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[…] 
Most of SB14’s performances, though, have been curated by Tancons for her “Look for Me All 
Around You,” which she terms “an open platform of migrant images and fugitive forms.” 

It was in the quest for fugitive forms - rather than an effort to escape the echo chamber - that 
pushed the press corps back onto buses Friday morning. The trek (an elongated affair) targeted 
the town of Kalba, a Sharjawi coastal enclave near the Oman border, where a derelict ice 
factory and its beachfront environs hosted a series of Tancons’ performances. 

The climax was “Land of Zanj,” a 2019 SAF commission created by Mohau Modisakeng, 
performed by a black-clad troupe led by Thembekile Komani and Aphiwe Mpahleni. 

Located within the ice factory building, the first of the work’s two acts centers on a wordless, 
rituallike choreography. First, pairs of female performers move up and down the length of the 
sandy factory floor, accompanied by the simple percussive beat of the shells about their ankles 
and solo drum. 

(The musical ensemble comprises derbake, oud and violin.) 

Eight male performers stand outside at the hangar entrance like pallbearers, flanking a wooden 
facsimile of a rowboat. They’re motionless throughout, faces downcast, unfazed by a noisy 
procession of Harley-Davidson motorbikes that rumble past a few minutes after the work has 
begun. 

As the female performers file out, the men push the boat inside, with Mpahleni clinging to the 
prow like an inverted figurehead. 

There they enact a slow-motion pantomime of tumbling overboard, near drowning and rescue. 

The second act of “Zanj” takes the form of an outdoor procession. 

It begins with Mpahleni and Komani’s duet, which leads them to a literal marriage bed. The 
dancers then to take the audience on a journey down the beach, through a door to an outdoor 
salon, interacting with the beached boats that litter the shore in this part of Kalba. 

Sometimes the dancers freeze in place, as if to mimic a photograph. 



Other times they sprint away from their audience, as though chafing beneath the scrutiny. 

Tancons’ performance program continued Saturday morning. 

“Sabor a Lagrimas” (“Taste of Tears”), one of two new works commissioned from Carlos 
Martiel, started the day. Staged in a restored date-pressing factory, this installationlike 
performance consists of a length of handmade rope running from the roofing beams to the 
glass floor. The artist (here fully clothed) has entangled himself in the rope, lying facedown in a 
pose that’s meant to emulate pearl-diving practice but here resembles the aftermath of a 
lynching. In an ironic flourish, a pair of men of non-Caucasian heritage bear gilded trays of 
baklava, each sweet impaled upon a gold-colored pin, topped with pearllike luminescent gob. 

At times serious art can be entertaining and Saturday morning’s program included Ulrik Lopez’s 
SAF commission “Pataki 1921.” It’s inspired by Lopez’s research into a ballet, performed during 
the 1966 World Chess Olympics in Havana, that animated a match between Cuban and German 
chess masters. 

Set on a giant chessboard, performed by dancers in costumes topped by elaborate, defacing 
masks, Lopez’s work references colonialism’s regimentation of Caribbean life, as well as the 
region’s African heritage. Accompanied by three percussionists and a keyboardist, the work 
unfolds not unlike a capoeira contest. The dancers start in their squares, anonymous, but the 
soloists’ duels and solos invariably send the headgear flying. A lot of research no doubt went 
into “Pataki,” but that’s not what got SB14 attendees dancing. 

Two works have been especially successful in using form to disarm audiences. One is Eisa 
Jocson’s SB14 commission “The Filipino Superwoman Band,” her latest exploration of body 
politics in the service and entertainment industry. 

The other is Peter Friedl’s SAF project “No prey, no pay.” 

Friedl’s practice works the frisson between popular aesthetic and political awareness. “No 
prey” is composed of seven circus-style plinths scattered about the gallery, each accompanied 
by costumes associated with historical character tropes. 

The work was activated Saturday when Johnathan Lee Iverson entered Mureijah Square’s 
Gallery 1 and started to dress himself in the sequined top hat and tails of a ringmaster, 
punctuating his preparations with whistling and outbursts of operatic tenor. An accomplished 
performer, Iverson has, in real life, been America’s first African-American ringmaster and been 
lauded by Broadway critics. 

Here he’s performing Friedl’s script, standing upon the plinth and calling upon his audience to 
observe the brilliant acts of circus derring-do that he describes - which no one can see, of 
course. 

After a spell he calls upon a young couple from the audience to volunteer. Placing the young 
woman on the plinth, he tells the man that all he has to do is go through the motions of 



serenading her. He, the ringmaster, will provide the voice. The performance is hilarious, all the 
more so when he calls upon the couple to switch positions on the plinth. 

Another artist might take pains to spell out how this circus business is a clever metaphor for the 
peculiar performance of contemporary politics. Iverson and Friedl end the performance with a 
performance of the aria “Nessun Dorma,” from Puccini’s opera “Turandot.” 

______________________________________________________________________________
03.11. Sharjah Biennial 14: March Meeting Day 1 
-- H.G. Masters, Art Asia Pacific 

Sharjah Biennial 14—“Leaving the Echo Chamber”—and the concurrent three-day March 
Meeting symposium were divided between the Biennial’s three curators and their respective 
exhibition programs. In reality, this year’s March Meeting was elongated to four days, 
beginning on Friday March 8 in Kalba, a town on the eastern coast of Sharjah facing the Omani 
Sea. There, curator Claire Tancons had convened performers and speakers in the former Kalba 
Ice Factory and nearby Fen Cafe and Restaurant for a performance program as part of her 
exhibition platform within the Biennial, “Look For Me All Around You.” The title of Tancon’s 
exhibition references pan-African leader Marcus Garvey’s phrase “Look for me in the whirlwind 
or a storm, look for me all around you . . .” and elaborated on ideas of the diaspora, not only in 
terms of populations but what she called “migrant images and fugitive forms.”  

Friday’s discursive program included writer and editor Fabian Villegas’s talk about the need for 
“new forms of political narratives” and “epistemologies of the South” among populations facing 
civilizational crises, a theme that resonated with speakers Yarimar Bonilla—an associate 
professor at Rutgers University who penned an article in the Washington Post about how 
Puerto Rico’s “quasi-colonial” status as a United States territory exacerbates its vulnerability to 
natural disasters—and African diaspora ethnographer Aisha Bilkhair, whose work illuminates 
the seaborne cultural links between the Gulf and Africa. Mohau Modisakeng’s processional 
performance Land of Zanj (2019), created with Thembekile Komani and Aphiwe Mpahleni, 
began within the Kalba Ice Factory, with black-clad performers interacting with objects 
including an old chest and a long wooden boat that recall the material and commercial 
histories, including slavery, of the Swahili Coast of southeastern Africa. Later, the performers 
led audiences along the Kalba beach, entering the water and staging other tableaux, such as 
lying in an old wooden bed, processing through a wooden door, or climbing in and out of an old 
fishing boat, suggesting the passages of people and cultures across the sea.  

Back in Sharjah on Saturday March 9, the program began in Bait Obaid al-Shamsi with a 
performance by Carlos Martiel, Sabor a Lágrimas (2019), which featured the artist lying face-
down on the floor with legs suspended by ropes used by pearl divers, within a space formerly 
used to press dates and make molasses, as date pastries with fake-pearl skewers were passed 
to viewers. In a subsequent performance, Eslabón (2019), the artist lay on the floor of a rooftop 
area piled with semi-domed fishing traps, recalling kinds of bondage between the body and the 
equipment of grueling forms of labor. On the rooftop of the same complex, at 11:11 AM that 
morning, with a completely different and more playfully sardonic tone, Hannah Black and Ebba 



Fransén Waldhör’s installation Suntitled (2019) was activated. At specific times of day, sunlight 
streams into the pale-blue, painted, cubic room, which has little smiley faces cut into the sides 
and roof. The light causes the smiley faces to move across the surface of asphalt chunks on the 
floor, arranged to vaguely resemble anthropomorphic figures. At these times, an audio track 
kicks in, so the figures appear to deliver a humorous monologue about existence as a “semi-
solid petroleum product.”  

A few minutes later, the courtyard came alive with Patakí 1921 (2019), organized by Ulrik López 
on a giant chessboard in the plaza. Two sets of dancers were dressed in white and black palm-
fiber costumes, echoing those of Yoruba practitioners in Benin, and recalling the syncretism of 
traditions like Santería and Regla de Ifá. To live music, the two sides faced off, recreating in 
Afro-Caribbean dance-forms a ballet originally developed for the 1966 World Chess 
Championships in Havana. The dance, titled La Partida Viviente (“the living match”), 
commemorates a 1921 chess match in which Cuban player José Raúl Capablanca defeated a 
European, though it was originally choreographed in the form of a European classical dance, 
rather than one that reflected the more complex heritage of the Caribbean’s populations.  

The first talk of the day featured Whitney Museum performance-art curator Adrienne Edwards, 
who offered a powerful reflection on ideas and metaphors of Blackness, drawing on texts by 
Marcus Garvey and Martinican writers Frantz Fanon and Édouard Glissant, as well as other 
historians and theorists. She was followed by artist Jace Clayton, who spoke about the 
phenomenon of “white noise” as a symptom of climate change, particularly in the form of air 
conditioning, but also the drum-machine snare sound produced by the Roland TR-808 Rhythm 
Composer.  

In the afternoon, Meschac Gaba’s processional performance Perruques Architecture Émirats 
Arabes Unis (2019) saw woven headpieces in the shape of buildings in the United Arab Emirates 
being worn and transported from one square to another. Back in Sharjah Art Foundation’s 
Gallery 1, Peter Friedl’s project No Prey, No Pay (2019) featured special guest Johnathan Lee 
Iverson donning a sequined suit and top hat and performing, with excellent bravado, the role of 
a circus ringleader. No Prey is one of several works by Friedl including non-white subjects in 
performative roles since Report (2016), his project for documenta 14.  

Outside the Sharjah Art Foundation spaces, the day’s second panel, “To pay and repair?,” 
looked at museum institutions and the idea of extraction and restitution. Academic Alexandre 
Kazerouni spoke with searing clarity about how the museums of the Gulf in Qatar and Abu 
Dhabi (what he called “mirror museums”) have been instrumentalized for the local elite to 
enter the political power hierarchy of the West. Felwine Sarr, an author of a French 
government report on the restitution of colonial artifacts, raised questions of reparations and 
how that can be achieved. Artist and researcher Imani Jacqueline Brown’s video-lecture looked 
at the parallels between fossil-fuel extraction and cultural funding through the site of the 
Mississippi Delta. Finally, architect Philippe Rahm talked about the urgency for architects to 
reduce energy consumption of buildings, as inefficient heating and excessive air conditioning 
are the biggest contributors to global climate change.  



That evening, Eisa Jocson’s performance of The Filipino Superwoman Band (2019) in the 
courtyard addressed topics of migrant labor through the 1989 R&B single by Karyn 
White, Superwoman, which was a popular track in 1990s Manila. The song and its various 
iterations, with words intentionally dropped out by Jocson and two other singers, evokes both 
the care work of Filipino migrant laborers performed around the world as well as the 
phenomenon of Filipino show bands in the UAE, a reminder that migrant labor can be cultural 
too, even when it’s not in the social strata of the international art world.  
______________________________________________________________________________ 
03.11. Sharjah, triple réflexion sur notre temps 
-- Alison Moss, Le Quotidien de l’Art 
 
[…] 
Performer l’exil 
Si le propos a été investi à partir d’angles distincts – le temps (Omar Kholief), l’outil (Zoé Butt) 
et les flux migratoires (Claire Tancons), les parcours – qui rassemblent quelque 80 artistes - ont 
toutefois fini par  se confondre. Seul celui de Tancons, particulièrement riche en performances, 
se dégage du lot. Conçu comme une procession, il mène le visiteur dans des 
voyages insoupçonnés, l’embarquant dans l’expérience du déplacement. Certaines oeuvres 
sont éphémères, comme l’électrisante performance Land of Zanj de Mohau Modisakeng, qui 
entraînait le public de bout à autre de la plage de Kalba. D’autres existent de manière 
autonome : c’est le cas des « Perruques » de Meschac Gaba, modelées d’après les 
édifices emblématiques des Émirats (un travail qu’il a mené dans de nombreuses villes), dont la 
force symbolique reste prégnante au-delà de son activation par l’artiste. 
 
De Sharjah à Kalba 
Le noyau de la manifestation se concentre dans le site labyrinthique d’Al Mureijah, où baignent 
sous la lumière plusieurs installations immersives - dont celle d’Otobong Nkanga et Emeka 
Ogboh, ode au cycle éternel de la renaissance, qui lui a valu le premier prix de la biennale. 
Autrement poétiques, les cartographies à l’encre de Qiu Zhi Jie dessinent une topographie 
de l’esprit, révélant son universalité au-delà des frontières géographiques. La programmation 
off site pose 
toutefois la question de l’accessibilité : certains sites, comme Kalba, exigent un déplacement de 
1h30 depuis Sharjah. Kalba héberge toutefois des pépites, comme l’installation vidéo de 
Caecilia Tripp, qui jouxte le golfe d’Oman, ou la structure immersive de Mohamed Bourouissa, 
qui a transposé la structure de l’hôpital psychiatrique de Blida (Algérie) dans une 
ancienne école maternelle, évoquant ainsi la simultanéité des possibles. 
 
Poussière du désert 
Si l'axe fédérateur de la biennale s’avère par moments confus – peut-être en raison de la 
multiplicité des thématiques qu’elle aborde simultanément – un fil invisible semble fédérer 
l’ensemble des oeuvres : celui du vivre ensemble. « Qu’est-ce qui définit le migrant 
dans un monde globalisé ? »,  interrogeait l’artiste [sic] Yarimar Bonilla dans le cadre du 
programme de conférences de la biennale. Évoquant la nature vacillante de l’identité, à l’ère où 
les frontières entre les nations sont de plus en plus poreuses, l’artiste l’a rapprochée de la « 



poussière du désert », appelée « calima » aux îles Canaries, qui s’infiltre imperceptiblement 
dans l’air jusqu’à dans nos yeux et notre gorge. Bien qu’utopique, c’est peut-être la 
question d’une identité universelle, transcendant toute frontière, qui enveloppe, telle la calima, 
cet ensemble à la fois riche et éclectique d’œuvres... 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
03.13. The Downward Spiral: Sharjah 
-- Dean Kissick 
 
[…] 
My favourite work’s located in Al Mureijah Square, a disorientating maze of restored heritage 
houses, secret gardens with walls made of coral, and modern galleries built by the foundation. 
Birds sing in every tree and calls to prayer boom from the minarets of the skyline. Alia Farid’s 
film, At the Time of the Ebb (2019), documents traditional celebrations and parties 
celebrating Nowruz Sayadeen, or Fisherman’s New Year, on the Iranian island of Queshm to the 
north. She records figures dressed as camels and tigers and other animals dancing happily on 
the beach, and great outpourings of joy in locals’ houses. In this piece, like everywhere else, the 
old folklore is coming back, if it ever left us. 
 
In the next gallery along, beginning at high noon every day and lasting for only a few minutes, 
Allora & Calzadilla’s Spectres of Noon (2019) reminds us of the French avant-garde’s obsession 
with solar gods. A light show of red and yellow lasers bouncing up and down the wall is 
accompanied by a recording of a text by Roger Callois, dating from 1936, about what ecstatic 
visions the blazing sun can bring about in a weary person. Writes the sociologist and frequent 
Georges Bataille collaborator: 
“I am the Meridian Daemon, hidden under a cloak of light. I drown you with sensation.” 

At its best, going to a biennial should also be a Meridian Daemonic dreamlike experience, and 
that’s how I feel wandering sleepily around the ruins of the old Ice Factory in Kalba, by a 
mangrove forest, on the Gulf of Oman, under the hot, dry sun, a long drive through the desert 
mountains from my hotel room (and also how I felt strolling around the Palm Jumeirah at 
sunset). The Ice Factory, and everything mentioned so far, is curated by Claire Tancons. 
Nikolaus Gansterer’s swaying, twirling, waving sculptures catch the light and throw it 
around one of its huge, derelict rooms. In the next, Isabel Lewis, Matthew Lutz-Kinoy and 
Hacklander / Hatam hang painted muslin banners from the rafters, stick coloured gels to the 
windows, and commission a series of overlapping performances from roving musicians playing 
instruments ranging from the traditional to the synthetic. At points the musicians rove quickly; 
for the finale, a white Ford, a white Lexus and a gold Lexus drift around outside warbling 
burbling techno while a dancer with ribbons in their dreads moshes through their donut hearts, 
kicking up sand in the air. The show ends, but cars keep speeding by in the desert. 
[…] 



Anyway, I loved my time in the Emirates. In a sense, this show just represents the new normal 
for biennials: lots of discordant curators, non-Western artists, post-colonial handwringing and 
historical revisionism. But this approach makes more sense in Sharjah, a real city of the South, 
than it did in Berlin, New York, Venice, Kassel or even Athens. These days I often think about 
how I loathe our cultural moment here in the West. But for some moments in Al Mureijah 
Square, below the high noon, surrounded by bright bird song, with no LTE on my phone, having 
seen a good film and a light show, I did feel as though I’d slipped outside of the echo chamber, 
into spaces of both, the pure joy that’s completely lacking from Western culture, and the 
terrible darkness that’s still there, but you’re not really allowed to show anymore. 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
03.15. Ocula Report: Sharjah Biennial 14: Leaving the Echo Chamber 
-- Stephanie Bailey, Ocula Journal 
 
[…] 
Across all three shows, the sea reappears as a site that harbours so many of the memories and 
myths that each work in this biennial records. Tsang's film forms part of Tancons' 
exhibition, Look for Me All Around You, as does Land of Zanj (2019), a powerful performance 
that was staged at and around the site of the Kalba Ice Factory by Mohau Modisakeng during 
the opening week. Roughly 20 performers dressed in black costume dramatised migration 
between the Arabian Gulf and the Swahili Coast, engaging directly with the context of this 
particular venue, poised on the edge of the Gulf of Oman, which leads to the Arabian Sea and 
the Indian Ocean. The objects that were used for the performance remain in situ at the Ice 
Factory, and aspects of it will be reactivated throughout the biennial's run. 
 
Look for Me All Around You is named after the words of pan-African leader and activist Marcus 
Mosiah Garvey Jr, and paints broad relational strokes between geographies and temporalities. 
Caline Aoun's Time Travel (2019) shows blurry live-stream images of Lebanon created from four 
projectors spinning at 375 frames a minute in Gallery 1 in Al Mureijah Square. Mohamed 
Bourouissa's installation Blida-Joinville (2018–2019) renders the floor plan of Frantz Fanon 
Psychiatric Hospital in Blida, Algeria, where Fanon practiced, into three-dimensional white 
frames on the grounds of a former kindergarten in Kalba. 

The walls of the abandoned space are covered in paintings of plants, created during workshops 
the artist conducted with students at the site. The project is an extension of the community 
garden Bourouissa created for the recent Liverpool Biennial, the production of which is 
documented in the film, The Whispering of Ghosts (2018), screened in one space, with the 
sound projected into other parts of the kindergarten complex. 

Blida-Joinville is one of the many works in Tancons' show that upholds the Sharjah Biennial's 
tradition of anchoring each edition to its context. The staging of the Filipino Superwoman Band 
by Eisa Jocson during the opening week, by far a highlight, is another example: a trio of 
performers who brought to life the lyrics of Karyn White's 1989 R&B power ballad 
'Superwoman', about the frustration of an unappreciated housewife, which was apparently 
popular in 1990s Manila. Three versions of the lyrics are stencilled onto a window of Gallery 2 



along with headsets to listen to performances of each, and a microphone connected with 
speakers positioned around the courtyard outside. Words have been redacted to encapsulate 
the title of each song: 'Lover', 'Libertine', and 'Labourer (O[verseas] F[oreign] W[orker])'. The 
opening lines for the latter read: 'early ... morning ... breakfast ... table /... make ... coffee ... 
sugar ... cream /... eggs ... easy .... toast done.' 

Such redactions reflect the curatorial premise of Tancons' show, which, as she writes, 'revels in 
displaced artefacts, coded languages, sonic disturbances, transient presences, light flashes and 
shadow imprints'. The opening week programme of performances and activations, for example, 
was filled with stops, starts, and things best left unsaid. 

Formally, Tancons' appreciation for unpredictability and opacity comes through in Caecilia 
Tripp's Even the Stars Look Lonesome (2019), a five-screen film installation arranged in the 
shape of a pentagon, shown in one room at the Kalba Ice Factory. Tripp's script is a cosmology 
of the world narrated by single voice and its whispering chorus, while screens show the cosmos, 
the elegant movements of the suited choreographer David Hamilton Thomson, and former 
World Boxing Organisation champion Michael Olajide Jr dressed in Hermes-inflected gold and 
silver kit. 'Nothing is true; everything is alive; everything is in relation', is one of the lines that 
are read out; after each statement, the sound of a rattle shaking in space punctuates the words 
being spoken. 

At the centre of the installation is ASTEROID (2019), a copper seat marked by smooth black 
'cracks' that move outwards from a central point to divide the object into three, like a diagram 
of SB14's three exhibitions meeting in their division. Tripp likens the installation to an asteroid 
that crashed into the site to crystalise fluidity into fixed form, which is one way of 
describing Leaving the Echo Chamber as a whole: an invitation to readjust and expand ways of 
looking at, and negotiating, world time and space. —[O] 

______________________________________________________________________________ 
03.26. Sharjah Biennial 14: “Leaving the Echo Chamber”  
– Art Asia Pacific H.G. Masters  
 
[…] 
The most challenging of the three platforms in thematic and experiential terms was Tancons’s 
“Look for Me All Around You,” which takes its title from pan-African political leader Marcus 
Garvey’s 1925 address at an Atlanta prison (the rest of Garvey’s sentence is “with God’s grace, I 
shall come and bring with me countless millions of black slaves who have died in America and 
the West Indies and the millions in Africa to aid you in the fight for Liberty, Freedom and Life.”). 
The live, performative components of the exhibition—such as Meschac Gaba’s parade of 
headdresses woven to resemble iconic buildings in the United Arab Emirates; Ulrik López’s 
restaging in syncretic Caribbean styles of a ballet celebrating a famous chess match; and Mohau 
Modisakeng’s evocation of African slave trade histories that unfolded in a processional mis-en-
scène down the beach in Kalba—were all highlights of the opening week program. Though they 
were recorded, or will be partly restaged, and will each be represented in different manners in 



the exhibition, the initial performance of these events for the professional art class that 
gathered for SB14’s opening did make the struggle to leave the echo chamber apparent.  

Other works from Tancons’s platform engaged consciously with performativity and temporality 
in the exhibition context. Eisa Jocson’s Passion of Darna (2019) is an interactive installation that 
allowed visitors to sing along to a Filipino rendition of the song “I Am Not a 
Superwoman.” Participants’ voices were broadcast from disco-ball-style speakers in the 
courtyard outside. Caline Aoun’s Time Travel(2019) is a nightly projection of the sunset in 
Lebanon on the courtyard walls of Al-Mureijah Square. The hazy image is created by four 
projectors spinning at 375 rotations per minute, effectively showing images at 25-frames per 
second, like an analogue piece of technology. Similarly, Wu Tsang’s One emerging from a point 
of view (2019) was only played in the dark, after the last call to prayer, because it was staged in 
an open courtyard. The film, about a refugee and a photojournalist who cross paths on the 
Greek island of Lesbos, was beautifully shot and staged with two overlapping channels. Allora & 
Calzadilla have an audio and laser work that is activated at noon every day. Hannah Black and 
Ebba Fransén Waldhör’s charming Suntitled (2019) is a cubic, sky-blue hut perforated with little 
smiley faces that allow sunlight into the room; when a smiley face aligns with the surface of a 
crudely anthropomorphic asphalt sculpture, a recorded monologue begins to play. Between the 
works that are only activated once, or only at noon, after dark, or at shifting times throughout 
the day, Tancons re-imagined and marked many kinds of time and space within the exhibition.  
[…] 
 
 
 

 


