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ELLA PLEVIN ON MONIRA AL QADIRI AT GASWORKS,
LONDON

Kuwait doesn’t currently have a space program, only an advisory

council claiming to support the “strong knowledgeable network of
motivated youth who are passionate about the space industry and
related areas,” plus several committees investigating the possibility
of establishing one. Is this conventional statecraft for such a small
country or could it be ... extraterrestrial subterfuge? Kuwaiti artist
Monira Al Qadiri could certainly be called a long-term enthusiast for
space and related areas, namely those concerning alien diplomacy.
Her first UK solo exhibition invites viewers into a localized Area 51,
a Twilight Zone-style realm of mysteries — housed within Gasworks’
south London space — exploring a secret alien plot from her
childhood.

The first gallery is transformed into a darkened tomb, housing
only a mysterious polystyrene cheeseburger, lit by dimmed
spotlights and spinning slowly above a black plinth. Meanwhile, a
disembodied voice intones lines taken from a book surveying the
modernization of Kuwait in the 1960s, describing it as the high point
of American cultural expansion in the region: “The elevations of
most buildings begin to look as if they were pieces of a jigsaw puzzle
... very often I wondered if it was a dream I was experiencing.”

On my return home, I pull up a pdf of Saba George Shiber’s 1964
book “The Kuwait Urbanization” to search for missing pieces.
Quotes from Aldous Huxley and H. G. Wells precede early "60s
aerial photographs of Kuwait City, which look like artifacts of
cosmic exploration. In truth, and as the book goes on to examine, the
capital’s period of prosperity, rapid growth, and 1961 independence
from a British protectorate followed a quintessentially terrestrial
discovery — oil. A quick Google search reveals the capital city is
today still a utopian Tomorrowland — as if frozen in its mid-century
glory — a vision of hope and progress rising from ancient sands,
seemingly unblemished by the war.

Back at Gasworks, the show progresses as a sort of sci-fi jigsaw
puzzle dream about the overlap of physical, cultural, and
psychological landscapes. Exiting the blackness of the burger crypt, I
pass through swinging doors into a second chamber, revealing an
eerily spartan diner. It's a veritable mirage. Napkin dispensers, straw
carousels, and ketchup and mustard bottles stand like sentries on red
countertops offset by peppermint pleather chairs and a Lynchian
checkerboard floor, while a "50s-kitsch sign spelling out “THE
CRAFT” hums in neon at one end of the room. At the other end, a
screen beams out Qadiri’s titular centerpiece, a 16-minute video
investigation into an adolescent conspiracy. Movie trailer-trope
phrases like “things would never be the same again” further
emphasize a paranormal coming-of-age tale, which opens with the
artist’s father as he drives through Dakar in 1982 — the year before
Qadiri was born. Everything is not as it seems , she tells us. Are we
really where we think we are?

In the original footage, Qadiri senior is headed to the city’s
Kuwaiti embassy, a mid-century modern concrete honeycomb
where, as a diplomat, he worked as a foreign national behind closed
doors. In the younger Qadiri’s diner-kino from Another Place,
however, “alien” status takes another meaning, with the building
cast as an elaborate shell in which a global plot is being crafted to
consume mankind. However far-fetched, the narrative is
nevertheless rooted in the artist’s personal biography, or as the film
claims, one particular night six years on when Monira and her sister
were witness to the voluntary abduction of their mother. As the
video plays, we follow their mother inside the “extraterrestrial craft”
to discover that it’s inexplicably dressed in the same Americana as
the gallery, a ghostly sister diner, checkered floor and all, shown to
us through fuzzy VHS distortion and spliced with childhood home
movies and drawings by the artist. On screen, the children are
haunted by this unexpected burger-joint decor, which leads them to
conclude later that the 1991 Gulf War — time in this on-screen world
is nonlinear — is alien not human.

Monira Al Qadiri, “The End,” 2017

Through the lens of the present, all history looks like fiction, I think.
Back at my desk, I rewatch footage from Operation Desert Storm,
which appears to me now like Star Wars, with its sky chariots coated
in radar-absorbent materials and finished in saw-tooth edges. Laser-
guided smartbombs, Wobblin” Goblins (F-117 Nighthawks), and
Wild Weasels (F4 Phantom IIs) patrol arid heavens, beaming
emerald-green night-vision footage to the rest of the world, live and
spectacular enough to nickname it the “video game war” and to
inspire Baudrillard’s collection of essays, “The Gulf War Did Not
Take Place,” on the absurdity and hyperreality of post-modern
electronic combat. “The real victory of the simulators of war is to
have drawn everyone into this rotten simulation,” he writes.

Qadiri abstracts these ideas, tracing fuzzy enemy lines within
her own home, between the us-versus-them of children and parents.
In this Domestic World Order, she and her sister are allies, a two-
player character absconding from the tyranny of parents neglecting
childish things in order to go to work or to parties or to war. In a
way, the viewers are cast as aliens too, trespassing on an intimate
family portrait pulsing with an innocent, bloodless paranoia from
the daughter of a Kuwaiti diplomat affectionately sheltered from the
bureaucracy and violence of adult life.

But the most poignant part of “The Craft” is Qadiri’s final return.
One night 20 years later, she sees the spaceship (“the craft”) from a
car window in Beirut. She runs inside to find it empty, a shadow of
its former self, except for one lonely alien smoking shisha
disdainfully. “It's all over now, the plan failed. We’re out of business.
Go away,” he tells her. Bleary streetscapes drift by and “The Craft” is
over, seemingly taking the might of American imperialism’s dying
breath with it.

It’s a striking yet approachable show, deftly applying the tropes
of popular culture to explore universal themes found across the
artist’s work in both her solo practice and as part of the collective (or
more aptly, “artist delegation,” consisting of Qadiri and seven other
artist-members with ties to the Arabian Gulf) GCC - a playful
fascination with power, truth, and hegemonies — which appears to
suggest that all empires fall. Everything returns to sand in the end.

“Monira Al Qadiri: The Craft,” Gasworks, London, July 13-September 10, 2017.
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