Art can enable viewers to shift their sensibilities
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NEW DELHI: Tankers in the ocean are painted with a red coloured chemical, a biocide, called
Tributyltin. They do this to prevent algae and other sea creatures from sticking to the vessel’s
body. But, it also causes enormous damage at the species level —— it changes female murex
mussels to male, making it impossible for them to reproduce.

Kuwaiti artist Monira al Qadiri picks up on this in her extraordinary art work called Gastro-
mancer at the Sharjah Biennale. This grand art spectacle takes place every two years, across
various parts of Sharjah. This time, it has been curated by not one but five curators —— all
women

This work is one of the stars, but also emblematic for our climate stricken times.

Bathed in tangerine light, two deep red molluscs talk to each other about what is happening
to them. The gigantic creatures are suspended, speakers immersed inside them. Facing each
other, they witness their own devastation and that of the other. Their voices are gently, rich,
mellifluous as they narrate what is essentially their annihilation from pollution. From their
life in the sea, they shift to becoming sentient beings —— unable to stop their own carnage.
Art can enable viewers to shift their sensibilities from knowing facts to experiencing what a
tragedy is like. Good art can build an imagination, great art can plant empathy. This is why
such art is vital to building consensus around the need to live differently: With less resources
and with greater regulation around toxins, including testing them; Most importantly, with
making more safe spaces for other creatures.



