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Around Town: Sharjah March Meetings
For the three-day event in the UAE, the best works and talks were ones in which geographical and
cultural hybridity shone through
B Y  PA B L O  L A R I O S

It’s early evening in Sharjah. I’m one of 100-odd people sitting in an outdoor square, �anked by the cubic buildings of the
city’s old town. Before us glows a cartoonish diorama of a Mediterranean city: red-roofed houses, a pink river, city walls and
crumbling towers. On stage, around 20 men begin to tap the lulling baritone of jahlahs and clay-pot drums, singing �djeri,
the songs sung by pearl divers in the Gulf. For Wael Shawky’s Song of Roland: The Arabic Version (2017), the foundational epic
of Old French is transposed to classical Arabic and traditional song. While the original chanson de geste (song of heroic
deeds) from c.1100 glori�es the defeat of Carolingian armies during a Basque-Qasawi Muslim ambush in the Pyrenees in 778
CE, Shawky’s reversal of its Eurocentrism is biting and topical in an age of renewed fault lines between East and West, religion
and secularism: ‘for wrong is with the Muslims, but with the Christians right’.



Wael Shawky, Wael Shaw The Song of Roland: The Arabic Version, 2018, perfromance documentation, Sharjah Art Foundation’s March Meeting 2018. Courtesy:

Sharjah Art Foundation

‘Active Forms’, this year’s March Meeting (the eleventh edition, held at the Sharjah Art Foundation), was an impassioned
three-day tangle of performances, �ve exhibitions and numerous discussions, mostly hinging on our globalized present in
which periphery and centre are knotted. The presenters were refreshingly global, hailing from Australia, Bangladesh, the Gulf,
Iraq, Japan, Lebanon, Palestine and elsewhere; from Kazakhstan, Almagul Menlibayeva spoke about her photography
documenting climate change in the Aral Sea, which has all but disappeared after the Soviet diversion of its source rivers.

The best works and talks were ones in which geographical and cultural hybridity shone through in all its messiness. Mona
Saudi’s exhibition, ‘Poetry and Form’, assembled the artist’s delightfully weird, formalistic, abstract stone sculptures and
drawings in�uenced by her personal correspondence with Arab-language poets Adonis and Mahmoud Darwish. In the ‘Active
Forms’ exhibition, Maha Maamoun’s video Dear Animal (2006) sees a drug dealer turn into a goat-like animal (from a story
by Egyptian writer Haytham el-Wardany): a compelling articulation of the ways in which myth converges with personal
experience. At the heritage house of Bait Al Serkal, Cairo-based artist Anna Boghiguian presented an impressive retrospective
of her life’s work (which has travelled from Castello di Rivoli, Turin), seemingly set in a future-present in which the world’s
bees have become extinct and the boats that once carried salt for trading are beached (The Salt Traders, 2015). Besides
wafting sails, artist books, collages and paintings (such as the 90-piece drawing suite from 2011–12, ‘Un�nished Symphony’,
there’s a life-sized representation of her Cairo studio, and a hidden room in which dead bees drip from a giant wax ear
(Tunnel of Life, 2018), like a surreal ode to history’s unreal turns.



Anna Boghiguian, The Salt Traders, 2018, mixed media, dimensions variable. Installation view: Sharjah Art Foundation, 2018. Courtesy of Castello di Rivoli

Museo d’Arte Contemporanea on loan from Fondazione per l’Arte Moderna e Contemporanea CRT; photograph: Sharjah Art Foundation

Speakers pointed to our need, in the arts and elsewhere, for modes of cultural intersectionality: welcoming di�erences of
geography, context and intention. Artists Marwa Arsanios, Dale Harding and Naeem Mohaiemen showed how terms such as
Global South and Third World are in themselves con�ictual: the now-derided nomenclature Third World was once associated
with theorist Homi K. Bhabha’s positive notion of a Third Space. Mohaiemen spoke of networks of radical South-East Asian
publishers in New York in the run-up to 9/11; Harding, of museums as sites of tension and exclusion for his partly indigenous
Australian family.

Reversing the dominant gaze emerged as a common concern: for example, in �lmmakers John Akomfrah and Reem Shilleh’s
presentation about the ‘militant image’ or in the Kuwait-born artist Monira Al-Qadiri’s talk, partly about her decade spent in
Japan. Malian writer, �lmmaker and theorist Manthia Diawara o�ered some insight into how to connect disparate lands and
political activism, relating négritude, 1960s pan-Africanism and pan-Arab movements. Diawara followed cultural theorist
and poet Édouard Glissant (who died in 2011) on a cross-Atlantic trip that ended in Glissant’s native Martinique: ‘I accept my
opacity,’ Glissant said. ‘Everyone likes broccoli, but I hate it. But do I know why?’



Hajra Waheed, Hold everything dear, 2018, performance documentation. Courtesy: Sharjah Art Foundation

Unsurprisingly, it was the older participants who had the most to say. Reading a new essay, ‘Art and Resistance’ (2018),
Rasheed Araeen spoke of the expectation he met in the UK, when he moved from Pakistan in 1964, that he make art
representative of his identity: ‘My experience of being de�ned by this continued imperialism was so shattering that I could
not ignore it.’ He penned manifestos and founded journals suchas Black Phoenix and Third Text to bringthese issues to the
fore. ‘My point’, Araeenstated, ‘is that imperialism has not ended and is still here, and it in�uences the production of art and
its legitimation,’ adding: ‘Without resisting and confronting it we cannot produce anything worthwhile.’

It seems apt that no common language of resistance emerged in ‘Active Forms’. The best artists here demonstrated that the
way forward lies in encouraging hybridities and syncretism – the very ‘creolization’ spoken of by Glissant. If we don’t embrace
the strange unwieldiness of the pluralities of our time, we’ll fall back into the dichotomous medievalism of ‘The Song of
Roland’, which presaged: ‘Ye are likely to �ght such a battle as was never fought before.’

The 10th March Meeting, ‘Active Forms’ <http://sharjahart.org/march-meeting-2018> , 2018, ran at Sharjah Art Foundation
from 17–19 March.

Main image: Zineb Sedira, Sunken Stories (detail), 2018, wooden boats, resin, stainless steel and steel reinforcement bars, dimensions variable, installation view, SAF

Art Spaces, Sharjah. Courtesy: Sharjah Art Foundation
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military unity that was necessary for liberation. In 
other words, on the level of narration we have here a 
piece of secular, modern historiography as it is gen-
erally practiced in our time.

However, on the visual level Shawky’s videos 
plunge viewers into the atmosphere of the medieval 
chronicles. The principle characters of the story are 
represented by marionettes rather than by living ac-
tors and the “real” landscapes of the Middle East are 
substituted by highly artificial medieval miniatures. 
Medieval chronicles, including the chronicles of the 
Crusades, do not clearly differentiate between his-
tory and myth, acts of men and acts of God, natural 
and supernatural powers, men and animals, living 
and dead. Their true topic is the miraculous: the 
promise of the miracle, waiting for the miracle, expe-
riencing the miracle, remembering the miracle. The 
same can be said about the theater of marionettes, 
which had an important place in medieval culture. 
The mere fact that inanimate figures could move 
and act as if they were men or animals or ghosts or 
gods was  experienced by the public as a miracle—as 

Wael Shawky’s “Cabaret Crusades” video trilogy—
THE HORROR SHOW FILE (2010), THE PATH TO 
CAIRO (2012), and THE SECRETS OF KARBALA 
(2014)—tells the story of the first Crusade. Started by 
a call issued by Pope Urban II in 1095 to conquer the 
Holy Land, it led to the establishment of the king-
dom of Jerusalem by the Crusaders and ended with 
their defeat by the armies of Saladin nearly a hun-
dred years later. Shawky’s narrative is adapted from 
historian Amin Maalouf’s book The Crusades Through 
Arab Eyes (1984), which is written from a perfectly 
modern, secular perspective: History is narrated as 
made by men who are driven by interests and pas-
sions. The videos tell the story of the violent expan-
sion of the Crusaders into Muslim lands, of terror 
against the population, of treason and intrigues that 
dominated Muslim politics in these years and made 
resistance against the Crusaders almost impossible. 
Only very slowly did the Muslims find political and 

B O R I S  G R O Y S

THE 
      RETURN   
  OF THE     
             STRINGS

B O R I S  G R O Y S  is Professor at New York University and Senior  

Research Fellow at the Academy of Design, Karlsruhe, Germany.

WAEL SHAWKY, CABARET CRUSADES, THE HORROR SHOW FILE, 2010, 

HD video, color, sound, 31 min 49 sec / KABARETTISTISCHE KREUZZÜGE, 

DIE HORRORSHOW-AKTE, HD-Video, Farbe, Ton.
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a  momentous suspension of the opposition between 
life and death.

Today, puppet theater is associated mostly with 
children’s spectacles or films. The use of puppets 
suggests the purely fictional character of a story and 
the dominance of entertainment value over content. 
Shawky alludes to this conventional use of puppets 
when he titles his trilogy “Cabaret Crusades”—caba-
ret being associated in our cultural imagination with 
light entertainment. However, in the Middle Ages, 
the puppet theater—even if it was mostly directed 
toward an unsophisticated audience—dealt with seri-
ous matters; often it demonstrated man confronting 
supernatural powers and challenging fate. Not acci-
dentally, Don Juan and Faust were originally figures 
of the puppet theater. With the emergence of the 
Enlightenment, the situation changed. The use of 
marionettes was scorned because it demonstrated the 
dependence of human beings on the supernatural. 
Liberation meant shaking off the strings that turned 
men into puppets manipulated by external powers.  

The phrase “no strings attached” still aptly sum-
marizes our understanding of freedom. Shawky has 
reattached the strings to the characters in his videos. 
This return of the strings is made even more spectac-
ular by the fact that the marionettes are no longer 
seen in the familiar context of the puppet theater. 
Shawky’s strings seem to hang from nowhere—and 
thus the characters seem to be moved by the invisible 
hand of fate. The return of the strings means the re-
turn of the miraculous, unexpected, and fated. The 
contrast between secular, prosaic, rationally built 
narrative, and the visual world in which myth and the 
miraculous dominate creates inner tension and a dy-
namic that keep viewers enthralled throughout the 
entire cycle. 

A week before I began to write this text, I saw the 
complete Ring des Nibelungen in Bayreuth, staged by 
Frank Castorf. I was struck by the similarity between 
Wagner’s and Shawky’s projects. Wagner also tried to 
tell myth by means of secular art—in his case, opera. 
Both Der Ring des Nibelungen and “Cabaret Crusades” 
are Gesamtkunstwerks. They show the world in its 
totality thrown off balance by an unlawful, criminal 
act fueled by human hubris. In the case of Wagner, 
it is the theft of the Rheingold. In the case of Shawky, 

WAEL SHAWKY, “Myth and Legends,” installation view, 

Serpentine Gallery London, 2013 – 2014 / Installationsansicht.

(PHOTO: HUGO GLENDINNING)
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If Castorf radically modernizes Wagner’s cycle to 
demonstrate its universality and relevance for our 
own time, Shawky practices aesthetic archaization by 
substituting actors with puppets. But, of course, both 
of these works belong to our contemporaneity. In the 
case of Shawky’s videos, this connection is obvious 
enough—one needs only to watch the news from the 
Middle East. But there is, of course, a deeper con-
nection of the work to the contemporary condition. 
In recent decades, we have been confronted with a 
chain of revolutions and counter-revolutions all over 
the world, including Egypt. These events show that 
the course of things can be violently interrupted 
at certain points in time, but this interruption can-
not be stabilized. Revolutions are followed by resto-
ration, intrusions by resistance. No historical force 
is forceful enough to put the course of things under 
its control.

In a somewhat paradoxical way, this insight leads 
to a new evaluation of the role of personality in his-
tory. Instead of classes and nations, which were un-
derstood as collective historical subjects that could 
dominate the world, individuals now reappear on the 
historical scene. Some of these individuals, Nibelung 
or Crusader, try to take fate into their hands, to de-
fine the course of history, to take the place of the 
invisible puppeteer. Like Don Juan and Faust, these 
hubristic actors move inexorably toward catastrophe 
and defeat. Other individuals know their limits and 
become successful within them. This view of history 
is neither progressive nor reactionary, neither crit-
ical nor affirmative. It accepts the status quo—but 
it accepts it as a flow that inevitably changes every-
thing. In Shawky’s videos, history is shown at once as 
a narrative describing the actions of real men with 
real interests and passions and as a stage on which 
these men hang from strings operated by fate. It is, 
actually, a very contemporary view of history that in 
recent times has manifested its miraculous and fate-
ful dimension.

it is the intrusion of the Crusaders into the Middle 
East. Both criminal acts have the power to make time 
out of joint, to change the normal course of things, 
producing a state of chaos and causing extreme vio-
lence, treason, and suffering. And in both cases, the 
world comes back to its right course when this crimi-
nal act is corrected: The Rheingold is brought back to 
the Rhine; the Crusaders are driven from the Holy 
Land.

The concept of the right course of things is prob-
ably the oldest concept that mankind has created to 
explain the human condition. The Chinese called 
it Dao; the Romans called it fatum. The biblical re-
ligions, questioning this concept, substituted fatum 
with the will of God. But as time went by, the concept 
of fatum reemerged. Not accidentally, both Wagner 
and Shawky have chosen the Middle Ages as the set-
ting for their works. The Middle Ages reasserted faith 
in the right course of things—and also the belief that 
the attempt to act against the fatum will inevitably be 
punished. But why did Wagner return to the idea of 
the right course of things in the nineteenth century? 
And why does Shawky do it now?

Wagner wrote his Ring des Nibelungen at the time of 
the Industrial Revolution, which created a rupture, 
a break with the traditional way of life. Gold seemed 
to give unlimited power to those who owned it. At 
the end of the Ring, the gold disappears again into 
the waters of the Rhine. But that does not necessarily 
mean a return to the pre-capitalist past; it means sim-
ply that gold loses its magic, its promise of absolute 
power. It is interesting in this respect that Castorf 
stages the Ring as a revolutionary, Marxist, Commu-
nist epic. Here not capitalism but, rather, the revo-
lutionary Marxist movement is presented as a man-
ifestation of human hubris. The flow of the Rhine 
becomes the flow of capital. Onstage, the Rhine is 
substituted by the New York Stock Exchange—and 
it is the place to which the Daughters of the Rhine 
bring the gold that was variously stolen by Marxist 
revolutionaries, Russian oil tycoons, and revolution-
ary adventurers. The Ring is staged as a failure of an-
ti-capitalist revolution instead of a metaphor of the 
failure of the capitalist revolution. In both cases, the 
world comes back to its course, after its violent inter-
ruption comes to an end.

WAEL SHAWKY, CABARET CRUSADES, DRAWING, 2013, 

metallic paint, gouache, and pencil on paper, 11 3/4 x 8 1/4” /  

KABARETTISTISCHE KREUZZÜGE, ZEICHNUNG, 

Metallfarbe, Gouache und Farbstift auf Papier, 29,8 x 21 cm.
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WAEL SHAWKY, CABARET CRUSADES, THE SECRET OF KARBALA, 2014, 

marionettes, production photos / KABARETTISTISCHE KREUZZÜGE, 

DAS GEHEIMNIS VON KERBALA, Marionetten, Produktionsphotos.

(PHOTOS: ARNIKA FÜRGUT, KUNSTSAMMLUNG NRW)



Wael Shawky in Milan: A cosmopolitan artistic ecumenopolis exists just
behind the carnage

Wael Shawky, who has achieved global recognition for his epic video productions, is currently showing at

three different galleries across northern Italy. Taken together, the shows at Castello di Rivoli, Fondazione

Merz and the Lisson Gallery Milan present something of a mid-career retrospective, displaying the artist’s

surreal and meticulously researched re-imaginings of Upper Egyptian storytelling and the history of the

Crusades. Given that Shawky’s Cabaret Crusades, his more renowned film trilogy, portrays the Crusades as a

monstrous danse macabre between Arab and European cultures, Italy avails itself as an appropriate setting.

One imagines the aberrant marionettes that populate the Crusades films as they march through the Alps

and foothills outside Milan and Turin, a brigade of murderous toys on its way to commit atrocity in the Holy

Land.

The exhibition at the Lisson Gallery presents a selection of drawings Shawky made while preparing his two

video trilogies, Cabaret Crusades (2010-2015) and Al Araba Al Madfuna (2012-2016). Those trilogies, which

have appeared in various incarnations during the past six years, are often accompanied by immersive

installations. The Fondazione Merz shows the Al Araba trilogy in full for the first time, projecting it in a

gallery space filled with sand. Viewers watch the films while sitting on miniature sand dunes, the darkened

and cool interior of the Fondazione echoing the many subterranean spaces of Al Araba. Nearby, at the

Castello di Rivoli, are the three Cabaret films, installed in the cavernous top floor of the converted castle.

The space is punctuated by bubblegum-pink medieval fortifications Shawky constructed for the show.

Inside, the viewer finds small, cave-like projection theaters where each film plays on loop. Outside the

cotton-candy ramparts, a long marble platform, gleaming white in the gallery lights, holds small bonsai

trees, flowers, and members of the Murano-glass marionette cast from Secrets of Karbala, the third Cabaret
film. Their grotesque, chimerical personas are offset by their fragile, effervescent materiality. Like
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translucent crustacea and emaciated, masked phantoms, the puppets stand frozen alongside the films they

dramatize to such eerie effect.

The least bombastic of the three shows, yet also the most illuminative of Shawky’s practice, the drawing

exhibition at the Lisson provides a view onto the preparatory connective tissue that links the Cabaret and

Al Araba projects. During my trip across northern Italy to review the three shows, I saw the Lisson

exhibition last, and its quiet, self-contained air contrasted markedly with the environmental thrill and

macabre theater on display at the two larger exhibitions. There is one room, 13 small drawings and a large

mirror with the map of a Crusades-era city sandblasted on its surface (Cabaret Crusades, Map 3, 2016). For

what the show lacks in showmanship, it more than makes up for in the gentle sense of mystery that

surrounds the drawings, as well as the opportunity to divine some of the connecting strands that bridge and

unite the two trilogies. These larger projects have dominated Shawky’s career during the past half-decade,

continuing his earlier engagement with the ways historical narrative necessarily alters what it seeks to

document, the unfolding of human events in time. These drawings bear witness to an artist playing with

ideas and forms as they make the transition from his whimsical handling of graphite, ink and loose pigment

to the high drama and disturbing undertones that define his films. They also show Shawky’s interest in

transformation and the grotesque, two concepts that permeate his film projects and frame his approach to

the practice of history. Finally, most notably in the mirror work, this show helps flesh out what I think of as

Shawky’s career-spanning project of artistic ecumenopolis – a city that covers the entire surface of a world

– in which he freely borrows from the material and visual culture of the Levant and the Western

Mediterranean to give fleeting, barely recognizable form to a cosmopolitan community of artists and

artisans indebted to history, even as they give searing representation to its atrocities.

The drawings, all made in 2015, are directly related to the Al Araba trilogy by their names. They show

strange, distended creatures that are part man, part animal, and sometimes part inanimate object. In one



drawing, two gargantuan turtle-like beings lay asleep, their noses touching in the barest suggestion of a

kiss. A city sprawls out on the shell of one of the creatures, the buildings delineated in thin lines of ink.

Minarets sprout out of the turtle-thing’s flank, and, further back in the drawing’s landscape, a cyclopean

ruin stands, all right angles and straight lines, in stark contrast to the biomorphic, gestural quality of the

turtle-cities. In another, an orange and pink longboat glides over a colorfully speckled sea, its front end a

parrot’s head. The boat seems to contain a small human settlement, with the suggestion of people brought

forth by tiny dots of pigment. A delicate palm tree springs out of the stern. Three more colorful drawings

bear the obvious influence of Pharaonic visual culture, their flattened depth of field mimicking wall reliefs

in ancient Egyptian tombs. One shows the jackal-headed Anubis, an Egyptian god associated with

mummification and the afterlife, tending to a royal sarcophagus, the outline of his rigid body standing out

against a solid background of saturated orange gouache. All of the drawings have been sprinkled with

shrewd amounts of metallic glitter, their surfaces sparkling gently.

The narratives of the Al Araba films are each adapted from short stories by Egyptian author Mohamed

Mustageb. These stories tell tales of small Egyptian villages that undergo watershed changes due to shifts

in tradition or mystical intervention. Al Araba Al Madfuna I (2012) is based on the story The J-B-Rs, which

recounts how a hamlet takes up a series of animals as their main source of material welfare. As they change

from camels to mules to, finally, the forbidden pig, the townspeople find that their bodies undergo bizarre

metamorphosis to become more like their animal of choice. Al Araba Al Madfuna III (2016), based on

Mustageb’s Sunflowers, tells the story of a village that adopts the sunflower as its principal crop, only to

have their fortunes turn when the irrepressible plant overtakes their farms and invades the very heart of the

village itself.

Shawky’s drawings show the fanciful results of similar transformations. A building morphs into a monitor

lizard. One side of a hill stretches out to become the neck of a sad-eyed brontosaurus. Minarets turn into

writhing snakes. Crowds of people gather peacefully under the body of a multi-limbed, faceless monster.



The ways communities interact and change one another through war and material culture has been a

perennial concern for Shawky throughout his career, and he wields the grotesque as a powerful symbolic

mode in his latest films and drawings as a way to represent the transformations wrought through conflict,

border-crossing and material exchange. According to the American art historian Frances Connelly, the

grotesque is a playful, impure and hybrid mode of expression, one uniquely suited to a globalizing world in

which local tradition is always already mingled with alien cultural forces. While ostensibly located in

historical or mythical realms, the grotesques of Shawky’s films and drawings have much to say about the

globalization and cultural mixing that began, the artist’s work seems to suggest, far before the modern era,

during events like the Crusades. In Shawky’s work, the grotesque is a signature of cultural contact and

transformation, two unfoldings that are inextricably linked.

Finally, there is the meter-tall mirror, which sits on the Lisson’s floor, leaning against the gallery’s back

wall. It presents the round form of a Crusades-era city map, buildings walled in by a circular fortification

and bisected by a river. The image of the map is projected on the floor as a shadow by the mirror’s

reflection. Appropriations of the historical material and visual cultures of the Levant, the Middle East and

the Western Mediterranean is a central part of Shawky’s Cabaret trilogy. The puppets that occupy the films’

roles were made by European artisans using centuries-old techniques. Path to Cairo, the second film,

features ceramic marionettes created by French santonniers (Nativity scene sculptors), while the third film

has a cast of 300 glass marionettes made by glass-workers in Venice. During a conversation with the artist

in 2013, Shawky told me that he referenced Giotto’s frescoes, Renaissance cosmograms, medieval

cartography, ballads sung by Sunni pearl fishers from Bahrain and Shia prayer songs called radouds. The

final stage of Shawky’s work on the Crusades was another act of cultural appropriation: He reimagined, with

woodworkers from Italy’s Veneto region, the Crusades paintings of Eugène Delacroix, Cornelis Claesz van

Wieringen, and Alexandre Jean-Baptiste Hesse as large-scale wooden reliefs. Grotesques also populate



these reworkings. An aquatic behemoth floats alongside the battleships of van Wieringen’s work, and a

long-necked phantasm hovers above the drama of a court scene by Hesse. Sandblasted mirror-making is

another Venetian medium.

Shawky’s Crusades-centered works all emerge from these constellations of influence and networks of

artistic collaboration. Even while they represent sectarian bitterness and politico-religious massacre, they

exist as artworks due to the cooperation of European and Levantine artisans and the intermixing of

traditions from the very geographical areas that were once beset by religious conflict. Shawky’s work cuts

both ways, presenting an apocalyptic vision of a world thrown into chaos that is nonetheless the product of

peaceful artistic exchange. Even as Constantinople burns in Secrets of Karbala, the partnerships that

brought this spectacle to fruition shine forth, suggesting a cosmopolitan artistic ecumenopolis that exists

just behind the carnage. That the mirror work at Lisson represents a city – one shaped like a world, and that

is also twinned by its own shadow version – goes straight to the heart of Shawky’s project. For while there is

plenty of barbarity and fearful transformation on display in his films, they also bare the traces of another

way, a grotesque intermixing peaceably and reciprocally shot through with the neighbors’ strangeness.

Wael Shawky shows at Lisson Gallery, Milan from November 9, 2016 to January 13, 2017.
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The Egyptian artist Wael Shawky is best 
known for his series of films in which puppets 
act out the Crusades. He meets Apollo in Turin 
to discuss the ironies and absurdities of history

By Sameer Rahim 
Portrait by Luca Campri

1. Wael Shawky (b. 1971), 
photographed in Milan  

in November 2016
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The same childlike treatment of serious subject matter 
would become a running theme in Cabaret Crusades.

Shawky tells me that he chose marionettes for their 
endearing, naive quality, which makes them superior to 
actors. ‘You can see yourself, project yourself on a mari-
onette in a way that you can’t with a professional actor 
– even if it’s Al Pacino because you can never forget you’re 
watching someone acting.’ He echoes the German play-
wright Heinrich von Kleist, who in his 1810 essay, ‘On the 
Marionette Theatre’, has a puppeteer argue that ‘where 
grace is concerned, it is impossible for man to come any-
where near a puppet.’ (Shawky has recently illustrated the 
essay with his own drawings.)

For The Horror Show File (2010; Fig. 2), the first film in 
the Cabaret Crusades series, he repurposed 120 wooden 
marionettes that were rotting in the basement of the Lupi 
Collection in Turin. With the aid of the Pistoletto Founda-
tion, ‘we changed the costumes and fixed the mechanisms 
inside them’. Their peeling paint and chipped faces evoke 
the ravages of Justinian’s Plague in 541, which opens 
the Prologue. It might seem strange to begin 650 years 
before the Crusades were launched, but Shawky takes the 
long view. Perhaps 50 million people died in that plague,  
making the Byzantine Empire ripe for Arab conquest 
100 years later – a takeover that eventually prompted the 
Christian reconquest.

The next two films, The Path to Cairo (2012; Fig. 3) 
and The Secrets of Karbala (2015; Figs. 4 & 6), are more 
ambitious – the latter is feature-length. For them, Shawky 
designed his own marionettes, first using ceramics and 
then Murano glass (Fig. 7). Gradually, the figures become 
less naturalistic and more animal-like, resembling the 
African mask collection Shawky studied at the Met in 

New York. As the wars drag on, both Franks and Arabs 
become more brittle and translucent, drained of human-
ity. Standing next to a set of the foot-high marionettes, 
Shawky describes the challenge of creating them. The big-
gest question was, ‘How to find the right traditional craft 
to connect with the story?’ He supervised the glasswork 
at the Adriano Berengo studio in Venice. That city plays 
a crucial part in the narrative, as The Secrets of Karbala 
ends in 1204 with the Venetian Doge sacking Constan-
tinople. So Venice is a source of beauty and cruelty – a 
typically ironic touch from an artist who enjoys playing 
with conventional assumptions.

Only once in the series does a marionette entirely 
reflect its character’s villainy: Shimr ibn thil-Jawshan 
has huge teeth, a skeletal head and pit-black eyes. Shimr 
is a notorious figure in Islamic history. He murdered the 
Prophet Mohammed’s grandson in 681 in Karbala (that is 
the secret of the title), precipitating the Sunni-Shia split. 
While the Crusades were being fought, says Shawky, ‘there 
was another parallel conflict between Sunni and Shia. Of 
course people don’t talk about it a lot but it exists.’ Before 
he retook Jerusalem, Saladin destroyed the Shia Fatimid 
Empire in Egypt – which he regarded, if anything, as a 
more significant foe than the Franks. ‘It was important to 
start the last film with Karbala and end with the attack by 
the Catholics on Orthodox Constantinople. To show that 
this was not a religious war at all: it was absolutely about 
power and economics, just like when the grandson of the 
Prophet Mohammed was killed, it was simply for power.’

Just as with Shakespeare’s histories, reading the 
sources helps you work out what the artist has chosen 
to focus on or has refashioned. At the siege of Antioch 
in 1097, the city’s leader expels his Christian subjects in 

S hortly after Jerusalem falls to the Crusaders in 1099, 
a Damascene judge called Abu Saad al-Harawi arrives 
at Baghdad’s great mosque and begins ostenta-

tiously eating bread. It is Ramadan and an angry crowd 
gathers: ‘How dare you eat in the mosque when other 
people fast?’ Having got their attention, al-Harawi climbs 
the pulpit to sing a lament: ‘We have mingled blood with 
flowing tears and there is no room left for pity…your 
brothers in Syria have no dwelling place save the saddles 
of camels and the bellies of vultures.’

Given current events in the Middle East, this scene 
from Egyptian video artist Wael Shawky’s Cabaret Crusades 
feels spookily resonant. When I meet Shawky in Turin, 
where he has two exhibitions running concurrently until 
February (alongside an exhibition of his drawings at Lis-
son Gallery in Milan; Figs. 9 & 10), he insists that when 
he conceived the sequence Syria was peaceful. ‘I mean, 
seriously, there was nothing at all,’ he says, in his boyish, 
earnest tone. By a grim twist of fate, though, the three 
films that make up Cabaret Crusades (2010–15) are set 
mainly between Damascus, Homs, and Aleppo – the three 
centres of power in the current Syrian conflict. ‘This is so 
weird,’ he tells me, shaking his head at the coincidence.

What makes it weirder is how Shawky tells the tale. 
Rather than real actors in medieval garb – in the style of 
Ridley Scott’s epic Kingdom of Heaven (2005), or the popu-
lar Arab television series Omar (2012) about an early caliph 
– Cabaret Crusades has intricately created marionettes 
playing all the major figures, from Pope Urban II to Saladin. 
His perspective is also unusual. Rather than using West-
ern chronicles, he uses Muslim sources as recounted by 
the novelist Amin Maalouf in his Crusades Through Arab 
Eyes (1983). All three videos and 26 of the marionettes are 

being shown in the atmospheric surroundings of the Museo 
d’Arte Contemporanea at the Castello di Rivoli just out-
side Turin – which, by another happy chance, overlooks 
a Crusader route used by local monks. Anyone catching 
five or ten minutes in the gallery is bound to be intrigued 
by Cabaret Crusades; but to appreciate the depth of the 
work requires multiple viewings. Luckily, Shawky is an 
artist to whom it’s easy to become addicted.

Wael Shawky (the ‘k’ is silent) was born in Alexandria 
in 1971. He spent his childhood in Mecca and his work still 
bears the imprint of Islamic aesthetics. After graduating 
from art school in Alexandria in 1994, he went to Phila-
delphia to study for an MFA. He won an Ernst Schering 
Foundation Art Award in 2011, and is recognised as one 
of the most original video artists around. His early work 
shows a fondness for surreal juxtaposition. In The Cave 
(2005), Shawky filmed himself walking through a German 
supermarket reciting the Qur’an by heart. These days 
speaking Arabic in public can get you funny looks. But the 
passages he chose are respected by Eastern and Western 
traditions – the Islamic ‘Companions of the Cave’ are the 
Christian ‘Seven Sleepers of Ephesus’, found in the Golden 
Legend. There were also oblique parallels with Egypt under 
Hosni Mubarak’s dictatorship. In the story, the men and 
their dog escape a tyrant by hiding in a cave, where God 
grants them slumber until a better ruler appears.

Shawky touched more explicitly on politics in 2007 
with Telematch Sadat, in which children re-enact the 1981 
assassination of President Anwar Sadat. He drew inspi-
ration from a German television programme popular in 
the Arab world called Telematch, in which rival towns 
compete in a series of physical challenges, all in fancy 
dress and to a zany soundtrack – a bit like It’s a Knockout.  

2. Cabaret Crusades: The Horror Show File (film still), 2010, 
Wael Shawky, HD video, colour, sound, approx. 32 mins

4. Cabaret Crusades: The Secrets of Karbala (film still), 2015, 
Wael Shawky, HD video, colour, sound, approx. 120 mins

3. Cabaret Crusades: The Path to Cairo (film still), 2012, 
Wael Shawky, HD video, colour, sound, 58 mins

‘Wael Shawky is a 
master of unexpected 

connections’
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case they betray him. But the guilty man is one of his 
own, a disgruntled armorer who laughs manically as he 
opens his window to the Franks. (At this point the film, 
usually straight-faced, goes a bit Team America.) Look 
closely, though, and you notice the window is designed as 
an upside-down cross – a hint that the Crusaders are not 
exactly following in the footsteps of the Prince of Peace. 
As both Frankish and Arab chroniclers attest, the starving 
Franks succumbed to roasting and eating dead Muslims. 
The scene in which a marionette corpse is turned on a 
spit is gruesomely funny.

Initially Shawky thought he should make Cabaret 
Crusades in English to suit an international market. 
‘Then I discovered this is absolutely wrong and since 
it’s based on the Arab historians, it has to be extremely 
classical Arabic, completely.’ The choice to make all the 
characters – sultan or pope – speak Arabic blurs the 
lines between the two sides, and draws a clear one to the 
present day. When Pope Urban II delivers his belligerent 
1095 sermon calling for a crusade, he lambasts a ‘filthy 
race’ occupying Christian ground. He reminds you of 
George W. Bush calling for a ‘crusade’ for freedom after 
9/11, but also Osama bin Laden, who in similar classical 
Arabic would condemn ‘filthy’ Westerners occupying 
the Muslim holy lands.

Perhaps the most ravishingly complex moment in the 
whole sequence features one of its few female personalities. 
Princess Alice, the daughter of Baldwin II of Jerusalem, 
is portrayed as a long-lashed camel marionette. (This is 
a compliment: the word for beauty in Arabic, jameel, is 

related to the word for camel, jamal.) She is a second-
generation Crusader gone native. ‘The people of Antioch,’ 
Shawky says, ‘were Muslims who loved Alice very much 
because she was sympathising with them more than the 
Crusaders.’ She threatened an alliance with Aleppo until 
her father quelled her resistance. She begged forgive-
ness. ‘I found the best way to express this was to give her 
some verses from the Song of Roland,’ Shawky tells me. 
Up in her tower, Alice sings a seductive passage from the 
medieval French epic about Charlemagne’s victory over 
the Muslims: ‘Not a Muslim did there remain, / But con-
fessed was Christian or else was slain.’ Shawky explains 
that ‘It’s a fantastic song. It shows that the more you are 
cutting off heads, the closer you are to God. It’s like a 
Christian version of jihad!’ Like his marionettes, Shawky 
can be unnervingly straight-faced.

Each film has a distinctive visual language. The muddy 
colours of The Horror Show File reflect the medieval Europe 
where the story begins. The Path to Cairo borrows from 
brightly-coloured Islamic miniatures, especially those of 
the 16th-century Bosnian cartographer Matrakçı Nasuh. 
‘In Aleppo we used his map as a basis, but made it more 
like a pop-up book.’ The pink towers in The Secrets of 
Karbala, recreated full-scale in the Castello di Rivoli, 
were inspired both by Matrakçı and by Giotto’s frescoes 
in the Scrovegni Chapel in Padua. Shawky is foreshadow-
ing the Italian victory in the third film’s final scene – and 
the coming Renaissance.

Carolyn Christov-Bakargiev, director of the Castello di 
Rivoli and the curator of the show, tells me that Shawky 

believes, ‘We are all like marionettes, manipulated by 
forces we cannot see.’ He allows the strings to be obviously 
visible in the films: every step and speech is controlled 
by a higher power – God perhaps, or the historian, or 
the artist. But the gravity-defying marionettes have a 
life of their own; their movements are never fully under 
the puppet-masters’ control. They are free and unfree at 
the same time: in other words, disconcertingly human.  

At the Fondazione Merz in central Turin, Shawky 
has complementary sets of films. Al Araba Al Madfuna 
(2012–16; Fig. 5) is a mysterious work that brings together 
ancient Egyptian lore, folk-tales, and popular Arab cinema. 
In the three videos, children dressed as adults – boys with 
moustaches and turbans, girls dressed as stern matrons – 
sit together in their village telling each other fantastical 
stories. For example, the people who lose the ability to 
speak and invent a new sign language through clapping; or 
a shaggy dog story about which animal is luckiest for the 
village to adopt. The children mime the words with adult 
voices dubbed over in Shawky’s favoured classical Arabic.

The third video, premiered in Turin, was filmed near 
a village called Al Araba Al Madfuna, at the temple to Seti 
I (c. 1290 BC). ‘I had to get a lot of permissions and bribes 
to do this,’ Shawky says, but he says it was worth it. The 
Osireion, situated behind the temple, is a strange place. 
‘It’s full of myth, just like the history of the Crusades, but 
even more complex. Because we don’t really know what it 
was for.’ The Book of the Dead on the walls implies it was 
a tomb of some kind; a waterway connects underground 
chambers and some speculate it was where the Pharaoh 
was bathed before mummification. Even the source of 
the water is unknown. ‘Some say that it’s coming from 
the river, the Nile, and many people say it’s got nothing 
to do with the Nile. I like the uncertainty: it’s where you 
make art.’

We watch the children ride into the Osireion by boat, 
examine the hieroglyphs, make gestures, form the shape 
of a scene. But at the same time, they recite a story which 
is not about ancient Egypt at all – instead it’s taken from 
the Egyptian writer Mohamed Mustagab’s 1983 collection 
of parables. (Once more note Shawky’s taste for weird jux-
tapositions.) Mustagab’s story tells how for a long time 
the village used sunflowers to decorate their agricultural 
fields. One day, a farmer discovers the flower has edible 
seeds which can be sold to the neighbours. The village 
becomes wealthy, leaves behind its old-fashioned ways 
and starts to import all its food.

I put it to Shawky that the modern equivalent of sun-
flower seeds is oil, whose discovery has enriched the Arab 
world and caused no end of trouble. (This is prefigured 
in The Horror Show File, when the Arabs are shown fill-
ing barrels up with thick black oil, which they use both 

‘You can project yourself 
on a marionette in a way 
that you can’t with a 
professional actor ’7. Marionette from Cabaret Crusades: The Secrets of Karbala, 2014, 

Wael Shawky, Murano glass, fabric, metal, 58.4 × 20.3 × 12.7cm

5. Al Araba Al Madfuna I (film stills), 2011, Wael Shawky, 
HD video, b/w, sound, approx. 21 mins

6. Cabaret Crusades: The Secrets of Karbala (film still), 2015, 
Wael Shawky, HD video, colour, sound, approx. 120 mins
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in their medicine and to make Greek fire.) He allows the 
interpretation, but I suspect he feels it is a bit obvious. 
‘It also tells you how a country, for example, decided to 
close all its factories and just import Chinese and Turk-
ish goods.’ Another parallel with modern Egypt. In fact, 
the film could be set in any period, its temporal strange-
ness intensified by his decision to invert the colouration 
so that the green water of the Osireion turns purple, and 
the stars are dark dots in a bright night sky.

The metaphor of multiple time frames is carried into 
how the Fondazione Merz present the videos. Abdellah 
Karroum, director of the Arab Museum of Modern Art 
(Mathaf) in Doha and the show’s curator, explains that 
the first Al Araba Al Madfuna film is the furthest away 
from the viewer, down dark steps and in a tomb-like 
basement. ‘You excavate the oldest film first,’ Karroum 
tells me, ‘before going up to see the more recent ones.’

You are also encouraged to sit on artificial sand dunes, 
though when I am there no one is willing to spoil their 
designer Italian gear and instead they perch on the edges 
(Fig. 8). Looming over us is a bulbous yellow tower punc-
tuated with holes. It is a replica of the towers used as a 
backdrop for the second film. Shawky tells me he found 
them in a village between Alexandria and Cairo, many 
damaged with their honeycomb insides exposed. They 
could conceivably have dated from ancient Egypt or Cru-
sader times but, Shawky discovered, they were built in 
the 1930s for catching pigeons. ‘But now they don’t use 
them so it became like a ruined city…really it was surreal 
to see this place.’ A place with a prosaic purpose – a ‘fac-
tory of meat’, in the artist’s words – has since taken on 
romantic and sinister connotations. The pigeons mated 
in the honeycomb holes – a literal love nest – while they 
waited to be slaughtered. I am reminded of the towers in 
Cabaret Crusades. The Antioch tower where Alice sings 
so charmingly of killing the enemy; the Tower of David 
in Jerusalem, from which its Arab defender peers at the 
Frankish army; the moated citadel of Aleppo, where civil-
ians flock for protection. Immerse yourself long enough 
in Shawky’s work and everything seems to flow together 
in a stream of history and images.

Shawky is a master of unexpected connections. He 
once spent eight months in Istanbul reading Sufi poets; 
he was trying to learn ‘how to kill your will and become 
a receiver, which means leaving yourself to God’. Strug-
gling to put this into practice in distracting Istanbul, he 
booked a flight to the Kurdish borderlands. But he just 
missed the flight. On a whim, he took the next plane to 
wherever it was headed. He ended up in the Anatolian 
city of Konya at 2am. He asked a local man where he was. 
‘This city is the shrine of Rumi,’ the great Sufi poet. ‘Okay,’ 
said Shawky, ‘I understand why I’m here.’ The best thing 
about his Turkey trip was the serendipitous experience 
in his final week. ‘Art can be a way of learning,’ he says, 
‘let us say discovering.’ o

Sameer Rahim is arts and books editor of Prospect.

‘Wael Shawky’ is at the Castello di Rivoli, Turin, 
until 5 February (www.castellodirivoli.org); 
‘Wael Shawky: Al Araba Al Madfuna’ is at the 
Fondazione Merz, Turin, until 5 February (www.
fondazionemerz.org).

10. Cabaret Crusades III: The Secrets of Karbala (Drawing), 
2014, Wael Shawky, graphite, ink and oil on paper, 140 × 100cm

8. Installation view, ‘Wael Shawky: Al Araba 
Al Madfuna’ at the Fondazione Merz, Turin

9. Al Araba Al Madfuna, Drawings, 2015, Wael Shawky, 
graphite, pigments, ink, and oil on paper, 29.7 × 42cm
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military unity that was necessary for liberation. In 
other words, on the level of narration we have here a 
piece of secular, modern historiography as it is gen-
erally practiced in our time.

However, on the visual level Shawky’s videos 
plunge viewers into the atmosphere of the medieval 
chronicles. The principle characters of the story are 
represented by marionettes rather than by living ac-
tors and the “real” landscapes of the Middle East are 
substituted by highly artificial medieval miniatures. 
Medieval chronicles, including the chronicles of the 
Crusades, do not clearly differentiate between his-
tory and myth, acts of men and acts of God, natural 
and supernatural powers, men and animals, living 
and dead. Their true topic is the miraculous: the 
promise of the miracle, waiting for the miracle, expe-
riencing the miracle, remembering the miracle. The 
same can be said about the theater of marionettes, 
which had an important place in medieval culture. 
The mere fact that inanimate figures could move 
and act as if they were men or animals or ghosts or 
gods was  experienced by the public as a miracle—as 

Wael Shawky’s “Cabaret Crusades” video trilogy—
THE HORROR SHOW FILE (2010), THE PATH TO 
CAIRO (2012), and THE SECRETS OF KARBALA 
(2014)—tells the story of the first Crusade. Started by 
a call issued by Pope Urban II in 1095 to conquer the 
Holy Land, it led to the establishment of the king-
dom of Jerusalem by the Crusaders and ended with 
their defeat by the armies of Saladin nearly a hun-
dred years later. Shawky’s narrative is adapted from 
historian Amin Maalouf’s book The Crusades Through 
Arab Eyes (1984), which is written from a perfectly 
modern, secular perspective: History is narrated as 
made by men who are driven by interests and pas-
sions. The videos tell the story of the violent expan-
sion of the Crusaders into Muslim lands, of terror 
against the population, of treason and intrigues that 
dominated Muslim politics in these years and made 
resistance against the Crusaders almost impossible. 
Only very slowly did the Muslims find political and 

B O R I S  G R O Y S

THE 
      RETURN   
  OF THE     
             STRINGS

B O R I S  G R O Y S  is Professor at New York University and Senior  

Research Fellow at the Academy of Design, Karlsruhe, Germany.

WAEL SHAWKY, CABARET CRUSADES, THE HORROR SHOW FILE, 2010, 

HD video, color, sound, 31 min 49 sec / KABARETTISTISCHE KREUZZÜGE, 

DIE HORRORSHOW-AKTE, HD-Video, Farbe, Ton.
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a  momentous suspension of the opposition between 
life and death.

Today, puppet theater is associated mostly with 
children’s spectacles or films. The use of puppets 
suggests the purely fictional character of a story and 
the dominance of entertainment value over content. 
Shawky alludes to this conventional use of puppets 
when he titles his trilogy “Cabaret Crusades”—caba-
ret being associated in our cultural imagination with 
light entertainment. However, in the Middle Ages, 
the puppet theater—even if it was mostly directed 
toward an unsophisticated audience—dealt with seri-
ous matters; often it demonstrated man confronting 
supernatural powers and challenging fate. Not acci-
dentally, Don Juan and Faust were originally figures 
of the puppet theater. With the emergence of the 
Enlightenment, the situation changed. The use of 
marionettes was scorned because it demonstrated the 
dependence of human beings on the supernatural. 
Liberation meant shaking off the strings that turned 
men into puppets manipulated by external powers.  

The phrase “no strings attached” still aptly sum-
marizes our understanding of freedom. Shawky has 
reattached the strings to the characters in his videos. 
This return of the strings is made even more spectac-
ular by the fact that the marionettes are no longer 
seen in the familiar context of the puppet theater. 
Shawky’s strings seem to hang from nowhere—and 
thus the characters seem to be moved by the invisible 
hand of fate. The return of the strings means the re-
turn of the miraculous, unexpected, and fated. The 
contrast between secular, prosaic, rationally built 
narrative, and the visual world in which myth and the 
miraculous dominate creates inner tension and a dy-
namic that keep viewers enthralled throughout the 
entire cycle. 

A week before I began to write this text, I saw the 
complete Ring des Nibelungen in Bayreuth, staged by 
Frank Castorf. I was struck by the similarity between 
Wagner’s and Shawky’s projects. Wagner also tried to 
tell myth by means of secular art—in his case, opera. 
Both Der Ring des Nibelungen and “Cabaret Crusades” 
are Gesamtkunstwerks. They show the world in its 
totality thrown off balance by an unlawful, criminal 
act fueled by human hubris. In the case of Wagner, 
it is the theft of the Rheingold. In the case of Shawky, 

WAEL SHAWKY, “Myth and Legends,” installation view, 

Serpentine Gallery London, 2013 – 2014 / Installationsansicht.

(PHOTO: HUGO GLENDINNING)
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If Castorf radically modernizes Wagner’s cycle to 
demonstrate its universality and relevance for our 
own time, Shawky practices aesthetic archaization by 
substituting actors with puppets. But, of course, both 
of these works belong to our contemporaneity. In the 
case of Shawky’s videos, this connection is obvious 
enough—one needs only to watch the news from the 
Middle East. But there is, of course, a deeper con-
nection of the work to the contemporary condition. 
In recent decades, we have been confronted with a 
chain of revolutions and counter-revolutions all over 
the world, including Egypt. These events show that 
the course of things can be violently interrupted 
at certain points in time, but this interruption can-
not be stabilized. Revolutions are followed by resto-
ration, intrusions by resistance. No historical force 
is forceful enough to put the course of things under 
its control.

In a somewhat paradoxical way, this insight leads 
to a new evaluation of the role of personality in his-
tory. Instead of classes and nations, which were un-
derstood as collective historical subjects that could 
dominate the world, individuals now reappear on the 
historical scene. Some of these individuals, Nibelung 
or Crusader, try to take fate into their hands, to de-
fine the course of history, to take the place of the 
invisible puppeteer. Like Don Juan and Faust, these 
hubristic actors move inexorably toward catastrophe 
and defeat. Other individuals know their limits and 
become successful within them. This view of history 
is neither progressive nor reactionary, neither crit-
ical nor affirmative. It accepts the status quo—but 
it accepts it as a flow that inevitably changes every-
thing. In Shawky’s videos, history is shown at once as 
a narrative describing the actions of real men with 
real interests and passions and as a stage on which 
these men hang from strings operated by fate. It is, 
actually, a very contemporary view of history that in 
recent times has manifested its miraculous and fate-
ful dimension.

it is the intrusion of the Crusaders into the Middle 
East. Both criminal acts have the power to make time 
out of joint, to change the normal course of things, 
producing a state of chaos and causing extreme vio-
lence, treason, and suffering. And in both cases, the 
world comes back to its right course when this crimi-
nal act is corrected: The Rheingold is brought back to 
the Rhine; the Crusaders are driven from the Holy 
Land.

The concept of the right course of things is prob-
ably the oldest concept that mankind has created to 
explain the human condition. The Chinese called 
it Dao; the Romans called it fatum. The biblical re-
ligions, questioning this concept, substituted fatum 
with the will of God. But as time went by, the concept 
of fatum reemerged. Not accidentally, both Wagner 
and Shawky have chosen the Middle Ages as the set-
ting for their works. The Middle Ages reasserted faith 
in the right course of things—and also the belief that 
the attempt to act against the fatum will inevitably be 
punished. But why did Wagner return to the idea of 
the right course of things in the nineteenth century? 
And why does Shawky do it now?

Wagner wrote his Ring des Nibelungen at the time of 
the Industrial Revolution, which created a rupture, 
a break with the traditional way of life. Gold seemed 
to give unlimited power to those who owned it. At 
the end of the Ring, the gold disappears again into 
the waters of the Rhine. But that does not necessarily 
mean a return to the pre-capitalist past; it means sim-
ply that gold loses its magic, its promise of absolute 
power. It is interesting in this respect that Castorf 
stages the Ring as a revolutionary, Marxist, Commu-
nist epic. Here not capitalism but, rather, the revo-
lutionary Marxist movement is presented as a man-
ifestation of human hubris. The flow of the Rhine 
becomes the flow of capital. Onstage, the Rhine is 
substituted by the New York Stock Exchange—and 
it is the place to which the Daughters of the Rhine 
bring the gold that was variously stolen by Marxist 
revolutionaries, Russian oil tycoons, and revolution-
ary adventurers. The Ring is staged as a failure of an-
ti-capitalist revolution instead of a metaphor of the 
failure of the capitalist revolution. In both cases, the 
world comes back to its course, after its violent inter-
ruption comes to an end.
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Interview: Egyptian artist Wael Shawky on faith, oil, politics – and 
puppetry 
By  Rachel  Spence 
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Marionettes  in  an  installation  at  the  gallery,  which  also  features  the  artist’s  films 
!

am less than gracious when a dawn alarm tugs me from my bed on a Saturday morning to watch the first part of Al  Araba  Al  Madfuna, 

the artist Wael Shawky’s latest film. But an interview with Shawky at 10am makes the viewing essential. 

!
Grumpily, I press “play”, and the Nile glides across the screen in monochrome. The scene cuts to a dark chamber peopled by children 

dressed as men. As one digs a hole in the floor, the others tell the story of a community who, on the advice of their dying leaders, devote 

themselves to the worship of various animals until they mutate into hybrids. A parable warning us of the perils of blind faith, it enraptures 
through the musical voices (which are adult); the solemn conviction on the children’s faces; and the equilibrium of the images as they 

shift between the airless cave and the ancient river. 

!
The fact that, by the end, my imagination feels renewed owes much to Shawky’s gifts as a storyteller. 

Nevertheless, that is just the tip of a far more complex vision. “You are watching one story but you 
are hearing another story. You are watching a kid but you are hearing a man, so you are focusing on 

two systems simultaneously,” he tells me as we sit in the lobby of his Marylebone hotel, sipping 

coffee from paper cups. 

!
The tale of the hybrid villagers was originally a story by the late Egyptian writer Mohamed 

Mustagab. It is typical of Shawky to layer one imaginative gesture on to another so the spectator is 

left enlightened yet giddy by the pyramid of shifting expressions. 
!

This vertiginous vision has propelled him to the peak of the contemporary art world. The recipient of 

numerous awards, including the Sharjah Biennial prize this year, he has had solo shows at the KW 

Contemporary Art Institute in Berlin and the Walker Art Gallery, Liverpool. Now it is London’s turn: 

his new exhibition, Wael  Shawky:  al--Qurban, opened this week at the Serpentine Gallery. 
!
!
!
!

Wael  Shawky  at  the  Serpentine 

!
!
©Jasper  Fry 

Shawky was born in Alexandria, Egypt, but spent his youth in Mecca, where his father worked as an 

engineer. “I think I was making all the drawings for every activity in the whole school,” he 

remembers, laughing. Now 42, today dressed in a casual blue T-shirt and jeans, his easygoing 
manner and ready smile ensure that he retains a light-hearted, youthful air. 

 



From the first, he possessed a subtlety of mind. Traumatised by his return to Alexandria when he was 13, he entered a “very turbulent” 

adolescent crisis. Solace came at 17, when he enrolled at the city’s Academy of Fine Arts. “From that moment, I don’t think I was thinking 

of anything else [except art].” 

!
Lessons at the academy were “mainly drawing and painting”, he recalls. Other than the groundbreaking work being done at Cairo’s non-
profit Townhouse Gallery – which gave Shawky several early solo shows – Egypt had almost no contemporary art scene. His awakening 

occurred on a trip to Madrid, where he saw Bill Viola’s videos at the Reina Sofia museum. “It was really, really great.” He pauses. “I 

hadn’t seen anything like that in Egypt at all.” 
!
He started to visit New York every summer. Soon, a crucial influence was Joseph Beuys. “Oh my God, yes. That was the man,” he 

breathes. “The idea that the material itself became a vehicle for human belief was 

very important for me,” he continues, citing Beuys’ custom of making installations out of fat which, according to his own self-mythology, 
had saved him when he was shot down as a pilot in the second world war. 

!
“In order for you to receive any information from this cube of fat, for example, you had to believe in its chemical content. For me this is a 
bit religious. It is [similar] to when you look at the Koran or the Bible. It’s a book which is sacred as it is, even if you don’t open it, because 

you believe in its chemical content.” 

!
A flair for expressing the flawed, contradictory processes by which we arrive at faith and knowledge is the bedrock of Shawky’s vision. As a 
young artist, he made installations out of asphalt to reflect his childhood in Mecca – to “understand the relationship between me and my 

family and Saudi Arabia, which had discovered oil and the British and American oil companies were arriving. All the modernity that I 

lived in the 1970s in Saudi Arabia [was] based on this western arrival. The asphalt was a metaphor for oil, of course.” 

!
Paradoxically, his gift for deconstruction hinges on his feeling for old-fashioned 
narrative. The work that catapulted him to the world’s attention was Cabaret 

Crusades, a two-part film in which marionettes act out the medieval struggle for 
control over the Middle East. A spine-tingling anti-epic, it leaves viewers appalled by 

the carnage yet riveted by Shawky’s meticulous mapping of the era’s Byzantine twists 

and turns. “I had to do a lot of research,” he agrees. A crucial source was The  Crusades 
Through  Arab  Eyes (1984), a history of the period by the Lebanese-French writer 

Amin Maalouf. “It shows you that history can be told from a different angle ... from the 
Arab side.” 
!

His new two-part film, Al  Araba  Al  Madfuna, is also grounded in his fascination with 

the way that the stories we tell ourselves – uncertain, mutable, contingent – evolve 

into unquestioned beliefs. Its seeds were sown more than 10 years ago when a friend 
invited Shawky to witness a ritual in a village in upper Egypt. There, he explains, there 

is a ritual of digging through the floors of homes in the hope of discovering buried 

Pharaonic treasure. “But it is impossible to discover a tomb unless you break the spells 
of the Pharoahs that act as protection on the door of the chamber.” Night after night 

!
!
!
!
!
!
!
Marionettes  in  an  installation  at  the  gallery 

!
!
!
!
!
!
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he watched as his friend, who works as a medium, engaged in his dialogue “with something like ghosts”. 

!
What fascinated him was the dichotomy between the means and the end. “They use a metaphysical system, magic essentially, to reach a 
material, physical system: gold.” 

!
The second part of the film, which premieres this week at the Serpentine, turns on a rumour. “It’s set outdoors and you see one group of 

kids going to another group of kids spreading this story.” 

!
Like the first film, the tale the children are telling was written by Mustagab. Entitled The  Offering, it centres on a village of traders who, 
suddenly afflicted by muteness, transform themselves into entertainers who clap at parties. When a man comes to restore their voices, he 

disappears mysteriously. “Perhaps the villagers killed them because they didn’t want to lose the clapping.” 

!
Given the tortuous history of Shawky’s own region and the nature of his interests – social transformation, the nature of faith, power and 
communication, the way our collective fantasies can tip into psychosis – how does he succeed in making work which is profoundly 

relevant to its political moment yet also sufficient unto itself? 

!
“I try as much as I can not to react to current political events,” he says. “You can’t expect a revolution to happen today. I [may] be making a 

film about the revolution [tomorrow]: that’s changeable. Yes, the revolution will happen and we will support the army now, and the second 
day the army will cheat on you. You will change your mind after you made the film; this is not art, it is just reactionary activity. Art must be 

much bigger than this.” 

!
We have been talking for two hours and Shawky has a plane to catch, yet he never glances at his watch or mobile phone. That lucid, 
scrupulous commitment to presence is the key to his art’s power. It is what compelled him to, for example, track down a particular radood 

– a Shia religious singer – to play the part of Ibn al-Khashshab, an important Shia leader with a role in Cabaret  Crusades. “I did think: 
why am I being that precise? Perhaps nobody will notice the radood.” He pauses. “But it’s internal.” 

 



 
 

 
!
Serpentine!Gallery,!London,!to!February!9.!serpentinegalleries.org!Lisson!Gallery,!London,!January!31;;March!8!2014.!
lissongallery.com!
!
This!piece!has!been!amended!since!first!publication!to!reflect!the!fact!that!Wael!Shawky!has!had!a!solo!show!at!the!Walker!Art!Gallery,!
Liverpool,!not!the!Walker!Art!Centre,!Minneapolis 



!
!
Nafas Art Magazine, Online 
October 2012 
 
!

 

            Exhibitions    |    Events,  Projects    |    Opportunities    |    Art  Scene    |    Institutions    |    Artists    |    Publications    |    Country 
!

Nafas    |    Artist  &  Artwork    |    Egypt 
!
!

Wael  Shawky:  Al  Araba  Al  Madfuna 
Interview  about  his  new  video  work 
By  Pat  Binder  &  Gerhard  Haupt  |    October  2012 

!
A  solo  exhibition  by  Wael  Shawky  is  currently  on  view at  the  KW 
 Institute  for  Contemporary  Art,  one  of 

   Berlin’s  most  important  art  institutions.  It  is  part  of  the art  prize 
 awarded  every  two  years  by  the  Schering Foundation,  with  which 
 the  Egyptian  artist  has  now been  honored. 

!
Wael  Shawky  created  the  new  video  installation  Al Araba  Al 
 Madfuna  especially  for  this  showing.  To  this end,  the  floor  of  the 
 KW’s  largest  hall  was  covered  with sand.  The  viewer  can  sit  on 
 stones  that  are  arranged like  the  remnants  of  the  foundations  of  a 
 house  in  the 

   desert.  The  black--and--white  video  shows  a  dimly illuminated, 
 sparse  assembly  room.  Sitting  in  it  are small  boys,  clothed  like 
 grown  men,  many  of  them  with glued--on  moustaches.  With  the 
 voices  of  adults,  the children  tell  a  story  written  by  the  author 
 Mohamed Mustagab  (see  the  interview).  All  the  while,  one  of  the 
boys  digs  an  ever--deeper  hole  in  floor  of  the  room. 

!
!

Binder  &  Haupt:  Your  exhibition  in  Berlin  is  named  after your  new 
 video  installation  Al  Araba  Al  Madfuna.  What 

   gave  rise  to  it?  What  ideas  and  context  are  behind  it? 
!

Wael  Shawky:  The  idea  goes  back  to  an  experience  I had  ten 
 years  ago.  A  friend  invited  me  to  accompany him  to  Al  Araba  Al 
 Madfuna,  a  village  in  Upper  Egypt. My  friend  claimed  he  could 
 heal  people  and  even  find pharaonic  treasures  under  the  ground. 
 Upper  Egypt has  a  long  tradition  of  treasure  hunting;;  so--called 
sheikhs  are  brought  in  to  help.  They  are  something  like shamans 
 who  call  on  "spirits"  to  find  the  location  of hidden  graves  of  the  old 
 Egyptians. 

!
   This  metaphysical  world  has  always  fascinated  me,  so I 

 accompanied  him  to  Al  Araba  Al  Madfuna.  We  spent ten  days 
 there,  almost  always  in  one  of  the  typical assembly  rooms 
 reserved  for  men  only,  where  we  also slept  and  ate  and  where  the 
 villagers  constantly  came to  greet  us.  Some  of  them  simply  sat 
 there  silently  for hours.  That’s  why  I  decided  to  shoot  my  film  in  a 
 single room. 

!
Binder  &  Haupt:  Do  people  really  dig  for  treasure  in such  rooms? 

   

Wael  Shawky:  Indeed,  that’s  what  they  do  in  many houses  in  this 
 village,  sometimes  for  years.  When  one of  these  sheikhs  comes 
 and  says  that  he  "feels"  that there  is  a  treasure  there,  the  family 
 begins  at  once. Although  they  find  nothing  even  after  digging 
 meters deep,  their  hope  persists.  So  they  get  another  sheikh, and 
 he  then  says  his  predecessor  erred  and  they  have to  search  just  a 
 meter  to  the  right.  Sometimes  a  whole 

   generation  dies  and  the  next  one  has  the  same  dream and 
 continues,  so  that  they  can  definitely  dig  for  twenty years  in  the 
 same  spot. 

!
Binder  &  Haupt:  Do  the  people  occasionally  find something 
 valuable? 

!
Wael  Shawky:  Sometimes.  And  then  the  whole  village is  in  an 
 uproar  and  digs  for  the  next  twenty  years... 

 



   

Binder  &  Haupt:  Well,  it’s  definitely  a  very  important 
archaeological  zone.  Al  Araba  Al  Madfuna  is  on  the 
same  hill  under  which  a  temple  for  the  ancient  Egyptian 
god  Osiris  was  discovered  at  the  beginning  of  the  20th 
century. 

!
Wael  Shawky:  Yes,  it’s  really  incredible  to  see  this 
remote  area  today  and  remember  that  this  is  the  same 
place  where,  a  long  time  ago  in  ancient  Abydos,  one  of 
ancient  Egypt’s  most  important  necropolises  was. 

!
Binder  &  Haupt:  Far  beyond  the  anecdotal  aspect,  your 
film  is  a  powerful  metaphor.  Why  do  you  have  the 
characters  played  by  children  dressed  up  as  men  and 
have  their  voices  spoken  by  adults? 

!
   Wael  Shawky:  First,  because  I  enjoy  working  with  kids. 

For  me,  that’s  the  best.  They  are  the  future  of  society, 
they  have  no  dramatic  memories,  they  don’t  know 
Mohamed  Mustagab  –  the  author  of  the  story  –  and they 
 don’t  know  anything  about  the  ancient  Egyptian Osirion 
 or  anything  that  this  is  about.  They  don’t  have any  rigid 
 ideas  yet  about  how  things  should  go.  When you  work 
 with  kids,  you  don’t  have  this  complexity  with gender 
 complexity  or  the  acting  skills.  Basically,  it’s  like with 
 marionettes.  The  meaning  of  the  theme  has  top priority, 
 which  is  why  it’s  tremendously  important  to 

   have  a  strong  script  and  concept,  and  the  kids  can 
convey  it  incredibly  well  and  without  any  clichés. 

!
But  in  this  case,  working  with  kids  was  a  little  different. 
In  this  project,  I  depicted  the  male  society  of  Upper 
Egypt,  to  which  women  have  no  entry.  I  thereby 
wanted  to  transport  the  experiences  I  myself  had  there. 
But  there  are  additional  aspects.  During  my  stay,  I  not 
only  saw  how  the  sheikh  instructed  people  in  digging 
for  treasures,  but  also  how  he  began  with  his  healing. 

   Maybe  because  they  have  so  intensely  to  do  with  a 
metaphysical  world,  you  often  meet  people  in  these 
villages  who  are  somehow  "possessed".  For  example 
children  who  speak  with  the  voices  of  older  men.  And 
"exorcists  are  supposed  to  heal  such  cases;;  the  only 
difference  is  that  they  use  the  Koran  instead  of  the 
Cross.  I’ve  seen  it  myself. 

!
Binder  &  Haupt:  Do  these  ancient  shamanistic  beliefs 

   still  have  influence  in  Upper  Egypt?  Doesn’t  it  really 
contradict  the  Koran? 

!
Wael  Shawky:  Yes,  it’s  against  the  Koran,  but  that’s 
how  it  is  with  human  greed.  I  think  it’s  unbelievable how 
 a  metaphysical  system  is  used  for  crude materialism. 
 All  these  means  like  the  Koran  and  magic and 
 everything  imaginable  are  employed  for  a materialistic 
 purpose:  to  dig  up  treasure.  The  people know  that  if 
 they  find  something,  they  can  sell  it  for millions  of 
 dollars,  and  that’s  the  whole  aim.  And  if  a 

   find  is  made,  there  are  established  rules  for  dividing  the 
windfall.  A  third  goes  to  the  owner  of  the  building,  a 
third  to  the  sheikh  using  the  spirits  to  lead  the  search, 
and  the  rest  for  the  people  who  did  the  digging.  And 
sometimes  something  even  for  the  police  who 
protected  the  seekers,  because  of  course  this  digging 
for  treasure  is  illegal. 

!
Binder  &  Haupt:  But  the  story  that  you  have  the 
children  tell  in  Al  Araba  Al  Madfuna  doesn’t  have 
anything  directly  to  do  with  this  digging  for  pharaonic 
treasures.  What  is  Mohamed  Mustagab’s  parable 
about? 

!
Wael  Shawky:  It’s  about  how  one  generation  inherits 
the  ideologies  of  its  forebears,  how  they  believe  in 
them,  and  how  such  ideas  can  be  taken  to  extremes.  In 
this  simple  story,  Mohamed  Mustagab  speaks  about  a 



tribe  whose  leader  is  dying  and  from  whom  the 
members  of  the  tribe  surrounding  him  ask  for  a  "last 
word".  Before  dying,  he  answers,  "I  advise  you  to  get  a 
camel."  Until  that  time,  there  are  only  donkeys  in  the 
whole  settlement,  and  the  people  are  knowledgeable 
only  about  donkeys.  But  now  it  was  time  to  get  a 
camel,  and  this  idea  grows  larger  and  larger  for  them 
until  they  begin  to  import  camels.  Mohamed  Mustagab 
describes  how  the  camel  begins  to  determine  their 
entire  life  and  how  their  houses,  their  clothing,  and  at 
some  point  even  their  own  appearance  adapts  to  the 
camels. 

!
Later  the  new  leader  is  asked  on  his  deathbed  for  his 
final  instructions,  and  he  says,  "I  advise  you  to  get  a 
mule."  And  once  again,  a  fundamental  change  is  made. 
Suddenly  the  people  feel  disgusted  by  the  camels  and 
can  no  longer  understand  how  they  were  ever  able  to 
live  with  these  weird  creatures.  So  they  get  mules,  and 
the  same  adaptation  occurs  as  once  when  they  were 
obsessed  with  camels,  up  to  the  adaptation  of  their 
own  bodies.  The  story  ends  with  the  third  leader, 
shortly  before  his  death,  telling  the  members  of  the 
tribe,  "I  advise  you  to  get  a  pig."  This  is  a  light,  short, 
beautiful  story,  but  I  think  it  is  extremely  important  in 
the  context  of  a  society  that  is  built  on  the  legacy  of  its 
forebears  and  that  takes  that  too  seriously. 

!
Binder  &  Haupt:  It’s  also  a  striking  parable  for  the 
absurd  degree  to  which  a  credulous  society  permits 
itself  to  be  manipulated  by  its  spiritual  leaders. 

!
Wael  Shawky:  Yes,  definitely. 

!
!
!

Wael  Shawky  (born  in  Alexandria  in  1971)  studied  fine  arts  at 
the  University  of  Alexandria  and  at  the  Graduate  School  of  Fine 
Arts  of  the  University  of  Pennsylvania  (USA).  In  2010,  he 
established  the  studio  space  and  study  program  MASS 
Alexandria.  His  works  have  been  shown  at  the  50th  Biennale  di 
Venezia  (2003),  the  12th  Istanbul  Biennale  (2011),  and 
currently  at  dOCUMENTA  (13)  in  Kassel  (2012),  among  others. 
Wael  Shawky  is  among  the  first  five  artists  announced  by  the 
11th  Sharjah  Biennial,  2013. 

!
!

Pat  Binder  &  Gerhard  Haupt 
Publishers  of  Universes  in  Universe  --  Worlds  of  Art;;  co--publishers  and 
editors--in--chief  of  Nafas  Art  Magazine.  Based  in  Berlin,  Germany. 
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(English  editing:  Mitch  Cohen) 
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