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of research and ideas and organizes 
them into performances, lectures and 
visual forms. Inconclusive and non-
linear in their approach, Hamadeh’s 
map-like assemblages appear to 
eschew a hierarchical structure of 
knowledge, but in fact serve only to 
defer it. Her ideas collect seemingly 
disparate cultural and historical 
references and allow them to collide 
and overlap with one another, making 
their connections both apparent and 
opaque. In one of the final scenes of 
her sound play (which was performed 
as part of the exhibition and shares 
the same title) the narrator explains 
how the Arabic words for immunity 
(mana’a /   aaaa) and defiance 
(mumana’a / aaaaaaaa) are much more 
closely related than they are in English. 
The narrator goes on to question 
whether three hundred thousand 
Syrians could have been “swept away 
in the past four years due to such a 
linguistic proximity ”1 among the two 
terms. Hamadeh’s project, for a lack 
of a beginning, instead proposes how 
adjacencies or “linguistic proximities” 
contained within a cluster of ideas and 
references can facilitate new positions 
from which to understand history. 

When asked whether her 2013 work 
The Big Board, or…’And before it falls, 
it is only reasonable to enjoy life a 
little’ was an amalgamation of past 
performances, Hamadeh  replied, 
“…not only [on the performances] I 
have done in the past but also those 
I haven’t done yet!”2 And so these 

I’ve re-written the introduction for 
this text enough times to fill an entire 
essay solely with different introductory 
paragraphs. One begins by outlining 
the historical context of the Shi’ite 
ceremony of Ashura, another the 
foundings of Hezbollah in Lebanon, 
another about Hafez al-Assad in 
Syria, and yet a whole other about 
Alice in Wonderland. My inability to 
commit to one of these texts pushes 
me to keep cutting one and starting 
anew, endlessly rearranging the order 
of things as I’m bogged down by the 
weight of the vast narrative contained 
in Hamadeh’s exhibition. Is the work 
about Ashura? Or Hezbollah? Or 
theatre? Or the Syrian War? Or Sun 
Ra? Or Europe’s colonial legacies? Or 
histories of sanitation? Or a thesis on 
justice? Perhaps what I should glean 
from this series of false starts is that 
Rana Hamadeh’s Can You Make a Pet 
of Him Like a Bird or Put Him on a 
Leash For Your Girls? is an exhibition 
without a starting point. 

In Rana Hamadeh’s sprawling projects, 
she takes a large and unwieldy web 
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proximities exist not just within the 
various threads of a work, but also 
extend beyond the work, reaching 
back across previous projects while 
also suggesting points of departure 
for future endeavours. Hamadeh 
frames this exhibition, both the 
physical works in the gallery as well 
as the sound play, as being studies 
for a future opera. Here, she suggests 
that what we are looking at is part of 
an unfinished project, a rehearsal for 
something yet to be completed, yet to 
even be fully conceived. It suggests 
a narrative of historical events that 
exist across and through time, where 
history is inextricably linked to events 
of the present and those of the future. 

Hamadeh’s practice is rooted in these 
long trajectories: an idea forms an 
umbrella under which a series of 
works manifest to probe at it from 
different angles, revisiting threads 
from previous works while also 
imagining future ones. The works 
presented here at Western Front are 
contained within the über-project 
Alien Encounters. Initiated in 2011, 
this body of work aims to think about 
the condition of “alienness” in both 
legal and spatial terms, where the 
alien is understood as the outlaw as 
well as the extraterrestrial. Hamadeh 
cites two scenes from Sun Ra’s 1974 
Afrofuturist film Space is the Place as 
an inspiration. The film depicts Sun 
Ra’s journey to a new planet and his 
efforts to recruit African Americans 
to migrate there en masse as a 

means of freeing themselves from the 
burdens of racism on Earth. Sun Ra’s 
character inhabits a state of constant 
negotiation between myth and reality. 
The film ends with Sun Ra and his 
followers aboard a spaceship leaving 
planet Earth; just as they reach outer 
space, Earth is destroyed. As Hamadeh 
claims, the moment these legal aliens 
“literalize their alienness” by leaving 
Earth,  “they are disburdened from 
their alienness because there is 
nothing more to be alien towards.”3 

Ashura, a Shi’ite ceremony dating 
back to the 7th century, is a profoundly 
theatrical event. Spanning ten days, 
the ceremony commemorates the 
slaying of Prophet Muhammad’s 
grandson, Al Hussein Ibn Ali, through 
the re-witnessing of his death. 
Narrated by an orator, the ceremony is 
a public event, and throngs of people 
can be found in the streets mourning, 
beating their chests and performing 
self-flagellation. Here, the space 
between performance and reality 
collapses: a theatrical re-witnessing 
of a revered martyr’s death turns into 
a gruesome ritual. As actual hands 
use real swords to cut literal flesh, the 
theatrical and the actual become one 
and the same. 

A large textile work hangs suspended 
in the exhibition space, spanning the 
width of the gallery. On the textile, we 
see a page with text on it, a series of 
folded, zig-zagging geometric forms 
appropriated from paintings by Josef 



Albers and Josef Bauer, a sinister-
looking gun, illustrations depicting 
Badi’al-Zaman Al Jazari’s 12th century 
engineered bloodletting machine, the 
Zulfiqar sword4 in green with two 
blades, and a slowly animated word – 
“chak” – which fades in and out like 
a breath. It would be disingenuine to 
not recognize the opacity of this object 
and the icons represented on it, but 
one suspects, or at least hopes, that 
something will be illuminated by the 
other elements in the room. A quick 
scan reveals repetition throughout: 
the two-blade sword appearing twice 
on the large textile and again on 
a smaller textile hanging from the 
adjacent wall; pages from a book 
rendered again in accompanying 
textiles with codes and shapes rather 
than actual words, and reproduced 
as a small booklet with the script of 
the play available to take away; the 
glowing word “chak” repeated over 
and over again in this booklet; a shiny 
metallic object, resembling the gun5, 
sits on a shelf.  

As the backdrop to the exhibition, 
the large textile piece functions like a 
map or reference chart. It is a visual 
cataloguing of elements contained 
within the rest of the project. It points 
to Ashura – with the bloodletting, the 
swords, the use of textiles within the 
ceremony, the ritual and theatre of the 
ten-day ceremony. As well, it mimics 
the research-based methodology that 
Hamadeh employs, with visual and 
iconographic proximities standing 

in for the “linguistic proximities” 
mentioned earlier. As an object, 
the textile functions as a curtain 
framing the gallery as a vacant stage. 
Heightening this drama, the room is 
dimly lit, with spots focused down on 
the other elements in the room. The 
constellation of imagery sprawled 
across the curtain glows against the 
black background of the cloth in the 
darkened room: an effect obtained 
by projecting a digital file atop 
the images present in the physical 
weaving. In some instances, the woven 
layer (the real) is indistinguishable 
from the projected layer (the 
myth), with their shapes lining up 
precisely. Yet in others, the layers 
refuse to align, leaving individual 
components in light or in shadow. 

Hamadeh conceived of this large 
textile and the other elements in the 
gallery as a proposal for the play’s 
scenography. The play, performed in 
the Western Front’s Grand Luxe Hall, 
was devoid of virtually any scenic 
elements. At times deafeningly loud, 
with a sonic intensity that resonated 
in the body, Hamadeh used the voice 
of a single vocalist to compose the 
eight-channel soundtrack. Reading, 
singing and screaming the script, her 
voice was processed and layered in 
such a way as to recode the text into 
a musical composition, overwriting 
the script with sound.  Disconnected 
from this performance, the gallery’s 
scenography stands as a visual script 
for the play, stripped of sound.



Amidst the complex and potentially 
less familiar histories of Shi’ite thought 
and Lebanese and Syrian politics 
invoked thus far, a textile draped over 
a leporello-like plinth in the centre 
of the room points to a seemingly 
incongruous cultural reference: Lewis 
Carroll’s 1865 Alice’s Adventures in 
Wonderland. Like Sun Ra, this is also a 
reference that Hamadeh has returned 
to several times over the years, both 
within Alien Encounters as well as in 
other projects. Carroll appears again 
on a shelf where a dog-eared copy of 
the 1946 Penguin Books edition sits 
open to a page of text also sung during 
the sound play. 

In what is largely regarded as a 
tale of absurd fantasy and literary 
playfulness, Hamadeh hones in on the 
elements of the story that detail quite 
dreadful violence. One character that 
pops up multiple times along Alice’s 
journey down the rabbit hole is the 
Cheshire Cat: a spectral tabby with 
a toothsome grin who possesses the 
ability to vanish, wholly or in part, 
into thin air. At times he appears to be 
nothing but a floating head without a 
body, at others a grin without a cat. The 
Cheshire Cat’s uncanny disappearing 
act comes to a head during a scene at 
the Queen of Heart’s croquet match. 
Angering the queen, she sentences 
him to death with the command, “Off 
with his head!” But her perplexed 
executioner is unable to carry out the 
deed, proclaiming that he can’t cut off 
a head without a body.  As they bicker 

about the impossible logic of the 
situation, the Queen grows frustrated 
with the debate and threatens to kill 
everyone if something isn’t done “in 
less than no time.” 

Hamadeh quotes this scene at the 
centre of the exhibition, surrounded 
by the large black curtain and all 
of its references to Ashura, by a 
photograph of a Palestinian refugee 
camp in Jordan, medical illustrations 
of the plague, and a pocket gigli saw 
from World War II made for the Soviet 
Army. Looking down on the room, 
two newspapers are hung depicting 
Syrian President Hafez el-Assad’s 
election win in 1985. One shows Assad 
surrounded by hordes of people on 
the street with the headline “Yes! And 
You are in Our Hearts”. In the other, 
Assad looks down from a balcony, 
arms extended, palms open, with the 
caption, “Damascus Chants: We Shall 
Redeem You With Our Soul and Blood!” 
It should be noted here that Assad ran 
in this election unchallenged and was 
reported to have received 99.98% of 
the vote.
  

-Pablo de Ocampo



1  Transcription from the play Can You Make 
a Pet of Him Like a Bird or Put Him on a 
Leash For Your Girls? by Rana Hamadeh, 
performed at Western Front, 21 May 2015.

2 “Alien Encounters Rana Hamadeh in 
conversation with Stephanie Bailey,” Ibraaz 
(http://www.ibraaz.org/interviews/105, 
accessed June 2015).

3  Transcription from the play Can You Make 
a Pet of Him Like a Bird or Put Him on a 
Leash For Your Girls? by Rana Hamadeh, 
performed at Western Front 21 May 2015.

4 The Zulfiqar sword is the legendary 
double-edged sword that belonged to Imam 
Ali Bin Abi Taleb, Al Hussein’s father. The 
sword is prominent in Shia iconography.

5  An index next to the shelf clarifies that 
this object is in fact a hand-operated 
surgical cranial-bone trepidation drill with 
a pistol grip which would have been used 
in military hospitals in the 1930s and 40s.
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