of the Afghan Film Ar-
chive—a project that is now in limbo. For this reason, the film is hard to watch 
right now for those of us who really love Afghanistan. We don’t know what will 
happen or what has happened to those archives, and all of the work that was 
done over the past ten years to recuperate that cultural heritage.  

Something unfinished can be picked back up again. Reclaiming some of the 
intentions that went awry, that were never realized, from these historical 
moments—it is a reserve that we can hang onto, as Afghans, in these darker 
moments of our history. We can try to recuperate some wild, lost dream from 
this reserve, hold it close, and try to revive it later. But we need that. We need 
that reserve to keep our hope going.

      — As told to Perwana Nazif



‘What We Left Unfinished’ Review: Spectres of History
By Devika Girish | August 5, 2021

For her first feature documentary, Mariam Ghani dug up five unfinished movies from 
the Communist era in Afghanistan.

A still from the documentary “What We Left Unfinished.”

In “What We Left Unfinished,” five movies started and then abandoned during 
Afghanistan’s Communist era, between 1978 and 1992, form a dazzling time 
capsule of the nation’s political and cultural history. The director Mariam 
Ghani — the daughter of Afghanistan’s current president, Ashraf Ghani — digs 
into the archives of Afghan Film, a state-run company that endured the whims 
and demands of various regimes before the Taliban destroyed most of its hold-
ings in the 1990s.

Culled from the remnants of the company’s collections, the films Ghani re-
mixes in “What We Left Unfinished” bear the traces of successive political 
upheavals. “The April Revolution” (1978), for instance, was commissioned by 
Hafizullah Amin, who became Afghanistan’s president in a 1979 coup. When 
the Soviets assassinated him months later in a takeover, the film had to be shut 
down.



In interviews, the filmmakers and actors involved in these movies recall their 
struggles with strict ideological dictates and censorship, but also the generous 
resources that propaganda-hungry governments lavished on them. The snip-
pets we see are beautifully lit and produced — some feature big explosions and 
shootouts involving real soldiers wielding real Kalashnikovs.

“What We Left Unfinished” doesn’t dwell too much on the nuts and bolts of the 
making of these films, which is a pity, because they offer tantalizing glimpses 
into a cinematic culture whose formal ambitions seem to have been unstinted 
— and perhaps even encouraged — by political pressures. But Ghani’s mode 
is less interrogative than associative. Her montage of film fragments illustrates 
and sometimes poetically belies the interviewees’ recollections, evoking the 
ambiguous and unresolved contours of collective memory.



‘What We Left Unfinished’ exposes Afghan film culture
By Jef Rouner | January 22, 2020

America dominates so much of the cinema landscape that it is easy to forget that not 
only do other places make movies, but the way they go about it is fundamentally rooted 
in a culture very different from Hollywood. Nothing highlights that grand difference — 
and what it means to a region’s cultural history, in this case Afghanistan — like Mariam 
Ghani’s documentary “What We Left Unfinished.”

It’s a very unique film in and of itself. The majority of it is footage pulled from five 
Afghan films shot from 1978 to 1991 that, for various reason, were never completed 
or released. As the opening titles make clear, they are glimpses of an ideal communist 
Afghanistan that existed only in the minds of the filmmakers. That makes them startling 
time capsules.

After the communist coup of Afghanistan, the film industry there was nationalized and 
headed by Afghan Films. The government, fully aware of the power of art and the reach 

Scene from the Afghan film ‘Kaj Rah’ in the documentary ‘What We Left Unfinished’
Photo: Indexicla Films/Afghan Films



of film, threw gobs of money at aspiring filmmakers in hopes of projecting a cultured, 
modern nation. This practice continued under the Soviet regime that lasted until the 
’90s, when the Taliban took over. By the time Ghani was able to access the Afghan 
Film archives, the films had suffered decades of shifting power, official suppression, 
public burnings and various forms of government censorship. It’s amazing that enough 
of these five films survived to serve as the backdrop of this time in the country, not to 
mention how much of the close-knit world of their film industry was still alive to tell 
the tales.

And what tales they are! Even the outlandish high jinks of a John Waters set can’t hold 
a candle to the rough-and-tumble world of Afghan cinema. One film shot in the desert 
featured a massive gun fight. Blanks were in short supply, so real bullets were used for 
battle scenes. The safety of the actors was entirely in the hands of the shooters, who, 
luckily, were crack shots.

Yet sometimes, not so lucky. At least one actor botched his cue and wound up dead 
from a head shot.

At one point in a battle scene, the actors stopped firing only to realize that the sound 
of gunfire continued. A mujahedeen group had found the set and assumed a real fight 
was taking place, so they promptly joined the fray. Luckily, that one ended without 
casualties.

Some of the filmmakers say that film was tightly controlled, and that to even imply an 
official’s hair was crooked was enough to get a filmmaker hauled off and never seen or 
heard from again. Others say that while the Soviets controlled scripts, once the film was 
being shot, the director still had absolute power.

Funded by an eager regime, the artists were able to do things with impunity that even 
Americans might not get away with, thanks to our reliance on private funding and the 
need to make money. These were movies made purely because Afghanistan wanted 
them to exist and spread information about who they were. There is something so 
pure and beautiful in that, and if nothing else, “What We Left Unfinished” is a soaring 
testament to what movies can mean to a people.



Il Cinema Ritrovato: Forward into the Past
July - August, 2019
by Celluloid Liberation Front

Considering Venice’s dwindling reputation, Bologna’s Il Cinema Ritrovato may well 
soon become Italy’s flagship film festival, if it hasn’t yet already. Every year the festival 
attracts more and more people from every corner of the world. Inveterate cinephiles 
born right after or even before WWII sit side by side with 21st century film students 
and lovers. If there ever was a festival fit to disprove the cyclical claim that cinema is 
dead or is on its way to the cemetery, it is definitely Il Cinema Ritrovato. While the 
programming is always structured around temporal, thematic or authorial criteria the 
sense of discovery the festival offers is best experienced by randomly jumping from 
section to section. What follows is the outcome of random sampling dictated by a 
contradictory pull between libidinal impulses and attempts at philological coherence 
that inevitably emerges when facing a catalog so rich in its offerings. 

Of a completely different order, both political and aesthetic, were the films produced 
in the Soviet-occupied Afghanistan of the 1980s. What We Left Unfinished (2019) by 
Mariam Ghani tells their pretty incredible story, which starts, present day, at Afghan 
Films (the national film institute of Afghanistan), where the director first visited in 
2011, and goes back to 1978, when a military coup put the communists in power and 
attracted “Russian attention.” Ghani’s extraordinary documentary stemmed from her 
efforts to preserve those films from deterioration, some of them having been archived 
but unfinished. As to why the director thought the story of these unfinished films had 
to be told: 

 For me, an unfinished project is like a loose thread in history—and pulling on  
that thread led me on a five-year journey that extends far past what is contained in this 
feature film. As I reassembled film fragments and people who had been scattered by 
war, I realized that the process of making the film was mirroring a larger process still 
happening in Afghanistan, whereby the fraught, unsettled, and contested histories of 
the Communist period are gradually surfacing into public discourse.

The fragments of films featured in the documentary make for a truly curious mix of 
action movie à la Chuck Norris and educational agitprop by Soviet Department for 
Agitation and Propaganda (at the very end of its political and creative line…). However 
imperfect and uncertain in its purpose, What We Left Unfinished is powerful enough 



to rouse a (fetishistic?) interest in a virtually unknown chapter of world cinema 
history. One where these two allegedly separate realms, cinema and history, cannot be 
individually considered. 



History is littered with the ghosts of unfinished films, many of which continue to hold a wistful 
allure for people. There are all the unmade Orson Welles projects, or Alejandro Jodorowsky’s 
adaptation of Dune, or any other number of stories that stalled out at some stage of production, 
for whatever reason. We are left with concept art, or scripts, or sometimes even partial footage to 
make us think what could have been. Incomplete art does not easily vanish, but leaves a physical 
ghost.

But then there are the movies that were never finished because of political forces, rather than 
budgetary problems or creative differences. Recently, there have been many examples of this 
in Afghanistan. Director Mariam Ghani’s documentary What We Left Unfinished examines a 
few of these films, as well as the people who worked on them and the times in which they were 
made (or rather, made up to a point). The film premiered at this year’s Berlinale and will next be 
playing at the San Francisco International Film Festival this week.

The Afghan Films Left Unfinished Under 
Communist Rule
The reels for the aborted film projects had been kept in the archives of Afghan Film, which 
director Mariam Ghani mined for her new movie What We Left Unfinished.
Dan Schindel • April 10, 2019

The Afghan Film archive in What We Left Unfinished (courtesy Indexical Films)



A scene from Khalek Halil’s unfinished film The Black Diamond (courtesy Indexical Films)

The documentary focuses on films made during communist rule in Afghanistan, from 1978 
to 1991. This was a period of constantly shifting power, of coups and counter-coups, of Soviet 
occupation, American meddling, and civil war. Social reforms clashed against a reactionary 
insurgency. Caught in the middle of all this were filmmakers trying to do their work. Which 
was difficult, as changing circumstances meant that what was and wasn’t allowed to be shown 
and said in film kept changing. It was for this reason that each of the movies spotlighted in 
What We Left Unfinished were abandoned, even after they had been shot.

For example, the 1978 feature The April Revolution was commissioned by Hafizullah Amin, 
who would seize the presidency in a coup the next year. It was not long after that he was 
overthrown and killed by the Soviets, whereupon The April Revolution was obviously an 
untouchable property. What We Left Unfinished covers not just the making of that film but 
also of Downfall (1987), The Black Diamond (1989), Wrong Way (1990), and Agent (1991). The 
documentary tells their stories, along with the wider story of Afghanistan during those years, 
through their footage, long abandoned but not completely forgotten.

Behind the scenes of Juwansher Haidary’s unfinished film Wrong Way (courtesy Indexical Films)



The reels for the aborted film projects were kept in the archives of Afghan Film, the state 
film company. There they remained for many years. When the Taliban came to power, they 
destroyed much of the company’s archives, but staff were able to protect some of its contents. 
Ghani has been working with Afghan Film to preserve what remains in its library since 2011. 
What We Left Unfinished is the result of her and her collaborators’ research into the archive 
and their rediscovery of the five films it showcases, as well as all the others still in need of 
preservation.

By combining the surviving crew members’ reminisces with the restored footage, Ghani 
creates a fascinating quasi-historical document. The films’ versions of then-contemporary 
events, or their expression on societal conditions, often clashes with what the real people 
recall. (Memories of a brutal battle play out over imagery of a bloodless victory from one 
of the films, for example.) We sometimes speak of art as a mirror for culture. What We Left 
Unfinished interrogates what reflection we see in the mirror; especially if that mirror was for 
a long time discarded because its reflection was deemed unsuitable for people to see.

A scene from Khalek Halil’s unfinished film The Black Diamond (courtesy Indexical Films)

What We Left Unfinished by Mariam Ghani will be playing at the San Francisco International 
Film Festival at multiple venues beginning April 11.





What to See in New York Art Galleries This Week
February 7, 2019
Miguel Covarrubias’s caricatures; Mariam Ghani and Erin Ellen Kelly’s latest collabora-
tion; Bill Traylor’s drawings; Vivian Maier’s self-portraits; and Hervé Guibert’s photo-
graphs of friends and lovers.
Miguel Covarrubias
Through Feb. 23. Throckmorton Fine Art, 145 East 57th Street, Manhattan; 212-223-
1059, throckmorton-nyc.com.

Although they will overlap only briefly, “Miguel Covarrubias: A Retrospective” is the 
perfect side dish to the movable feast of the Frida Kahlo exhibition opening Feb. 8 at 
the Brooklyn Museum. Born in Mexico City in 1904, Covarrubias was a member of 
Kahlo’s inner circle — a highly sociable workaholic, painter, anthropologist, teacher, 
writer and sometime curator — who had a chameleonic talent for drawing. He would 
illustrate his own books on the ethnography of Mesoamerican Mexico, but arriving in 
New York, at age 19, he established himself with influential celebrity caricatures for 
magazines like The New Yorker, Vogue and Vanity Fair. He soon knew everyone who 
was anyone, figured in the Harlem Renaissance and, briefly in Paris, designed sets for 
Josephine Baker.

It seems overly optimistic to call this show a retrospective, but its 50 or so works on paper 
memorably survey several of Covarrubias’s graphic gifts. There’s a Vanity Fair cover 
featuring Franklin Delano Roosevelt and a delightful watercolor-collage caricature of 
his friend the photographer Carl Van Vechten. But mostly there are deft, insouciant 
ink-and-pencil drawings and a few fine-grained lithographs, including “The Lindy 
Hop,” whose sinuous dancing couple brings to mind the work of Archibald J. Motley Jr. 
Covarrubias’s line could have the assured sparseness of Matisse, and he had a similar 
affinity for female beauty. But his drawings have more flair than artistic genius. Here he 
draws Mexican villages, ceremonial rituals in Bali (whose ethnography also occasioned 
a book) and near-scientific renditions of a sting ray and a lobster.

There are drawings and caricatures of his wife, the dancer and choreographer Rosa 
Rolanda, who learned to use a camera (from Edward Weston) and took photographs 
for his books. (Two of Weston’s photographs of Rolanda are in the Kahlo show, which 
also has a film by Covarrubias, “El Sur de México.”) A few of the drawings qualify as 
racist by today’s terms. But mostly a benign if paternalistic joy at the world prevails. 



Mariam Ghani and Erin Ellen Kelly’s “Off Kilter,” from the series “When the Spirits Moved Them, They 
Moved.” via Ryan Lee Gallery

Dance and movement are increasingly infiltrating museum and gallery spaces, and 
they do so in Mariam Ghani and Erin Ellen Kelly’s “When the Spirits Moved Them, 
They Moved” at Ryan Lee, which takes its inspiration from the Shakers, a Christian sect 
founded in 18th-century England. A daylong performance at Shaker Village in Pleasant 
Hill, Ky., in 2018, is shown here in the form of photographs and a three-channel video 
that captures the performers moving in ways that conjure or pay homage to the ecstatic 
worship of the Shakers.

In the 22-minute video, spread over three screens, this movement can be fluid or jerky, 
collective or solitary, taking place on a wooden floor or under a tree. Together, 

Mariam Ghani and Erin Ellen Kelly
Through Feb. 16. Ryan Lee, 515 West 26th Street, Manhattan; 212-397-0742, ryanlee-
gallery.com.

The show would have been helped by including some of his meticulous renderings of 
Mesoamerican artifacts and motifs. But such illustrations appear in his books, several 
of which are here and available for browsing.

Covarrubias died in 1957 at age 53, ending a career worthy of a much longer life. Maybe 
the Brooklyn Museum will turn to his achievement soon. ROBERTA SMITH



Ms. Ghani, an artist and filmmaker, and Ms. Kelly, who is described in the news release 
as someone who “constructs ways of moving, ephemeral collages and performance 
pieces” have shaped a version of the event that functions both as document and artwork. 
The video skillfully breaks down sequences and focuses on expressions or gestures that 
might be missed in a live performance.

The photographs, also displayed in multipanel format, depict the performers in rest or 
motion, sometimes with eyes closed. The Shaker Village itself plays a role, too, with its
spare buildings nestled in a verdant site. The Shakers provide a foil, since they believed 
in gender equality and women were founders and leaders of the sect. Their committed 
life-experiment (which might be called a cult today) becomes not just a model for art-
making, but alternative ways of living or what Ms. Ghani and Ms. Kelly call “being-in-
common.” In other precincts, this is also called utopia. MARTHA SCHWENDENER

Bill Traylor
Through March 3. Betty Cuningham Gallery, 15 Rivington Street, Manhattan; 212-242-
2772, bettycuninghamgallery.com.

If you can’t get to the Smithsonian’s remarkable Bill Traylor retrospective, you can 
at least visit Betty Cuningham Gallery and spend an hour or two in front of a blue 
gouache mule Traylor painted on cardboard. Born a slave and not known to have made 
drawings before his mid-80s, Traylor came to posthumous fame through the efforts of 
Charles Shannon, a younger white artist who met Traylor around the time of World 
War II. Shannon ultimately collected more than 1,200 of Traylor’s drawings, many of 
them graphic, silhouette-like portraits of animals.

Traylor would sometimes start one of these portraits with a rectangle or flattened oval, as 
if trying to capture weight and body as general categories before moving on to specifics. 
But once he’s added delicate hind legs, spindly forelegs, and the muscular slopes of 
rump and neck, Traylor invariably arrives at something with the eerie singularity of a 
Sumerian logogram.

Part of it is his uncanny balance of simplification and detail. In “Blue Mule,” it’s a 
sticklike tail ending in a delicate puff of hair, or the measured rise and fall of an equine 
back accomplished with three blunt strokes. Part of it is the monochrome, which lets 
him picture the mule and its shadow simultaneously. And part of it is the distinctly 
syncopated composition: By placing the drawing’s only element off center, Traylor 
brings forward the color of the blank cardboard ground, though it can also still read as 
earth and sky.

But what really makes Traylor’s silhouettes so extraordinary is how nakedly they grapple 
with the basic mystery of representational art: How can a two-dimensional shape, 



which we take in at a glance, encompass a three-dimensional object, which we can 
never see all of? WILL HEINRICH

Vivian Maier
Through March 2. Howard Greenberg Gallery, 41 East 57th Street, Manhattan; 212-
334-0010, howardgreenberg.com.

Vivian Maier’s self-portraits are tantalizing. The street photographer liked to shoot her 
shadow, the outline of a hat and raised arm darkening a patch of sidewalk or grass. 
Other times she offered glimpses of her body, as in a 1975 photograph taken in Chica-
go, Ms. Maier’s longtime home, in which part of her head is visible in a small mirror 
that lies atop a bouquet of flowers on the ground. The rectangular mirror looks like a 
picture within the frame, and she seems to be staring out from it.

Ms. Maier took many thousands of photographs while working full time as a nanny, 
but she almost never showed them; in later life, she didn’t even develop much of her 
film. She left behind material to fill several storage lockers but no close friends or 
family. For those who have followed the discovery of her work — including a legal 
dispute that halted the dissemination of it but was settled confidentially in 2016 — the 
self-portraits create the illusion of intimacy with a woman who remains unknowable.

The 1975 picture is on view at Howard Greenberg Gallery in the exhibition “The Col-
or Work,” devoted to Ms. Maier’s color photography, in tandem with a new book. (An 
album of vintage color prints by Ms. Maier will also be auctioned this month.) The 
show iterates her talent for infusing the everyday with dramatic tension; her scenes 
of street life are shot through with uncertainty and possibility. In a photograph from 
1977, two boys stare out from behind glass with troubled expressions that belie their 
ages. In a picture from 1960, someone seems to be disappearing into a hedge. The ex-
hibition is a potent reminder that Ms. Maier’s capacity to cultivate mystery extended 
far beyond herself. JILLIAN STEINHAUER

LAST CHANCE
Hervé Guibert
Through Feb. 10. Callicoon Fine Arts, 49 Delancey Street, Manhattan; 212-219-0326, 
callicoonfinearts.com.

Before his death in 1991, at age 36, the writer Hervé Guibert forced France to face the 
horror of AIDS, describing his deteriorating health in prime-time television appear-
ances and in autobiographical books like “To the Friend Who Did Not Save My Life.” 
Guibert was also a photographer, and this poignant exhibition features 15 black-and-
white pictures of friends and lovers he took from 1976 to 1988, the year he received 
his diagnosis.



Most are nudes shot in dappled light, including a fine portrait of his lover Thierry, his 
torso illuminated by the light passing through aluminum shutters. Some are pretenti-
ously mannered, like a later photo of Thierry shrouded in a gauzy white sheet; a pants-
free selfie in a bathroom mirror is barely more artful than the thousands sent daily on 
Grindr. Yet in the shadow of the epidemic, and in conversation with Guibert’s novels 
and essays, these photographs have become documents of lives and loves hideously 
abbreviated.

At Callicoon a bench is scattered with more than a dozen of Guibert’s books, inclu-
ding French and English editions of “Crazy for Vincent,” his 1989 book detailing his 
doomed, masochistic affair with a teenager. Vincent appears in three photographs 
here, first as a snub-nosed boy in profile, then asleep in a pillar of light. In Rome 
in 1988, months before Vincent fell (or jumped) to his death, Guibert shot Vincent 
naked on an unmade bed, lit by a single table lamp. The youth’s hairless, unmuscled 
legs are spread open, his head and arms are cast back in exhausted pleasure, and his 
mouth is pulled into a smile so blissful it annihilated me. JASON FARAGO



10 Art Events to Attend in New York City This Week 
BY The Editors of ARTnews 
January 7, 2019

TUESDAY, JANUARY 8

Opening: Fritz Ascher at Grey Art Gallery
Featuring some 75 paintings and works on paper, “Fritz Ascher: Expressionist” is 
the first retrospective for the German Jewish artist who survived the Holocaust and 
continued working in the postwar years. Ascher was part of the Die Brücke group 
of German Expressionists in Berlin during the early 20th century, and his art was 
considered “degenerate” by the Nazi regime. While his early work focused on myths 
and the human condition, his later pieces often depict vibrant landscapes that offered a 
glimmer of hope in otherwise depressing times.
Grey Art Gallery, 100 Washington Square East, 6–8 p.m.

WEDNESDAY, JANUARY 9

Festival: “New Ear Festival 2019” at Fridman Gallery
The fourth edition of the annual New Ear Festival features a panoply of music, sound art, 
installations, and video pieces. The first night of the festival will include an audiovisual 
performance featuring music by bassist Luke Stewart (a member of the jazz band 
Irreversible Entanglements as well as many other groups) along with dance by Miriam 
Parker and video by Patrick Cain. Also on the first night are Bob Bellerue’s improvised 
Piano Scramble, an improvised piece that makes use of a piano soundboard, percussion, 
and electronics, and a two-slide version of Mary Lucier’s Polaroid Image Series, in 
which slide projections of photographs are matched with audio played via tapes. Other 
highlights of the festival, which runs through January 13, include performances by Susie 
Ibarra, Stephen Vitiello, Taylor Deupree, Lary 7, and a screening of Milford Graves Full 
Mantis.
Fridman Gallery, 169 Bowery, 8 p.m. Tickets $20



THURSDAY, JANUARY 10

Opening: Mariam Ghani and Erin Ellen Kelly at Ryan Lee
This exhibition marks the New York debut of When the Spirits Moved Them, They Moved, 
a three-channel video by Mariam Ghani and Erin Ellen Kelly. Part of Performed Places, 
an ongoing collaboration between the artists, the film shows dancers moving through a 
Shaker Village in Pleasant Hill, Kentucky, which is home to the one of the largest Shaker 
communities in the world. The work explores the Shakers’ enduring architectural spaces 
and, conversely, the disintegration of the famously celibate religious group.
Ryan Lee Gallery, 515 West 26th Street, 6–8 p.m.

Opening: Thomas Fougeirol and Carrie Yamaoka at Albertz Benda
This two-person outing, “A Crack in Everything,” takes its name from a Leonard Cohen 
song and features work probing the relationship between photography and painting. 
Thomas Fougeirol works using oil on canvas, but he has said that his abstractions offer 
“a space that exists between radiography, photo negatives, painting, and imprinting.” 
Carrie Yamaoka’s work aims to reflect back viewers or her studio space, and meditates 
on representation itself. Alongside the two artists’ work will be a 1912 photogram by 
Géro Bonnet.
Albertz Benda, 515 West 26th Street, 6–8 p.m.



FRIDAY, JANUARY 11

Exhibition: Eric N. Mack at Brooklyn Museum
Eric N. Mack continues his project of finding ways to make painting come alive with 
his first institutional outing, titled “Lemme walk across the room.” In the Brooklyn 
Museum’s Great Hall, Mack will debut a site-specific installation that makes use of 
textiles that are draped, hung, and mounted. Fashion is a frequent reference point for 
Mack, and the new installation refers to clothes and their relationship to the bodies 
that wear them. Throughout the show, “fashion and musical performances” will acti-
vate the installation.
Brooklyn Museum, 200 Eastern Parkway, 11 a.m.–6 p.m.

Opening: Mateo López at Casey Kaplan
Mateo López’s latest exhibition takes as its jumping-off point the artist’s move from 
Bogotá to New York in 2014. Once he took up residence in a new studio, he began 
pondering the connections between nearby objects and his body. This fundamen-
tal connection (and disconnection), as well as the many ways that art and play can 
merge, is the subject of López’s latest show, which will include new sculptures, works 
on paper, and a stop-motion film. Among the works is I am sitting in a Room (2017), 
a wooden door that has been anthropomorphized such that it appears to be reclining 
against a wall.
Casey Kaplan, 121 West 27th Street, 6–8 p.m.

Opening: “Samaritans” at Galerie Eva Presenhuber
The release for this group show, curated by Dan Nadel, features lyrics from the Will 
Oldham song “I See a Darkness,” which read, in part, “Did you know how much I love 
you / Is a hope that somehow you / You / Can save me from this darkness?” Nadel’s 
theme here is friendship and influence, and he has included artworks illustrating these 
concepts by Huma Bhabha, Takeshi Murata, Laurie Simmons, and more. In a show 
description, Nadel writes, “Where you sense the connections between the artists, 
believe me, they are there. And if you don’t, please drop me a line and we can chat: 
dannadel@icloud.com.”
Galerie Eva Presenhuber, 39 Great Jones Street, 6–8 p.m.



Opening: Lena Henke at Bortolami
Over the past few years, Lena Henke’s work has taken a variety of forms, from pho-
to-based sculptures to ceramics that resemble animal hoofs with empty milk bottles 
sticking out of them. Her newest show, “Germanic Artifacts,” deals with the nature of 
history and architecture. To create the new sculptures in this show, Henke researched 
ancient Germanic peoples and the Teutoburg Forest, which is not too far from her 
childhood home, Warburg. The sculptures here resemble tree trunks and wild pigs, 
and the show will feature an architectural intervention.
Bortolami, 39 Walker Street, 6–8 p.m.

Performance: “Chicago Overground” at Nublu
Of all the many signs of fertility currently flashing in jazz, an exploratory scene in 
Chicago is up at the top in terms of energy and charisma. With recordings and activ-
ities swirling around the great label International Anthem and connections to scenes 
in other cities far and wide, the Windy City jazz milieu is timely enough to occasion a 
two-night “Chicago Overground” program as part of a sprawling NYC Winter Jazzfest 
that takes over many venues with a schedule packed nice and tight. The double-night 
bill kicks off on Friday with a set by the genre-hopping polymath Ben LaMar Gay and 
a late-night jam session led by the electrifying trumpeter Jaimie Branch. Saturday’s 
lineup includes Resavoir, Akenya, the Juju Exchange, and more—with additional late-
night jamming led by Marquis Hill. A playlist featuring artists playing can be heard 
here, and information for the rest of the festival can be found here.
Nublu, 151 Avenue C, 7 p.m. Admission requires a Winter Jazzfest pass, $50 for one 
night, $90 for two

SUNDAY, JANUARY 13

Opening: Raha Raissnia at Miguel Abreu Gallery
Raha Raissnia’s last outing in New York, at the Drawing Center in 2017, featured two 
series of works on paper that drew on photographs and films that she had taken as ref-
erences. They were largely abstract and brushy-looking, and they alluded to the work 
of her father, who, during Revolution-era Iran, used to take pictures of protests he 
witnessed in Tehran. “What reveals itself as a subject matter in all my work,” Raissnia 
once said, “is of human vulnerability.” Her latest show, “Galvanization,” will continue 
that project.
Miguel Abreu Gallery, 88 Eldridge Street, 4th Floor, 6–8 p.m.



In the midst of the Lucid Dreams and Distant Visions exhibition at the Asia Society is a small 
work by Shahzia Sikander titled “Many Faces of Islam” (1993–99). It’s a surprisingly prescient 
piece that grapples with what would become the more pronounced fault-lines of the 21st 
century: money, war, religion, terrorism, censorship, and more. Sikander’s small work suggests 
a continuity rather than a break with history, even if her work effortlessly blends traditional 
Mughal miniature technique with the language of graphic novels, history with pop culture, the 
New York art world’s infographic sensibilities of the 1990s with historic struggles, and, of course, 
the politics of its time.

This work by Sikander is a masterpiece of American art, but in many ways it perfectly encapsulates 
the complexity of contemporary art being produced by artists of the South Asian diaspora — 

What Does It Mean to Make Art in the South 
Asian Diaspora?
This summer exhibition at the Asia Society in New York explores artists of the South Asian 
diaspora and the ideas and issues that unify their work.
Hrag Vartanian • August 4, 2017

A view of the video corridor with museum visitors watching Naeem Mohaiemen’s “Abu Ammar Is Coming” (2016) (photo 
by the author for Hyperallergic), left: Mariam Ghani, “Kabul 2,3,4”, (2002-07) (c) courtesy of the artist and RYAN LEE, 
New York.



it contains multitudes. Most American curators and art institutions have always had trouble 
dealing with transnational and complex identities, often relegating them to a supporting role in 
the narratives surrounding the European colonization of Turtle Island. It seems like a problem 
that is surmountable but the bigger issue is general art audiences have nneven knowledge about 
different geographical and cultural contexts. This phenomenon disadvantages art that doesn’t 
adhere to dominant identities, and it leads to the dismissal of some art as “derivative.”

The example of Sikander is also notable for the way reviews often emphasize her illumination 
training in Pakistan (National College of Arts Lahore) but not her art school training in the US 
(Rhode Island School of Design). Why? That question is one of many that this show raised for 
me, and the answer is why an exhibition like this is important.

The short summer exhibition at the Asia Society makes the case for a South Asian perspective 
born from the life experience of a diaspora that spans the globe. Here, all the artists are conversant 
with many idioms and vocabularies. This is an intergenerational affair and that helps us see the 
continuity and disruptions at work. There’s a strong presence of South Asian Canadians in the 
mix, specially in the related conference (Queens Museum, June 30–July 2), which makes sense 
since the divisions in North American diasporas never stop at the border. Art by South Asian 
Canadian artists is also often supported by government funding in a way it never is in the US 
because of a larger policy of multiculturalism.

The bigger question for me is why contemporary art by South Asian diaspora is often overlooked 
in much of contemporary art discourse, even as the conversation has expanded to embrace black, 
Asian American, and other perspectives more readily (though certainly not completely). From 
my experience, the conversation around South Asian art in Canada is more developed, and the 
same is true in the UK, where South Asians were often allied with other minority populations 
and a larger population often means more representation. In the US, South Asians account for 
just over 1% of the population, but in New York that number is closer to 4%. Yet those numbers 
haven’t lead to the inclusion of artists of South Asian descent in exhibitions like Greater New 
York, the Whitney Biennial, and other surveys. Writing earlier this year, Naeem Mohaiemen 
pointed out that there were “no South Asian American artists in the 2004, 2006, 2008, 2012, and 
2014 Whitney Biennials, and only between one and three artists of South Asian origin in the 
last four PS1 Greater New York shows.” The lack of inclusion of South Asian artists in the US art 
world is rather distressing.

Curated by Brooklyn-based artist and curator Jaishri Abichandani, Asia Society Museum 
Director Boon Hui Tan, and Lawrence-Minh Davis, curator at the Smithsonian Asian Pacific 
American Center, the exhibition is a little weaker than one would hope for, not because of the 
quality of the work, but more because the Asia Society always has a strange tendency to manicure 
their exhibitions so that they have an almost academic feel. That approach may have helped the 
video works, which are clustered in one corridor to avoid distraction, but it disadvantages other 
pieces that seem less related to the work nearby.

There are many approaches and the diversity of work might make you think that the label of 
South Asian may not fit, but like Asian American or Middle Eastern American — concepts that 
are still in beta because they lump together populations based on Western perceptions rather 



than cultural histories — South Asians share a common history of trauma, displacement, and 
discrimination, and that makes the label a useful starting point for discussion.

Allan deSouza’s Rumpty-Tumpty series (1997/2017) is a fascinating project that is more relevant 
today than ever. Photographing the now defunct Trump Taj Mahal hotel and casino in Atlantic 
City, New Jersey, deSouza frames his images to highlight the underlying Orientalism, a type 
of appropriation that renders “exotic” features like ornate onion domes and brightly colored 
surfaces into pleasure palaces dripping with the inferred fantasies of colonialism and leisure.

He left 20 years of accumulated dust on his photo negatives when he recently printed the images 
for the show, and this adds a sense of time to them, making them resemble snapshots from the 
1970s. In today’s United States, one dominated by rising tides of nativism and xenophobia, these 
images take on a more nefarious meaning, particularly since these structures were created by 
the same person who is currently the most powerful — and dangerous — man in the world. It’s 
rather appropriate that the furnishings of the Trump Taj Mahal were sold off in a fire sale the 
same month this exhibition was on display.

DeSouza is an elder statesperson of South Asian art of the diaspora (though Zarina, also on 
display, is a whole generation older but has only recently been getting the serious mainstream 
attention her work deserves). Once part of the British black arts movement and later the Godzilla 
Asian American Arts Network in the US, deSouza has been practicing intersectionality before 
it was defined and, to his credit, he has been unabashedly presenting his work in many contexts 
— including South Asian ones — that have had a clear influence on other generations of artists.

Naeem Mohaiemen’s video is another must-see at the show. Focusing on the curious facts of 
liberation struggles, “Abu Ammar Is Coming” (2016) follows some Bangladeshi fighters who 
took part in the Lebanese Civil War at the end of the 20th century, including some who do so 
inadvertently, as they arrived as migrant labor and realized their employer was one “Company 
Fatah” (Arafat’s group within the Palestine Liberation Organization, aka PLO). The story is 
riveting, but the implications of such unconventional coalitions at a time when the fault lines 
of identity continue to shift are obvious. His use of documentary footage and documents raises 
questions about the way stories of war and liberation are told. Mohaiemen is also a good example 
of the new generation of South Asian artists who maintain strong ties to South Asia, while easily 
circulating in art communities in the US and elsewhere.

Ruby Chishti’s “The Present is a Ruin Without the People” (2016) is a fascinating wall sculpture 
created out of recycled textiles, wire mesh, and other materials. It’s cobbled-together architectural 
forms resemble the hollowed out carcasses of small abandoned homes, but at this scale they look 
more like bird houses, suggesting their residents have all flown away.

Mariam Ghani’s “Kabul 2, 3, 4” (2002–07) is part of her larger interest in archives, and her 
short video gives you a sense of the economic and cultural development of Afghanistan’s capital 
during a period when the country was the focus of US anti-terrorism rhetoric. I couldn’t help 
but watch the video and think about how little the images from the country have changed as 
the decades long proxy war between the US and its enemies continues to devastate the nation.



One of the only works to be allotted its own space in the exhibition is an installation by Anila 
Quayyum Agha, who is represented by her well-known Intersections series that was the first 
artwork to capture both the public and juried prizes at ArtPrize back in 2014. The series, as 
represented by “Crossing Boundaries” (2015), addresses the boundaries and limitations of 
gender in her native Pakistan, where religious conservatism had a profound impact on her early 
life. The form, which hangs in the center of the room like a beacon of light, is partly derived from 
her memories of the screens that separated men from women in mosques. My only criticism of 
the installation is that the artist’s work can easily envelope a much larger gallery and, like the rest 
of the exhibition, the artwork feels reigned in to accommodate the space.

Context was also an issue for Mequitta Ahuja’s “Performing Painting: A Real Allegory of Her 
Studio” (2015), which is a stunning painting of a nude artist in her studio, but it’s placement 
adjacent to the video corridor didn’t permit more dialogue with many of the other works — 
even if Jaishri Abichandani’s “We Were Making History 3” (2013), constructed of leather whips, 
fabric, studs, and wire, does provide a provocative counterpoint to the calm serenity of Ahuja’s 
R.B. Kitaj-inflected painting.

The bigger issue for this exhibition and many like it — I was also told a few South Asian American 
contemporary artists refused to be exhibited in the show because of its cultural framework — is 
whether the category of South Asian art is useful to understand the work. I overwhelming say 
it is. To assert non-nativist contexts for art in North America is not only important today but 
essential in the face of a political elite that is loudly advocating the assimilation of newly arrived 
non-European immigrant populations.

In a 2013 interview, Sikander explained that “Miniature painting for me has always been heroic 
in scope and not limited by its scale — it is a space to unleash one’s imagination.” In the same 
way, there are those of us who see the specificities of our identity as doors to limitless terrain, 
and in the face of the mounting forces of white supremacy, to assert the complexity of your 
identity is a form of resistance — it is a strength on which to build on, not erase or sublimate.

Lucid Dreams and Distant Visions continues at the Asia Society (725 Park Avenue, Upper East 
Side, Manhattan) until August 6.
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ARTINFO Sci-Fi and Segregation in St. Louis
BY RYAN LEE WONG 
WEDNESDAY, OCTOBER 12, 2016 AT 10:30 A.M.

Though Mariam Ghani’s The City & The City doesn’t directly address the story of Michael 
Brown, it offers a lyrical investigation into the larger forces that led to his death. Ghani created 
the video while completing a fellowship at Washington University. During that time, Brown was 
killed by a police officer in nearby Ferguson, sparking a new chapter in the Black Lives Matter 
movement. The film premiered at the Saint Louis Art Museum in 2015, and now Ryan Lee 
Gallery is showing it with a small selection of accompanying photographs.

The project takes its name from China Miéville’s novel of the same name. In the novel, two 
cities are interwoven in the same physical space, but their economic and political systems are 
completely separate. It is illegal for citizens to even look at each other’s cities; each has to pretend 
the other doesn’t exist. Drawn from the book, the text of Ghani’s film powerfully evokes the 
segregations — physical, mental, and political — that divide cities like St. Louis and Ferguson.

Still from Mariam Ghani’s The City & The City (2015). Courtesy the artist/Ryan Lee, New York.



The film opens with an unsolved murder; the dead man himself is our narrator (actor Derek 
Laney). He observes, in voiceover, people “carefully not noticing my body,” which was “stripped...
of anything that made it safe to see, to know.” The words bear a striking resonance in the wake 
of Brown’s killing, his body left in the street for hours.

In subsequent scenes, actors pantomime the actions the narrator describes: A detective hunts 
for clues, children peer from one city into the other. But the actors’ jeans, athletic clothes, and 
streetwear seem too everyday for the surreal plot; meanwhile the players themselves, silent 
throughout, feel like puppets for the story.

The strongest actor in the video is St. Louis itself. The video cuts from shots of tree-lined suburbs 
to abandoned factories and freeway overpasses. Miéville’s text is speculative, but the jarring 
transitions between these real spaces is totally strange. At times, one scene dissolves into another, 
and through stitching effects we gaze through trees and homes into the other city. Some spaces 
are ambiguous: A gothic church might be a part of the wealthier city, but it has been abandoned 
and then refilled with dusty furniture. A freeway sits next to a river bend, a natural border 
reinforced by a manmade one. Qasim Naqvi, an electronic composer and drummer, provides 
the film with an eerie soundtrack — sparse piano notes ring against mournful strings.

Invisibility and disappearance are longstanding concerns for Ghani. Her ongoing, multi-platform 
Index of the Disappeared, a collaboration with artist Chitra Ganesh, archives and exhibits stories, 
scholarship, and legal documents on post–9-11 surveillance and detention. Earlier this year, she 
installed a massive mural at the Queens Museum featuring 59 bright shapes, each representing 
an endangered language still spoken in the borough. Ghani draws our attention to these other 
Americas — the unnoticed survivors of displacement, diaspora, war.

The narrator of The City & The City reminds us that the two cities “are so densely interwoven 
that you can step from one into the other by crossing a single square of pavement.” It’s not that 
the other lives are hidden, but that we refuse to acknowledge them.



ARTINFO

Sara Raza’s highly anticipated curatorial debut at the Guggenheim in New York, But a Storm is 
Blowing From Paradise, was living up to its name on opening day. Unseasonably cold weather 
cast a cloud over the city as a stream of reporters, collectors, artists and other fashionably dressed 
guests pushed through the revolving doors of the iconic rotunda on 5th Avenue to the sound of 
thumping electronica and Middle Eastern drums. It was an exciting occasion; the British-born 
Raza was embarking on a two-year residency at the Guggenheim to spear head the third phase 
of the UBS MAP Global Art Initiative for Middle East and North Africa. With an impressive 
list of curatorial credits that have allowed her to leave her mark in practically ever corner of 
the globe, Raza and her keen and sympathetic eye towards the socio-political engagements of 
contemporary artists from the MENA region, seemed the perfect choice to lead the hallowed 
institution to more fertile and compelling grounds.

Once an underrepresented area of art, not just in permanent collections of storied museums, 
but in the homes and portfolios of private collectors, contemporary Middle Eastern art is 
having a renaissance of sorts thanks to the ever-growing interest in the region and the wealth 
and quality of work being produced by country nationals. More often than not, these artists 
tackle the complex, confusing, and at times, sobering topics of place, identity, religious freedom, 
sexism and geography, that have allowed an impressive array of art to enter the private and 
public markets for collectors, connoisseurs and museum bystanders. One of the more successful 
shows in recent memory to bring together a wide array of artists from the region and their work 
was the New Museum’s massive undertaking in 2014, Here and Elsewhere, which showcased an 
astounding array of mediums addressing such concerns and contemporary anxieties. When one 
is aware of the scope of art being offered by artists of the Middle East, news of a major institution 
dedicating space in their permanent collection to such an area is worth celebrating.



Yet this fact alone is what makes  But a Storm is Blowing From Paradise somewhat tricky and 
problematic. To the innocent onlooker, entering the museum’s ‘tower’ galleries was no different 
than entering the space of any other white-walled contemporary art gallery with inconvenient 
internal architecture and bright lighting. Greeted by perhaps the most impressive piece in the 
show, a graceful hanging metal structure entitled Flying Carpets by Nadia Kaabi-Linke, one is 
immediately drawn in to the geometric shadows cast on the floor, so much so that a guard 
seems to chastise visitors for standing directly underneath it every few minutes. Sandwiched in a 
corner beside Linke are the multi-media works of paper by the Iranian artist, Rokni Haerizadeh, 
whose hand-painted photographs lend their name to the exhibition’s title. The effect of the 
surrounding works is immediate—the palate of this show is subdued, slightly cold and highly 
intellectual. Upstairs, the ancient Algerian city of Ghardaïa is composed entirely of couscous by 
Kader Attia, the effect not unlike a sprawling sandcastle. In two floors alone, the stylised tropes 
of Orientalism have sneakily made their way into seemingly distant works. Two of the more 
successful works in the exhibition share the floor with Attia, first the heartbreaking Study for 
a Monument by the Tehran-born Abbas Akhavan, who rendered native flora and fauna to the 
Tigris and Euphrates Rivers in cast bronze and positioned them over white sheets, echoing the 
haunting effect of conflict-riddled areas where funeral displays are as stark and unsympathetic 
as the disasters endured by the natural world. Second, the beautiful dual video projection of A 
Brief History of Collapses by Mariam Ghani shows the crumbling, bombed-out interior of the 
Darul Aman Palace in Kabul, first erected in 1929, juxtaposed beside the Neoclassical-inspired 
Museum Fridericianum in Kassel, Germany. The cool voice of a narrator, reciting a laundry list 
of facts about each structure, washes over the space to a tantalising degree, allowing the viewer 
to contemplate the innate beauty of gradual destruction to once lofty structures.

Raza’s ambition is clear from her curatorial statement and her intentions are noble; however, the 
bulk of the exhibition seems to suffer from a majority of blank space and curious choices. The 
sheer fact that these works will be a part of the museum’s collection for future generations to 
encounter and work with is indeed grand and appropriately timed, yet something falls flat in the 
final array of art on offer.

Perhaps it is the soothsayer in every artist to anticipate the troubles of their time, yet contemporary 
Middle Eastern art has always championed understanding in the region amidst turmoil and 
confusion. Raza wrote from New York,



Raza adds, “Also the fact that there are many artists who have lived, studied and worked in 
major metropolitan North American and European cities, yet have been overlooked in terms of 
major museum acquisitions, several have not been actively collected by American institutions 
before, despite having contributed to the visual cultural discourse and essentially being part 
of an international dialogue.” With this show, Raza believes she has accomplished an “idea-
driven narrative which has helped to dissolve geographically imposed rubrics,” something many 
Middle Eastern artists can appreciate and support in their own work. Yet one cannot help but 
be curious over the conversations that will take place in the museum in the years to come, and 
if those imposed geographies will cease to dictate the quality of understanding over Middle 
Eastern. Ultimately, this is just a small taste of the artistic breadth that the region offers. 

But a Storm is Blowing from Paradise runs until October 5, 2016 at the Guggenheim in New 
York.

This article originally appears in the Summer 2016 issue of Harper’s Bazaar Art.



ARTINFO
The Remarkable Diversity Of Queens, As Seen 
Through Its Disappearing Languages
The borough is home to 59 endangered languages, which artist Mariam Ghani 
beautifully visualizes for a show at the Queens Museum.
MEG MILLER |  09.01.16  |  11:15 AM

The acrylic mural of a Queens map that greets visitors to the Queens Museum, in New York, is 
enormous, abstract, and angular, rendering the borough in a colorful array of polygons. Inside 
the shapes is the word for "tongue" in each of the endangered languages still spoken in Queens, 
by residents the artist Mariam Ghani refers to as people with "forked tongues." There are 59 such 
languages in total.

"Migrants and the multilingual are constantly speaking with forked tongues, slipping from one 
language to another," Ghani writes in her description of her project The Garden of the Forked 
Tongues, which is part of the exhibition Nonstop Metropolis, a collaborative show based around 
the work of author Rebecca Solnit and geographer Josh Jelly-Schapiro. "Moving from living in 
one language, to living in another; or growing up in environments where tongues are constantly 



in motion, and nominally separate languages share space in the same sentences."

Queens has been called “one of the most diverse places on Earth.” The evidence is in the languages. 
According to the Endangered Language Alliance, whose data Ghani used to create the mural as 
well as an accompanying interactive graphic, an estimated 500 languages are currently spoken 
in Queens. The 59 languages depicted in the map are the ones endangered, which means that 
Queens residents are some of the last people on Earth who know the language that they speak. 
Given that there are a total of 574 “critically endangered” languages worldwide, according to 
UNESCO, 59 is a pretty remarkable number to have just in one borough.

Ghani chose the word “tongue” to put inside of the polygons both because of its dual meaning—
tongue as both the organ in your mouth and the language that you speak—as well as its near-
universal availability across all languages and cultures. In both the mural and the interactive 
graphic, the locations of the polygons refer to how the languages are distribution across the 
borough. The colors show the connection between different languages, so that you can see that 
the language of Yucatec Maya from Nothern Belize, for example, is in the same Mayan language 
family as Tzotzil, spoken in the Mexican state of Chiapas. The size of each polygon is based on 
a couple different factors: the density of endangered language relative to others in Queens and 
the natural logarithm of the number of living speakers of that language left in the world. In 
the digital graphic, clicking on a version of “tongue” will bring up more information about the 



disappearing language, including where it is traditional spoken, how many people still speak it, 
and where it is spoken in Queens.

Ghani conceived of the work for the show, which features site-specific pieces that correspond 
with Solnit and Jelly-Schapiro’s soon-to-be-released book, Nonstop Metropolis: A New York 
City Atlas. The book follows up two of their previous books—Infinite City: A San Francisco 
Atlas and Unfathomable City: A New Orleans Atlas—with a collection of essays and artworks 
that creatively map the history of the city. Gahni’s infographic was inspired by an essay on the 
languages of the city by Suketu Mehta entitled Tower of Scrabble.

Ghani’s title Garden of the Forked Tongues is a play on the Borges short story, Garden of the 
Forking Paths, a parable that asserts the future is only one of several futures, or paths, that could 
have been taken. In the spirit of uncertain futures, Ghani writes, Garden of the Forked Tongues 
is based on the fact that in the present “we still have the ability to preserve languages in danger 
of disappearing, by documenting the forked tongues of living speakers who can translate the 
endangered words into more commonly understood ones.” Ghani’s approach to preservation 
and documentation is a lovely representation of linguistic data that reveals as much about the 
story of Queens as it does the diversity of those living there.



As Above, So Below: Mariam Ghani Unites Landscape and History
BY MOSTAFA HEDDAYA | FEBRUARY 27, 2015                        

The countries of Norway and Afghanistan do not typically invite comparison, or even adjacent 
presentation, but the artist Mariam Ghani does just that in “Like Water from a Stone,” her new 
solo exhibition at Chelsea’s Ryan Lee Gallery. The show has two components: the first, its titular 
work, is the result of a joint effort with dancer-choreographer and longtime collaborator Erin 
Ellen Kelly; the second is “Afghanistan: A Lexicon,” a series of prints updating a project the artist 
first published as a book in 2011 and later presented at Documenta 13 in 2012.

Encompassing photographic prints and a video, “Like Water from a Stone” is a site-specific work 
Ghani developed with Kelly during a six-week stint in Norway in 2013. Tracing the country’s 
varied geography from fjord to valley, the 20-minute film is the exhibition’s centerpiece, a loosely 
narrative series of landscape-based performances in which dancers interact intimately with the 
terrain. The dramatic natural backdrop — as Ghani tells it, a “beautiful landscape, but a very 
difficult one” — allows for a powerful juxtaposition between human form and geography. The 
video, which opens with a sequence featuring a dancer crawling, slowly, out of a dark tidal pool, 
concludes against an industrial backdrop in the city of Stavanger, capital of the country’s oil 
sector. The bodies that populate Ghani’s film appear alone or in groups of two or three (and once 
by double exposure). The dancers, who improvised their movements in response to the site, lie 
down, walk, float, and articulate their limbs — at times they are barely perceptible, receding 
discretely into the landscape. A haunting audio track by Qasim Naqvi complements the footage 
with a stereo composition that blends choral components with ambient noise recorded during 
filming in Norway.



Though decidedly non-linear, the video’s palette of scenes and sites touches on key moments in 
Norway’s history, be it the discovery of oil in the frigid North Sea, which dramatically altered the 
course of the country’s history, seaside Nazi bunkers, or a lighthouse abandoned during a 20th-
century financial crash in herring, one of the nation’s primary economic engines prior to the 
discovery of oil. From the 14th to 19th centuries, Norway was a part of the Danish empire, and 
Ghani recently told me that her interest in the country is linked to the energetic emergence of an 
independent national culture there in the 19th century. Her cinematography explicitly references 
the landscapes of 19th-century Norwegian romantic nationalist painting, a movement that was 
a part of a broader revival of national fervor during this early period of independence.

These conceptual cues, so subtle as to be largely unknowable to the casual viewer, are what link 
“Like Water from a Stone” to the 12 prints displayed from “Afghanistan: A Lexicon.” Illustrated 
by archival images and photographs taken by Ghani in her native Aghanistan, the prints are 
single-page text entries offering accounts and definitions of key concepts in Afghanistan’s history 
of culture. The original project, as published and displayed in 2011 and 2012, was a collaboration 
between Ghani and her father, a former academic who was elected president of Afghanistan last 
year, but the entries on view are entirely her own effort. Yet her family remains close at hand: one 
page, on the “whispers” strategy of discrediting a “political and military” target by disseminating 
malicious hearsay, cites the smear campaign carried out by political opponents against Queen 
Soraya in the late 1920s that questioned her commitment to Islam. Today, Ghani’s mother, a 
Lebanese-born Christian, is subject to similar tactics by Islamist elements in the country.

Though “Aghanistan: A Lexicon” occupies relatively scant real estate in the gallery — the works 
are hung opposite the wall onto which the Norwegian video is projected (the photographic 
prints from the latter occupy the front room) — it is fully one half of the conversation in the 
show, offering clues to the complex narratives that underlie even the most outwardly serene of 
landscapes.



Artist Mariam Ghani Tackles Afghanistan’s 
History And Identity
FEBRUARY 25, 2015
By Madeline Lagattuta      

In a new exhibition in New York, the daughter of 
Afghan president Ashraf Ghani explores nation-
building, memory, and history.

Artist Mariam Ghani creates elegant and deeply-
felt pieces focusing on nation-building in the 
Middle East. In her latest exhibition, “Like Water 
From a Stone,” on view at New York’s Ryan Lee 
Gallery (February 26–April 4; 515 W 26th St.; 
212-397-0742), seek out one piece in particular 
for a crash course in the young artist’s oeuvre.

First conceived as a 48-page book and created 
in collaboration her father—anthropologist 
Ashraf Ghani, the president of Afghanistan—
Afghanistan: A Lexicon showcases the core of 
her work: The flow of memory, history, and 
national identity. Family business aside, the work 
is incredibly timely and resonant. With ISIS 
raising its caliphate across borders in Syria and 
Iraq, even extremists are getting into the business 
of nation building. And for much of the Middle 

East, especially Afghanistan as it emerges from a long U.S. occupation, the struggle to locate and 
define a nation amid violence and destruction, and sectarian, ethnic, and political divides has 
never been more acute. 

Afghanistan: A Lexicon locates the nation in the memories of its people. On individual panels 
(12 of the total 71 are on display in New York), the nation’s foundational figures, places, and 
events are presented, tracing a cyclical history of the country through a series of destructions and 
rebirths that are rendered as entries in an encyclopedia, the great arbiter of capital-H History. 
Ghani herself is the originator, executor, and writer of prose; her father supplies the facts and 
interpretations, which she renders in her own voice. That transmission, from father to daughter, 
shows how history is made, in the artist’s view: Not by governments, institutions, or texts, but in 



the stories and remembrances of individuals. With themes that speak to and foreshadow current 
events, the panels bring the past into the present, and push us to consider whether Afghanistan’s 
history can be separated from its present identity—whether the history of any plot of land for 
that matter can be outrun, overcome, or ignored. 

The overarching conclusion of Ghani’s work is deceptively simple: Nations are their history, 
and history endures. Buildings can be knocked down, borders redrawn, but there are no clean 
breaks, not really. It’s a lesson anyone trying to build nations in the region (or dismantle them) 
would do well to consider.



Mariam Ghani’s apartment is a map to her layered identity.

Books rise from floor to ceiling, black binders of redacted Guantánamo Bay interrogations 
sharing shelf space with critical theory and dozens of cookbooks. An embroidered pillow made 
by a collective in Aleppo, Syria, before the bullets flew, sits on a vivid blue couch that matches 
the rug her father bought for her in Turkmenistan.

In the kitchen of her Clinton Hill, Brooklyn, loft, she curates her collection of refrigerator magnets 
with such maxims as: “This is your world. Shape it or someone else will,” but is embarrassed by 
the Mason jars of green tomatoes she pickled herself. “I’m a Brooklyn cliché,” Ms. Ghani said 
with a pained laugh.

Hardly. In her life and her career, Ms. Ghani, 36, lives between the labels. A New York-born 
visual artist, she is also the daughter of Ashraf Ghani, the president of Afghanistan.

Mariam Ghani, a Brooklyn Artist Whose Father 
Leads Afghanistan
BY LIZ ROBBINS | February 20, 2015



“There’s plenty of people in the art world who don’t know, which is preferable,” said Ms. Ghani, 
whose work has appeared in the Museum of Modern Art and in the Tate Modern in London. 

“She wants to be defined on her own merits,” said Erin Ellen Kelly, a choreographer and Ms. 
Ghani’s longtime film collaborator. “She wants people to look at her work and not her relationship 
to her family.”

Yet that connection is ever-present. Ms. Ghani’s mother, Rula, who is Lebanese, and her father, 
who was an anthropologist in exile from Afghanistan before turning to politics, helped shape 
her views of global history and memory.

“I grew up very much in between cultures, and that’s the position I work from as an artist,” she 
said with measured inflection in English, one of seven languages she speaks.

“Being in the diaspora, but also going back and forth between countries; being in one country, 
but identifying emotionally with another; growing up with these wars going on in my parents’ 
country and never feeling completely detached from that.”

She added, “I think the place I identify most with is the border.”

With the opening of her new show on Thursday, “Like Water From a Stone,” at the Ryan Lee 
Gallery in Chelsea, people will see Ms. Ghani’s overlapping worlds and get a rare glimpse of the 
family intellectualism.

The title piece is a 20-minute film she shot in Norway that opens with a woman lying on a jagged 
rock beneath a cerulean sky, the wind rippling through her black dress as it does the pools of 
water below. The imagery evokes Norse seafaring myths in the age before oil became an industry 
and the awesome power of nature.

The second piece is a collaboration with her father, “Afghanistan: a Lexicon,” which was first 
shown at the Documenta art festival in Kassel, Germany, in 2012. The Ghanis wanted to show 
history in Afghanistan as a cycle of reform, revolt, collapse and recovery. Of the original lexicon’s 
72 entries — with text and archival photos — 12 panels will be in the current show.

Father and daughter worked via Skype, agreeing that Ms. Ghani would have the final edits. 
“The tone would be in my wheelhouse: the speculative, poetic realm,” she said. Her father’s 
contribution would be his deep and abiding knowledge of Afghanistan.

Mr. Ghani, who met his wife at the American University of Beirut, received his doctorate at 
Columbia. Ms. Ghani was born in New York in 1978; her brother, Tarek, three years later. They 
had a serene suburban Maryland childhood while Mr. Ghani taught at Johns Hopkins University. 
Ms. Ghani earned degrees from New York University and the School of Visual Arts. Her father, 
after working at the World Bank, returned to Afghanistan in 2002, becoming a finance minister 
for President Hamid Karzai, running unsuccessfully for president in 2009 and then winning a 
disputed runoff last year.



“He is a remarkable person,” Ms. Ghani said, refusing to elaborate, wary of the attention or 
of saying anything to compromise her father’s position. “And he’s always been a remarkable 
person.”

Ms. Ghani’s friends and colleagues are more forthcoming about her intellect and   
accomplishments.

“What’s amazing is that she’s really relaxed and generous about it, in the way that she could also 
be elitist — but she’s not,” said Chitra Ganesh, a Brooklyn-born artist and one of Ms. Ghani’s 
longtime collaborators.

Since 2004, Ms. Ganesh and Ms. Ghani have worked on “Index of the Disappeared,” a reaction to 
the detention of immigrants in the United States post-9/11. Ms. Ghani defined it as “a Quixotic 
archive of redacted material” — transcripts of interrogations, scraps of lost identities. Some of 
the “Index” resides in notebooks in her apartment.

“What distinguishes Mariam’s project is her tenacity,” said Ramzi Kassem, an associate professor 
at the City University of New York, who worked with her while representing prisoners at 
Guantánamo Bay.

“Mariam, like most of us, is many different things at once,” he said. “This project, by design, is 
many different things over time: a video installation, archiving dimension, radio component, 
art installation.”

Ms. Ghani’s advocacy, too, takes many forms. She writes and lectures as a member of the 
Gulf Labor Working Group, which protests conditions for workers building art museums in 
Saadiyat Island of Abu Dhabi, in the United Arab Emirates. Last fall, she was part of a show of 
contemporary Arab-American Art in Los Angeles, “Shangri LA: Imagined Cities.”
The project manager of the LA/Islam Arts Initiative, Amitis Motevalli, said she was unaware that 
Ms. Ghani was the daughter of the Afghan president until after the exhibition.

“Sometimes if you are part of politics, you can have a sheltered perspective, but that’s not what 
I see when I see her work,” Ms. Motevalli said. “It speaks that she’s not necessarily using it as a 
way as getting forward in her career.”

As the daughter of a foreign leader, Ms. Ghani insisted that her life in New York has not changed. 
But in Afghanistan, because of security concerns, she cannot explore as she did when she filmed 
in the ruins of a Kabul palace for “A Brief History of Collapses” or for “Kabul: a Reconstruction.”

“I’m not really allowed to get out of the car on a public street,” she said. Just as artists and women 
sense the promise of freedom there, hers has been restricted.

Her father appointed her mother to direct initiatives for women, children and refugees, even as 
her mother’s Christianity provoked criticism. Ms. Ghani, declining to identify her own religion, 
said she supported her mother’s work.



“I think things in Afghanistan have to change for the better for everyone in order for them to 
change for the better for women,” Ms. Ghani said, explaining,“Women’s rights can’t be detached 
from human rights and economic justice and structural inequities.”

Ms. Ghani taught classes in Kabul and hired female artists there to work on her sets and as 
research assistants. She said she planned to continue that when she returned to Afghanistan to 
work. She received a grant from Creative Capital to digitize and reimagine the unfinished work 
of Afghan state filmmakers during the Communist period, from 1978 to 1991.

Ms. Ghani is also delving into controversy closer to home. She has a teaching fellowship at 
Washington University in St. Louis, which happened to coincide with the Ferguson protests in 
October. She is now producing a short film for the Saint Louis Art Museum based, loosely, on 
the noir novel “The City & the City,” by China Miéville.

The book is a murder mystery, featuring the citizens of neighboring cities who must, by law, “un-
see” the other. Ms. Ghani said she read it as an allegory both for Serbo-Croatia and for Kabul in 
the 2000s, where there was one city for expatriates and one for Afghans, with different laws and 
access zones. St. Louis, with its racial geography, felt eerily similar. The film will open in April.

“I don’t think that works of art produce concrete change,” Ms. Ghani said. “If anything, they are 
thin ends of a wedge where they just create a small opening in someone’s mind where something 
more direct and more concrete can enter in.”

If she sounds like a philosopher-poet, well, she is. But Ms. Ghani is also a feminist, an archivist 
and an activist, as well-versed in the politics of extraordinary rendition as she is in the very 
Brooklyn pursuit of homemade chile-passion-fruit sorbet.

“One of the reasons I wanted to be an artist,” she said, “is because I saw that by being an artist I 
could be so many other things as well.”

And if she were not an artist? “I would be something totally different,” Ms. Ghani said. “Like 
maybe a cryptologist.”
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Interview with Mariam Ghani

Kassel, June 2012 – Mariam Ghani’s research-based projects explore the socio-political histories of specific

places, and often respond directly to the site upon which she works and exhibits. For Documenta 13, Ghani

collaborated with a team to create the multichannel film, A Brief History of Collapses, which is based on and

filmed  within  Kassel’s  Museum  Fridericianum  and  the  Dar  ul-Aman  Palace  in  Kabul.  In  addition  she

produced Afghanistan: A Lexicon, with her father for Documenta's 100 Notes, 100 Thoughts series.

While Ghani was in between Kassel and Kabul, she took time to respond to my questions about her project,

its development, and what it was like to collaborate with her father.

Mariam Ghani, A Brief History of Collapses, Dar ul-Aman, video still; Courtesy of the artist.

Charles Schultz: I understand you have an academic background in literature and cinema studies.

How do those interests inform A Brief History of Collapses?

Mariam Ghani:  I  have a B.A. in Comparative Literature as well as an MFA. My background in comp lit

informs much of my work, and in particular the way I think about and work with language and narrative. In A
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Brief History of Collapses this is perhaps most obvious in the preoccupation with the contrapuntal narratives

(a term borrowed from Edward Said) that emerge in the interplay between the architectures and histories of

the two buildings I filmed, the Museum Fridericianum in Kassel and the Dar ul-Aman Palace in Kabul.

CS: The term “collapse” could be interpreted many ways; how do you think of it in terms of your

film?

MG: The collapses referenced in A Brief History of Collapses could be interpreted in several different ways:

on the physical plane, as the actual collapses of the actual structures of the two buildings depicted; within

the historical narrative, as the recurring cycles of political collapses and recoveries undergone by the two

states in which the buildings are situated; and on the metaphorical level, as the collapse of history itself,

whether through compression or conflation, the passage of history into myth or myth into history, and the

elisions and transmutations that occur when history is rewritten after wars and coup d'etats.

CS: There seems to be a fair amount of symmetry involved on many layers. Not only are there a lot of

symmetrical  spaces in the architecture of  the buildings,  but  their  histories also seem to have a

certain (mirrored?) symmetry. Do symmetrical movements play much of a role in the installation?

MG:  The  buildings  themselves  are  axisymmetrical,  so  that  symmetry  informed  the  way  I  plotted  the

trajectories that the cameras and performers take through the spaces. Each channel of video shows one of

the two buildings, and for each building/channel, the camera's path was designed so that when the two

channels  were  juxtaposed,  the  two  frames  would  sometimes  be  moving  in  the  same  direction,  and

sometimes be mirrored (left on one side, right on the other, up on one side, down on the other). The path of

the women seen fleetingly in each building, meanwhile, was planned and edited such that their movement

frequently implies a kind of illusory continuity between the two spaces (e.g. one crosses from left to right on

the left screen, then the other crosses from left to right on the right screen) even though they are played by

two  different  performers,  wearing  quite  different  costumes.  Meanwhile,  the  costumes  exemplify  certain

elements of the production design that may appear to be opposed or mirrored, but actually encode the same

meanings; one woman wears mostly black, and the other mostly white, but each is the color of mourning in

its specific context.

The video is installed with the two channels projected onto two very large screens (in Kassel, almost floor-

to-ceiling) which are arranged in a wide V with a gap in the center, like a hinge or an open book. Facing the

screen is a semi-circular  bench, separated into two parts with a gap in the center.  This is  of  course a

symmetrical arrangement that refers to the architecture of the two buildings, and also to the way the piece

connects them (like a hinge) without equating them (allowing them to remain separate).

CS: Can you talk a little about how the Brothers Grimm are incorporated in your narrative?

MG: The slightly heightened language, poetic devices and rhythms of fairytales provide an overall framework

for the narration of the video. The introduction references the Grimms directly, along with Afghan folklore and

the 1001 Nights, to suggest that the story or stories that follow should be understood as unfolding in the

time-out-of-time or nonlinear time of oral history rather than the strict linear progressions of written history. A

later section of the narration deals directly with the Grimms, speculating about the reasons behind the turn

towards moralization in the later editions of their fairytales. The next story told is about something I refer to

as the "war of fairytales" and concerns the uses of existing fairytales, and the writing of new and more

overtly political tales, in youth recruitment efforts by various parties in Germany during the Weimar period,

which ultimately led to the Allied ban on Grimm tales in the period immediately following WW2. I wanted to

include these stories about storytelling -- and particularly stories about the political uses of fairy and folktales,

along with stories about books that were banned, burned and stolen -- in order to put forward some ideas

about  the  weight  and  consequences  of  narration,  the  role  played  by  culture  (whether  art,  literature,

architecture or folklore) in the construction and reconstruction of national imaginaries, and the ways that

myth becomes history and history myth.
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Mariam Ghani, A Brief History of Collapses, Fridericianum, video still; Courtesy of the artist.

 

CS: Can you talk a little about the dance and narrative elements? How did these come together?

MG:  The  movement  you  see  onscreen  is  certainly  choreographed  but  not  necessarily  dance  in  any

traditional sense. The two figures pursued by the two cameras are always escaping either the frame of the

architecture or the frame of the screen, so they are mostly seen in parts, or partially obscured, or in passing,

at a distance or from behind. Usually, they are simply walking, but with a certain purpose, as if towards a

definite destination. Another choreography, the staging of small events and objects around or alongside the

passage  of  the  camera,  also  operates  simultaneously.  These  can  be  very  minimal,  like  a  particular

photograph hung on a wall, or timed very precisely, like a flurry of burned pages wafting past the camera. In

either case the camera does not seem to remark them or react to them, in the same way that it tracks the

movement of the women; the camera simply passes by or through them without comment. These objects

and events are linked to specific references in the voiceover narration, but the references deliberately occur

several minutes before or after the visual cue, so the links are probably not immediately apparent on a first

viewing of the video but would be clear to a viewer watching the loop a second time.

CS: The lexicon you created with your father seems like a wonderful project on its own. Have you

collaborated with your father before? What was that experience like?

MG: Afghanistan: A Lexicon, the notebook that my father and I wrote collaboratively for Documenta's 100

Notes, 100 Thoughts series, definitely does function as a complete work on its own, but reading it would also

reinforce or enrich a viewer's experience of A Brief History of Collapses, because the ideas that it examines

in a more analytic mode overlap to some extent with the ideas explored in a more poetic register in the

video's voiceover narration. In fact, the notebook project came out of an overlap between my thinking about

and research for A Brief History of Collapses and my father's thinking and research at the time. Specifically,

we both were preoccupied with the contemporary significance of the Dar ul-Aman Palace, the king who built

it, Amanullah, and the period of his reign, 1919-29. We were also both thinking (and talking together) about

how to write a non-linear history of 20th-century Afghanistan, which to us appeared more like a recursive

cycle (based on a pattern set during the Amanullah period) than a straight line of causes and effects. The

lexicon -- which allows for cross-referencing and multiple, overlapping definitions -- seemed like a form that

would allow a different kind of history, or histories, to be written. As far as the collaboration goes, we had

actually written together before, but in this case the usual roles were reversed, and I was in the position of

the "senior author" with the first say on determining the overall structure and the last edit on every text. My

father took this with remarkable grace, and I think we're both quite happy with the result.
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Mariam Ghani, A Brief History of Collapses, Dar ul-Aman, video still; Courtesy of the artist.

 

CS: Would you consider A Brief  History of Collapses  to be a site-specific or site-responsive art

work? Do you think it would be effective elsewhere, say in New York?

MG:  Like  a  number  of  previous  projects  about  places  or  buildings,  A Brief  History  of  Collapses  is  a

site-responsive work, but not a site-specific one. By which I mean that the video was imagined, developed

and made very much in response to the sites of production, the particular buildings where it was filmed, and

in relation with their resonances in their particular contexts, the cities of Kassel and Kabul. The installation of

that video, however, is a variable and scalable piece that can adapt to many different sorts of settings, rather

than an installation developed specifically for the site of viewing at Documenta 13. In fact the project has

been premiered almost simultaneously in both Kassel and Kabul,  and looks a little bit  different,  but still

recognizably itself, in each place. Of course it adds a little extra fillip to the viewing in Kassel to view the

video in  the  Fridericianum itself,  and  to  recognize  onscreen,  somehow altered,  a  corridor  you  recently

walked through. This experience will probably never be repeated after Documenta, however -- in Kabul the

video  is  being  shown  in  another  building  altogether,  not  in  Dar  ul-Aman  --  and  that  seems  perfectly

appropriate to me. In other places, the effect will be not recognizing the familiar, and having it re-presented

as strange and new, but  rather  being presented with  something new and strange,  and gradually  being

coaxed into a kind of intimacy with it.

—Charlie Schultz

ArtSlant would like to thank Mariam Ghani for her assistance in making this interview possible.
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Poster for Gulf Labor’s 52 Weeks at the 55th Venice Biennale, 2013. Image courtesy Gulf Labor.

One of the initial signatories of the coalition’s boycott of the
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