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Let’s start by hearing about Understanding over
views commissioned for the 9th Sharjah
Biennial (2009).
In this installation, as the title suggests, the spectator
has to stand underneath it in order to understand the
work. It is made of two materials, delicate chips of paint
fallen from walls in various cities which have some
meaning for me, mainly in Tunisia and Europe; and
black silk threads. Through this work, I attempt to
express the impossibility of defining a single point of
view; there is a natural diversity and complexity in each

geopolitical, social and cultural situation. The shadow, which is always a distortion of
the reality, plays a major role here since it echoes the shape of the UAE, so this can be
seen as a mapping exercise. The contrast between precious black silk threads and chips
of paint relates to the immigrant situation in the UAE. My family were part of this,
moving to Sharjah from Tunisia in 1990 when I was 12 during the first Gulf War.
Can you draw parallels with your ACAP commission?
It's only after I planned my ACAP project and started producing it, that I began to
wonder about the coincidence of creating hanging pieces each time I worked in the UAE,
they are the only two projects which I have used threads and hanging structures. I think
that there are two main factors that can explain this. One is my personal history with the
UAE as described above, the feeling of losing my roots when I came to Sharjah as a
child. Secondly it refers to the transient, rootless nature of the UAE and its inhabitants,
during the financial crisis we saw thousands lose their jobs, and were therefore forced to
leave the country. It is interesting now how the Gulf is putting down cultural roots,
through the expansion of museums and galleries. If someone had told me this would
happen when I was here in the 1990s I would not have believed them! For Flying
Carpets I again use only two materials: metal and black threads. The choice of materials
in my work always relate closely to the concept. I want to express both the idea of
floating flying carpets but also imprisonment and cages. The metal geometrical profiles
recall the bars of a prison and the black vertical threads enable the hovering but also
give the effect of imprisonment.
You have described your work as a ‘homage’ highlighting a particular
situation of hawkers from Africa and South Asia trading in Venice. Can it be
seen as an exemplar of a wider situation?
Absolutely. Firstly, the immigrant situation in Europe reflects one of the oldest and most
natural habits of humans. There are theories that since prehistoric times we have
changed our geographical location in order to optimise living conditions. The new
phenomenon in our modern world is national borders. Ironically it is mainly the
western civilisations whose constitutions are based on the idea of freedom that impose

an ethical stance on migration, condemning it often as criminal. It is true to say there
are also specific problems in political and economic relations between the north / west
and the south / Africa / Orient, such as the choking of local infrastructures by the export
of subsidised agricultural goods. My work is very much about seeing everyday life and
the things that surround us in a different way, encouraging us to question what we can
take for granted. The hawkers are there, and at the margin of society, due to wider,
market issues. My position as an artist, of Tunisian decent, is not to offer a powerful
politically charged message, but to highlight the situation. These people exist and they
have their place, they suffer from being either invisible or considered as a troublesome
element in society when they become visible. Their hopes and dreams are real, they took
the risk to immigrate and they are living with the risk of being arrested every second of
their existence.

Tell us more about this realism, and how it is directly reflected in your
work.
For at least three years my working method has been based on taking imprints. I work
with actual traces avoiding media such as photography, video or film. In this sense my
work is highly realistic. The objects I produce as a result of physical contact, surfaces
which are moved from one place to another, and in a sense archived, or highlighted by
their presence in my work. Faithful to my method, I decided to keep a 1:1 ratio of the
bridge and the carpets, even though this made the realisation much more complex and
complicated. The carpets have specific dimensions which can carry a specific amount of

goods. Every bridge in Venice is unique, and the hawkers’ dreams and needs are unique
too. The only tangible thing I could take with me after living with them for 8 days were
measures. It made no sense to me to reduce the scale. Reproducing the carpets in their
original size through the form of the bridge, Il Ponte del Sepolcro where I met them, for
me is the best way to present this homage of their situation. I like to keep things open, I
love the greys; nothing is black and white.

Talk us through the process that has led to the finished installation for
ACAP.
For Flying Carpets and my work in general it is crucial to focus on the process of
creation. My work is strongly anchored in places and historical contexts which have an
important literary background. Every work tells a story or contains the premises of a
certain history. My installation for ACAP is accompanied by a diary that I wrote during
my research period in Venice. For nearly two months I was based in Sharjah supervising
the production of the metal grids and frames, and have had the tremendous luck of
reconnecting with a school friend whose husband, Tarek Zebian is an engineer who
owns an aluminium factory, who fabricated my work and really fed so many
constructive, creative ideas into the project. It has been an adventure working with

volunteers in Sharjah, and making more and more decisions and often compromises –
but in the end they all have a positive result. I feel that I am blessed in meeting all these
people and having the privilege of working with them.
Would you like to talk about your commission in Berlin?
Yes, this is another project which deals with immigration and integration into society
entitled Meinstein which translates as ‘my stone’. The project will be built on KarlMarx-Street in Neukoelln in the city of Berlin, which has the highest rate of immigrant
population in Germany. Inspired by unique pavements in Berlin, I decided to use
Mediterranean mosaic techniques and represent the population of Neukoelln with
coloured natural stones. These stones will be imported from the countries of origin of
the population those with no passports (Palestinians and others) will have a different
type of stone, I am thinking of natural glass. My work is based again on data, numbers
and statistics. The quantity of coloured stones will be determined by the latest statistics
of inhabitants from 2010, as well as a series of workshops with local people. Meinstein is
about a public square made by the people for the people where the stones are symbols of
bringing a part of one's own past and planting it in their new home.
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