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within their Mesopotamian collection, it created a challenging tension. Rakowitz often plays with these different 
systems of value and trade with a delicious irony but also a substantive impact. 
The artist’s commitment to fabricating the entire collection of the missing archaeological objects in papier-mâché 
could be seen as an almost Sisyphean labor in its absurd materiality. The non-preciosity of his replicas reveals the 
dreadful loss of the originals. They are evidently not strict counterfeits, but only "cheap" ghostly apparitions that 
paradoxically signify an absence by means of their own presence. 
(Text by Gauthier Lesturgie) 
 
(1) In "Smoke on the Water" the lyrics tell of the fire that members of Deep Purple witnessed from the other side of Lake Geneva 
when the Montreux Casino burned as Frank Zappa played there on December 4th, 1971. 
(2) The project has been shown at venues such as at the Sharjah Biennial (2007), the Istanbul Biennial (2007), the Hessel Museum of 
Art in Annandale-On-Hudson, New York (2008), Modern Art Oxford (2009), the Hiroshima City Museum of Contemporary Art 
(2013), and the Oriental Institute, University of Chicago (2014). Parts of it are held in the following public collections: Van 
Abbemuseum, Eindhoven; The British Museum, London; Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York; Smart Museum of Art, University 
of Chicago, amongst others. 

 
Michael Rakowitz (b. 1973, New York) is living and working in Chicago. His work has appeared in venues worldwide 
including the Istanbul Biennial (2015 and 2007), the Museum of Contemporary Art Chicago (2014), the Van 
Abbemuseum, Eindhoven (2013), dOCUMENTA (13) and the Museum of Modern Art, New York (2012), the 16th 
Biennale of Sydney (2008), and the Sharjah Biennial 8 (2007). He has had solo exhibitions and projects at the Museum 
of Modern Art, New York (2015), the Tate Modern in London (2010), the Kunstraum Innsbruck, and the mumok in 
Vienna (2004). 
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During the 2003 invasion of Iraq, Baghdad's National Museum of Iraq, the home of a large collection of world heritage 
objects, was not protected. The unsecured building was looted, and approximately 15,000 objects disappeared, leaving 
a terrible void in the museum collection and the international collection of relics of human history.  
 
For his first exhibition with Galerie Barbara Wien, Michael Rakowitz presents The invisible enemy should not exist, an 
ongoing project since 2007. It is a direct response to the pillage of Baghdad’s Museum, and a stirring homage to its 
former director, Dr. Donny George Youkhanna, who dedicated his time to recovering the missing artifacts until his 
death in 2011. It is also a reflection of Rakowitz's own biographical background, as his mother’s family fled Iraq in 1946 
to settle in the USA. Raised in New York, the artist now lives and works in Chicago. 
 
The project’s title is a translation of "Aj-ibur-shapu", which was the name of the main processional street that passed 
through the Ishtar Gate in ancient Babylon. The history of this legendary gate offers interesting parallels to Michael 
Rakowitz’s project, in part because its new location since its excavation in the early 20th century is in Berlin’s 
Pergamon Museum. In the 1950s, the Iraqi government reproduced a replica made from plaster and wood in Babylon. 
Michael Rakowitz has also devoted himself to the creation of replicas: true to scale reproductions of the objects 
looted from the National Museum of Iraq. His replicas are made of papier-mâché plastered with Arabic newspapers 
and the packaging of Middle Eastern food products sold in the United States. Rakowitz himself had never personally 
seen the missing objects. He gets his information through pictures and documentation in the University of Chicago’s 
Oriental Institute’s database and from Interpol’s website. His makeshift relics are mostly displayed upon a table 
designed to recreate the trajectory of Aj-ibur-shapu.  
 
Black and white pencil drawings annex narrative episodes. In one drawing, for instance, Dr. Donny George Youkhanna 
appears behind drums, an unexpected position to the ignorant viewer. A caption tells us that the archaeologist used to 
play in a band called "99%" which covered songs by Deep Purple and Pink Floyd. Thus, the reason for the installation’s 
background soundtrack becomes clearer: Michael Rakowitz commissioned a band called Ayyoub to cover Deep 
Purple’s "Smoke on the Water" in Arabic, the ubiquitously played song of our time, which tells a story of senseless 
destruction and loss. (1) 
 
Sites of display hold great importance in Michael Rakowitz’s work. His projects are often produced for a specific place 
and take note of the location’s history. For his piece May the arrogant not prevail - the title is an alternative translation 
of Aj-ibur-shapu - he used similar techniques of recycling product packaging to reproduce the Ishtar Gate, this time 
from the Iraqi government’s replica, and then exhibited it in a group show in Berlin’s Haus der Kulturen der Welt 
(2010). This impressive "garbage gate" surely produced a formidable symbolic resonance while on display in Berlin. 
 
Yet, with the ongoing project, The invisible enemy should not exist, now on display at Barbara Wien, it is its movability 
which makes it operate (2): replicas of displaced national treasures are "transformed" into contemporary art 
sculptures and exhibited in a commercial gallery, thereby introducing them to the art market and potential ownership 
by collectors or institutions. When the British Museum acquired some of the project’s sculptures and displayed them 



Im Fall des Projekts The invisible enemy should not exist, das zur Zeit bei Barbara Wien ausgestellt wird, ist es auch 
dessen Beweglichkeit, die seine Wirkung ausmacht (2): Nachahmungen von verschleppten nationalen Schätzen werden 
zu Skulpturen zeitgenössischer Kunst und in einer kommerziellen Galerie ausgestellt. Dadurch werden sie in den 
Kunstmarkt integriert und kommen potenziell in den Besitz von Sammlern und Institutionen. Als das British Museum 
einige der Skulpturen des Projekts erwarb und diese in der Mesopotamien-Sammlung zeigte, entstand eine reizvolle 
Spannung, die nicht ohne Humor war. Rakowitz spielt immer mit diesen verschiedenen Werte- und Handelssystemen 
und benutzt dabei eine feine Ironie, die eine nachhaltige Wirkung hinterlässt. 
 
Das Ziel des Künstlers, die gesamte Sammlung der verschwundenen archäologischen Objekte in Pappmaché 
nachzubilden, kann beinahe als Sisyphos-Arbeit angesehen werden. Die Einfachheit von Rakowitz‘ Repliken offenbart 
den Verlust der Originale. Sie sind offensichtlich keine präzisen Fälschungen, sondern lediglich "billige" geisterhafte 
Erscheinungen, die paradoxerweise durch ihre eigene Anwesenheit eine Abwesenheit aufzeigen. 
(Text von Gauthier Lesturgie) 
 
(1) In "Smoke on the Water" erzählt der Liedtext vom Brand des Casinos in Montreux während Frank Zappa dort am 4. Dezember 
1971 spielte; Mitglieder von Deep Purple erlebten das Feuer von der anderen Seite des Genfersees mit. 
(2) Das Projekt wurde bisher u.a. auf der Sharjah Biennale (2007), der Istanbul Biennale (2007), im Hessel Museum of Art in 
Annandale-On-Hudson, New York (2008), im Modern Art Oxford (2009), im Hiroshima City Museum of Contemporary Art 
(2013) und im Oriental Institute, University of Chicago (2014) gezeigt. Es befindet sich u.a. in folgenden öffentlichen Sammlungen: 
Van Abbemuseum, Eindhoven; The British Museum, London; Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York; Smart Museum of Art, 
University of Chicago. 

 
Michael Rakowitz (*1973, New York) lebt und arbeitet in Chicago. Sein Werk wurde an internationalen 
Ausstellungsorten präsentiert, wie der Istanbul Bienniale (2015 und 2007), dem Museum of Contemporary Art 
Chicago (2014), dem Van Abbemuseum, Eindhoven (2013), der dOCUMENTA (13) und dem Museum of Modern Art, 
New York (2012), der 16th Biennale of Sydney (2008) und der Sharjah Biennial 8 (2007). Einzelausstellungen und 
Projekte realisierte der Künstler u.a. im Museum of Modern Art, New York (2015), in der Tate Modern in London 
(2010), im Kunstraum Innsbruck und im mumok in Wien (2004). 
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"Smoke on the Water"  
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The invisible enemy should not exist 
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Das Irakische Nationalmuseum in Bagdad, das die Heimat einer großen Sammlung von Objekten des Weltkulturerbes 
ist, wurde während der Invasion in den Irak 2003 nicht geschützt. Das ungesicherte Gebäude wurde geplündert, 
ungefähr 15.000 Objekte verschwanden und es entstand eine Lücke in der Museumssammlung sowie der 
internationalen Sammlung von wertvollen Relikten der Menschheitsgeschichte. 
 
In seiner ersten Ausstellung in der Galerie Barbara Wien präsentiert Michael Rakowitz The invisible enemy should not 
exist, ein seit 2007 fortlaufendes Projekt. Es ist eine direkte Antwort auf die Plünderung des Bagdader Museums und 
eine bewegende Hommage an dessen früheren Direktor, Dr. Donny George Youkhanna, der bis zu seinem Tod im 
Jahr 2011 seine Zeit der Rückgewinnung der verschwundenen Artefakte widmete. Es ist auch eine Reflexion von 
Rakowitz‘ eigenem biographischen Hintergrund, da die Familie seiner Mutter 1946 aus dem Irak floh und sich 
anschließend in den USA niederließ. Der Künstler, der in New York aufwuchs, lebt und arbeitet heute in Chicago. 
 
Der Titel des Projekts ist eine Übersetzung von "Aj-ibur-shapu", der Name der wichtigsten Prozessionsstraße, die 
durch das Ischtar-Tor im alten Babylon führte. Die Geschichte dieses legendären Tores bietet interessante Parallelen 
zu Michael Rakowitz‘ Projekt, zum Teil weil dessen neuer Standort seit der Ausgrabung im frühen 20. Jahrhundert sich 
im Berliner Pergamonmuseum befindet. In den 1950er Jahren ließ die Irakische Regierung in Babylon davon eine Replik 
aus Gips und Holz produzieren. Auch Michael Rakowitz widmet sich der Herstellung von Nachbildungen: 
maßstabsgetreuen Reproduktionen der Objekte, die aus dem Irakischen Nationalmuseum geplündert wurden. Seine 
Repliken aus Pappmaché sind mit arabischen Zeitungen und Verpackungen nahöstlicher Lebensmittel beklebt, die in 
den USA verkauft werden. Rakowitz selbst hat die verschwundenen Objekte nie persönlich gesehen. Er bekommt 
seine Informationen durch Bilder und Dokumentationen von der Datenbank des Orient-Instituts der Chicagoer 
Universität und der Website von Interpol. Seine Nachbildungen werden meist auf einem Tisch ausgestellt, dessen 
Formgebung den Verlauf der Aj-ibur-shapu-Straße aufgreift. 
 
Durch schwarz-weiße Bleistiftzeichnungen ergänzt Rakowitz den Raum mit erzählerischen Episoden. In einer 
Zeichnung taucht zum Beispiel Dr. Donny George Youkhanna hinter einem Schlagzeug auf, eine ungewöhnliche 
Position für einen Archäologen. Eine Bildunterschrift erzählt uns, dass Youkhanna einst in einer Band mit dem Namen 
"99%" spielte, die Lieder von Deep Purple und Pink Floyd coverte. Dadurch erklärt sich die Tonspur im Hintergrund 
der Installation: Michael Rakowitz beauftragte eine Band namens Ayyoub, Deep Purples "Smoke on the Water" auf 
Arabisch zu covern, ein Lied, das eine Geschichte von sinnloser Zerstörung und Verlust erzählt. (1) 
 
Die Ausstellungsorte spielen in Michael Rakowitz‘ Arbeit eine bedeutende Rolle. Seine Projekte werden oft für einen 
spezifischen Ort hergestellt und gehen auf dessen Geschichte ein. Für sein Werk May the arrogant not prevail - der 
Titel ist eine alternative Übersetzung von Aj-ibur-shapu - benutzte er ähnliche Techniken der Wiederverwertung von 
Verpackungen, um das Ischtar-Tor zu reproduzieren, dieses Mal als Replik der irakischen Replik der 1950er Jahre. 
2010 war es in einer Gruppenausstellung im Berliner Haus der Kulturen der Welt ausgestellt. In Berlin hatte dieses 
beeindruckende "Abfall-Tor" eine große symbolische Wirkung. 
 



Exhibition views / Ausstellungssansichten The invisible enemy should not exist, Galerie Barbara Wien, Berlin, 2016Exhibition view / Ausstellungssansicht The invisible enemy should not exist, Galerie Barbara Wien, Berlin, 2016



The Invisible Enemy Should Not Exist - Relief of reclining woman (Mosul Museum) (Recovered, 
Missing, Stolen Series)
2015
Middle Eastern packaging and newspapers, glue / Verpackungsmaterial und Zeitungen aus dem Nahen Osten
71 x 63,5 x 10,2 cm

The invisible enemy should not exist
2007 - ongoing
Tables with artifacts from cardboard, Middle Eastern packaging and newspapers, glue, museum labels, sound and 4 
drawings
Tische mit Artefakten aus Pappe, Verpackungsmaterial und Zeitungen aus dem Nahen Osten, Klebstoff, Museumslabel, 
Ton und 4 Zeichnungen
Dimensions variable / Maße variabel



The Invisible Enemy Should Not Exist - Standing male figure; head, shoulders and most of arm
missing (IM41016) (Recovered, Missing, Stolen Series)
2013
Middle Eastern packaging and newspapers, glue / Verpackungsmaterial und Zeitungen aus dem Nahen Osten
29,8 x 14 x 9,5 cm

The Invisible Enemy Should Not Exist - Bull Facing Right (ND13468) (Recovered, Missing, Sto-
len Series)
2009
Middle Eastern packaging and newspapers, glue / Verpackungsmaterial und Zeitungen aus dem Nahen Osten
5 x 10 x 2 cm



The Invisible Enemy Should Not Exist - Horned Cap and Garmented Figure Plaque (IM42494) 
(Recovered, Missing, Stolen Series)
2007
Middle Eastern packaging and newspapers, glue / Verpackungsmaterial und Zeitungen aus dem Nahen Osten
10 x 8,5 cm

Detail
The invisible enemy should not exist
2007 - ongoing
Excavation Extraction (Recovered, Missing, Stolen series)
Pencil on vellum, framed / Bleistift auf Pergament, gerahmt; 71 x 124,5



Detail
The invisible enemy should not exist
2007 - ongoing
The Looting (Recovered, Missing, Stolen series)
Pencil on vellum, framed / Bleistift auf Pergament, gerahmt; 71 x 134,6

Detail
The invisible enemy should not exist
2007 - ongoing
New Babylon (Recovered, Missing, Stolen series)
Pencil on vellum, framed / Bleistift auf Pergament, gerahmt; 71 x 122



The invisible enemy should not exist
2007 - ongoing
Tables with artifacts from cardboard, Middle Eastern packaging and newspapers, glue, museum labels, sound and 4 
drawings
Tische mit Artefakten aus Pappe, Verpackungsmaterial und Zeitungen aus dem Nahen Osten, Klebstoff, Museumslabel, 
Ton und 4 Zeichnungen
Dimensions variable / Maße variabel

Detail
The invisible enemy should not exist
2007 - ongoing
The Ballad of Donny George (Recovered, Missing, Stolen series)
Pencil on vellum, framed / Bleistift auf Pergament, gerahmt; 71 x 230



Details
The invisible enemy should not exist
2007 - ongoing                   SOLD

The invisible enemy should not exist
2007 - ongoing
Table with 7 artifacts from cardboard, Middle Eastern packaging and newspapers, glue, museum labels
Tisch mit 7 Artefakten aus Pappe, Verpackungsmaterial und Zeitungen aus dem Nahen Osten, Klebstoff, Museumslabel
92 x 100 x 92 cm                  SOLD



The Invisible Enemy Should Not Exist - Seated Female Statue from Hatra (IM58086) 
(Recovered,Missing, Stolen series)
2014
Middle Eastern food packaging, newspapers and glue
39 x 70 cm

The invisible enemy should not exist
2007 - ongoing
Table with 5 artifacts from cardboard, Middle Eastern packaging and newspapers, glue, museum labels
Tisch mit 5 Artefakten aus Pappe, Verpackungsmaterial und Zeitungen aus dem Nahen Osten, Klebstoff, Museumslabel
92 x 100 x 92 cm



Stela fragment; relief carving shows two men wearing skirt and head band and four animals 
(lions) (IM23477) (Recovered, Missing, Stolen series)
2016
Middle Eastern packaging and newspapers, glue
Verpackungsmaterial und Zeitungen aus dem Nahen Osten, Klebstoff
70 x 104 x 52 cm

The Invisible Enemy Should Not Exist - Symmetrical Arrangement of two 
Lions (ND10457) (Recovered, Missing, Stolen Series)
2013
Middle Eastern packaging and newspapers, glue
5,7 x 5,7 cm



Detail
Stela fragment; relief carving shows two men wearing skirt and head band and four animals 
(lions) (IM23477) (Recovered, Missing, Stolen series)
2016

The invisible enemy should not exist
2007 - ongoing
Wall-mounted vitrine with perspex cover; 7 objects from found Middle Eastern packaging and newspapers, glue, 
museum labels 
23 x 110 x 23 cm



The invisible enemy should not exist
2007 - ongoing
Plinth with perspex cover; 6 objects from found Middle Eastern packaging and newspapers, glue, museum 
labels
140 x 60 x 54 cm

Details
The invisible enemy should not exist
2007 - ongoing



Details
The invisible enemy should not exist
2007 - ongoing

The invisible enemy should not exist
2007 - ongoing
Plinth with perspex cover; 6 objects from found Middle Eastern packaging and newspapers, glue, museum 
labels
140 x 60 x 54 cm



Details
The invisible enemy should not exist
2007 - ongoing Exhibition view / Ausstellungssansicht The Way of the Shovel: Art as Archaeology, Museum of Contemporary Art Chicago, 2013-2014
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http://www.ibraaz.org/interviews/62

From Invisible 
Enemy 
to Enemy 
Kitchen
Michael Rakowitz 
in conversation with 
Anthony Downey

Michael Rakowitz is an Iraqi-American conceptual artist whose 
work is influenced by his cultural origins, not so much in terms of 
identity, but as a means through which to engage issues that affect 
cultural production and the loss of culture. An artist with a concern 
for the economies of exchange that inform social, political and 
historical events, it is in the contested realm of human experience 
that Rakowitz situates his practice. However, rather than offering 

Interview

Michael Rakowitz, 
Detail of The Breakup, 

2012, original Sgt.
Pepper’s Lonely Hearts 

Club Band album 
cover (1967) magazine 
color printouts, 12 x 12 
inches, 30.5 x 30.5 cm. 
Courtesy the artist and 
Lombard Freid Gallery.
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solutions to forms of social inequality and historical injustice, or 
attempting to ameliorate social and cultural loss, Rakowitz's practice 
is more about agitation and the antagonistic counter-narratives that 
continue to re-emerge in any accepted version of events.

In this interview with Anthony Downey, he discusses projects such 
as The Invisible Enemy Should Not Exist (2007) and his ongoing 
project Enemy Kitchen that started in 2004. He also talks about his 
2012 project, presented at dOCUMENTA(13), and its focus on the 
Bamiyan Buddhas in Afghanistan, the latter having been destroyed 
in 2001 by members of the Taliban, and The Break Up, 2012, which 
examines the apparently unlikely relationship between The Beatles, 
the Six Day war in 1967, and the dream of Pan-Arabism.

Anthony Downey: I want to talk to about The Invisible Enemy 
Should Not Exist (2007), in which you recreate objects looted from 
Iraq's National Museum. It brings into play not only archeological 
issues, but issues of tourism and repatriation - something I find 
throughout your work - not to mention issues around cultural looting. 
Can you talk about how this work came into being and if this term 
'recuperation' means anything to you in this context?

MR: The work deals with addressing a void and finding ways of 
articulating in some visual and spatial sense what everybody says is 
lost. In 2003, we became a global viewing public with the information 
that the cultural heritage in Iraq had been wiped off the face of the 
earth because of the allied invasion. With that in mind, it was almost 
like the abstract details of it were enough to create what I felt was 
the first moment of pathos in the war. Whether you were pro-war or 
against the war, right or left, Iraqi or American, or just somewhere 
else on the globe, this was not an Iraqi problem, this was a human 
problem. It was almost a missed opportunity for people not just to 
be outraged by objects going missing but by actual bodies going 
missing. It's like what happens when you get a photograph of a 

Michael Rakowitz, The 
Invisible Enemy Should 

Not Exist (Recovered, 
Missing, Stolen 

Series), 2007, middle 
eastern packaging 

and newspapers, glue, 
variable dimensions, 

installation view at 
Lombard-Freid Projects, 
New York, NY. Courtesy 

the artist and Lombard 
Freid Gallery.
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mass grave; you're never able to focus on the individual things or 
people, it's always just a big abstraction. What was recuperative 
was this restoring a sense of what each of these things once were. 
And that is why I set about recreating some of the objects that had 
went missing. In the process of attempting to remake something that 
clearly can't be remade there is also this kind of additive effort that 
comes through when making these things.

I'm also interested in this idea that you can never reconstruct 
history - we all know that these things are gone forever and these are 
just surrogates made with the immediacy of detritus being enlisted 
as a material. It's almost like a futile effort. But I think it was also 
recuperative. This was the first project I did after moving to Chicago 
from New York, working with these young artists who are from the 
American heartland between 2006 and 2007. There was this war 
that none of us could do anything about, which we couldn't stop, and 
there was something about the slowness about making this work 
that allowed for a conversational space to open up where we were 
actually discussing the war. That moment in 2007 actually feels far 
enough away now for me to be really able to actually log it as a time 
when the American psyche was feeling these complicated emotions 
about complicity and a certain kind of impotence at what could be 
done, if anything. In making these things, we didn't replace the 
original things, but there was something recuperative and hopeful 
about it while, in time, admitting its failure in terms of whether it 
adequately replaces something that was lost.

AD: It's interesting you use the word 'pathos', which comes from 
the Greek 'pathetic' and is used to define an appeal to emotions that 
is ultimately doomed to failure. With The Invisible Enemy Should 
Not Exist, it seems the finished product, whilst important, is not as 
important as this appeal to an audience to engage but also to the 
process in making that work with collaborators. Do you think the 
process is more important here?

MR: You can look at it in different ways, but I'm going to be 
biased because I'm the maker and I went through the experience of 
making it in my studio - nobody else experiences that. I don't think 
it's necessarily the critical moment of the work and I wouldn't, for 
instance, show a video of the work being made, because I don't think 
it is always necessary to elaborate on those backstage moments. 
I'm also very considered in terms of what to put out there for the 
end piece and I think the objects do speak about their making in 
a way, because - like you said - there is a certain kind of pathetic 
quality in terms of what materials are being used. It's the waste: 
the foodstuffs, packaging, newspapers, detritus, and the discarded 
moments of culture. I don't think it's necessary to over burden the 
work with information about how it's made.

AD: Many of your other works play with institutional contexts. 
They are very much, in this instance, mimicking artefacts within the 
museological context. They are also invariably not site specific as 
such but more context-based and in dialogue with the institutions 
within which it is placed. Does that have purchase on the way you 
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think about the development of these works? I'm thinking about What 
Dust Will Rise, which was shown at dOCUMENTA(13) in 2012.

MR: I'm an artist who started out as a public artist and worked 
site-specifically. This idea of matching up contexts and working 
institutionally is another way of being site-specific. It is very much on 
my mind, but I should talk a little more about The Invisible Enemy and 
how it largely came out of a similar acknowledgement. The Invisible 
Enemy started out as a gallery piece and the museological aspect 
really bloomed when it went to places like Sharjah or the British 
Museum or Modern Art Oxford; the site specificity meets there. But 
walking through Chelsea in 2006, it occurred to me that you wouldn't 
know that we were living in a war culture in New York City. There 
was really no work that dealt with the fact that there was a war going 
on - it seemed to be business as usual. I wanted to address that 
and jolt people's complacency. For years, I'd been thinking about 
re-making the aretefacts that were lost. But then the more I read 
about the museum looting, the more complicated it became to cry 
about missing artefacts: for Iraqis, looting the museum and selling 
an artefact on the black market was a way to get out of the country. 
The existence of the antiquities market allowed for the museum to 
be looted in the first place, and here I am pressured to do another 
show at the gallery and dealing with the market.

Since the project was born out of selling something from a 
commercial gallery, being shown for the first time in an institutional 
setting in Sharjah was the moment it shifted for me. I wasn't sure 
how a public in the Middle East, as opposed to the United States, 
would perceive it in a museum only 800 miles from Baghdad with a 
lot of those artefacts having been trafficked through the United Arab 
Emirates before ending up in private collections around the world. 
The British Museum is a really interesting one for me because they 
bought a grouping of the artefacts created from the project as a way 
to critique their own history and I'm looking forward to when they 
put those on display. They are supposed to put the looted artefacts 

Michael Rakowitz, 
What Dust Will Rise?, 
2012, commissioned 

and produced by 
dOCUMENTA (13) 
with the support of 

Dena Foundation for 
Contemporary Art, 

Paris, and Lombard 
Freid Projects, New 
York. Photo: Roman 
März. Courtesy the 
artist and Lombard 
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from their own collection on display with the ones I've made. I'm 
interested in what kind of tension will be achieved between these 
two things.

For dOCUMENTA(13), I went in with a twofold project. One was 
to address the Bamiyan Buddhas in Afghanistan because Carolyn 
Christov-Bakargiev was doing a whole position of Documenta 
in Afghanistan. This has interested me even longer than the Iraq 
Museum because I was trained as a stone carver from when I was 
fifteen and my teacher actually showed me the Bamiyan Buddhas 
at that moment in my life. What I did was more or less a tribute 
to them. But in this case of absence, something different goes on 
in the Bamiyan Buddhas because when talking to people on the 
street in Bamiyan, they will tell you that they are still there. In fact, 
they are even more defined because their absence has re-inscribed 
their presence more than when they were standing there. It's really 
incredible to hear people speaking that way and I thought, instead 
of rebuilding the Bamiyan Buddhas I'd rather re-introduce or re-
distribute the skillsets that allowed for them to be made in the first 
place. That was how the idea of a stone carving and calligraphy 
workshop came about. For one week, I worked in collaboration with 
a German sculptor and restorer who has worked on the Bamiyan site 
since 2004, Bert Praxenthaler. We did this workshop at a cave right 
near where one of the Buddhas had stood. Students from the area 
who were not art students - there were six women and six men - and 
we carved stone. For me that was a piece in itself because you had 
this redistribution of that skillset happening in the same frame as the 
absence that marks the destroyed artifact of the Bamiyan Buddhas.

One other part of the project was looking at the Fridricianum in 
Kassel as a site where this work would be shown. I found myself in 
the archives and looking at the building after the British had bombed 
it in 1941 and seeing all these destroyed books. One of the books 
was the theory of rhetoric by Cicero, which had been previously 
damaged much earlier because Benedictine monks had scraped 
away a lot of the text because it was un-Christian. You have all these 
different levels of iconoclasms that happen either through state 
rhetoric or religious dogma. I thought about reconstructing those 
books; burned in these ways that made them look like they became 
petrified or scared. The idea of carving them in the stone of Bamiyan 
became a moment of intersecting those two moments: one moment 
of cultural destruction with another.

AD: There is this book by Raymond Williams Baker, Cultural 
Cleansing in Iraq: While Museums were Looted, Libraries Burned 
and Academics Murdered. Baker argues that the lootings of the 
museums in Iraq was not only permitted and enabled by the Allied 
forces but, because they believed that if you could eradicate culture 
it would be easier to build a new state, it was actively encouraged. 
I'm not necessarily saying it chimes with your work but I think it is 
an interesting way of looking at that looting, not even as something 
to do with artefacts being circulated on a global level, but the literal 
evisceration or deracination of Iraqi culture that seemed to be 
a policy, as opposed to a byproduct, of the invasion of Iraq. One 
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moment of eradication, the destruction of the Bamiyan Buddhas, 
being met with another, the looting of museums.

MR: That makes a lot of sense. In What Dust will Rise there is this 
one quote placed in one of the vitrines that houses the relics of the 
Western Buddha of Bamiyan and it's from Mullah Mohammed Omar, 
who more or less alludes to the fact that the reason he blew up 
the Bamiyan Buddhas was not because he wanted to destroy them. 
In fact - and this is true - it was because he met with the Taliban 
elders who said that they shouldn't be destroying this because its 
part of Afghanistan history and it's an essential tourist site. Then 
apparently, these Swedish archeologists or professionals wanted to 
give money to have the Bamiyan Buddhas restored for damage. 
When he asked if they could use that money for food for suffering 
Afghani women and children they said no because it was for the 
Bamiyan Buddhas. He thought this was deplorable and decided to 
blow them up as a result. If they had come for humanitarian work 
he would never have destroyed them but he thought it was one of 
these things that needed to happen. Not just as a punishment to the 
west or some sort of admonishment, but also as a way of getting 
rid of distractions and redressing what he viewed to be inequities in 
western approaches to Afghanistan.

AD: I note that a number of commentators often talk about so-
called "relational aesthetics" when discussing your work but I see 
this is as a bit of misnomer. I view your work as being more about 
aesthetics of relating to specific socio-cultural moments in time, be 
they submerged or overt in their symbolism. With Return (2004) 
there is a different type of recuperative gesture happening. It is very 
much about a familial connection: recuperating a relationship that is 
important to you but, in that moment of recuperating, it is a work that 
also points to a series of geo-political relations.

MR: Yes. And I'm not going to get started on relational aesthetics. 
What artwork isn't relational? There is a certain kind of fluffiness that 
has risen in this dialogue around work that is based around social 
practice, which is even worse since it's been reduced down to an 
abbreviation where people call it 'SO-PRA': this feel-good, almost 
misplaced kind of ministerial work. What I'm doing in Return is to 
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essentially re-open my grandfather's company because I realised 
how absolutely impossible it was to move things around, whether 
it would be sending things to or out of Iraq. The date syrup was 
something I became interested in because it is an incredibly symbolic 
food in Iraq and I grew up around it. Then there was also the family 
photo album; we had such an incomplete archive of the family's 
history in Baghdad because they had to leave under duress. In a lot 
of ways the project does do these things where it reconnects those 
relationships; the reason my grandfather came to be an importer 
and exporter when he was exiled from Iraq was because he was 
heartbroken at not being able to be Iraqi anymore so he opened the 
company to stay in contact with his Iraqi partners. That to me was 
something that echoes in the work where I'm sort of re-entering the 
market place as this American businessman, because I did open the 
company legitimately and rebuilt these connections.

AD: There is a quote where you write, 'I wanted to sit in a place 
where dialogue would be available', but of course the dialogue 
itself in Return didn't seem to be centred on the shop itself, but the 
external extraneous, global, virtual participation of individuals. This 
work comes out of an earlier piece, Enemy Kitchen (2004-ongoing), 
which was a much more overt engagement with the politics or the 
legacy coming out of the war in Iraq. I feel that work, despite its 
apparent simplicity, is extraordinarily complex. It offers a platform for 
people to speak about the politics of war through the aesthetics of 
cooking.

MR: For me the idea of bringing these things home in a sense 
is a kind of remote nature of the war, which was something that I 
was really struck by since the first Gulf war began in 1991. That 
was when I was really coming into some sense of understanding 
of where I come from. I was in my senior year in high school and 
the place my grandparents had fled to was going to bomb the place 
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they'd fled from and I had grown up with these magical stories about 
Baghdad. My grandmother used to tell me these stories about 
singing towers that told the time - minarets - that inspired an earlier 
piece of mine called Minaret (2001- ongoing). Then the first time I 
actually see Baghdad is through the green tinted images of CNN 
and unidentifiable pieces of architecture being blown up. That to me 
was really traumatizing from a distance because I felt split: I was half 
American, half Iraqi, raised completely in the United States.

My mother would always talk about the way Iraqis had been 
reduced to being these villains and more or less trivialized. It was a 
culture that she herself felt connected to, even though her family had 
been expelled it was still a place where urban planning began, which 
is one of the reasons why I have such an interest in architecture. She 
would always make Iraq present at home in some ways through her 
cooking, but I grew up thinking it was Jewish food because it was 
what we had at Shabbat or Rosh Hashanah: I didn't even know what 
matzo balls were until I was in college! All of a sudden, I understood 
the difference and the sameness that is basically Iraqi food; it was 
Christian, Muslim, Arab and Jewish. It was all these things that were 
indiscernible from one another.

AD: You've mentioned this notion of the 'aesthetic of good 
intentions'. I think the actual phrase is only understandable in 
the context of your former tutor, Krzysztof Wodiczko. His ideal of 
'interrogative design' chimes interestingly with the 'aesthetic of good 
intentions'. I think with Wodiczko's work it's this kind of critical design 
practice, this manner in which it brings to light a marginalization, or 
marginal social communities - giving legitimacy to cultural issues so 
that they can be discussed. Are the 'aesthetics of good intentions' 
and 'interrogative design' central to your earlier work, such as 
paraSITE (1997), for example?

MR: paraSITE came out of a visit to Jordan and it was a very 
important trip for me: the first time anyone from my family had been 
back to the Middle East. It was 1997 so I must have been 23-years-
old and I ended up wanting to study the architecture I'd seen in 
Palestinian refugee camps. I'd seen a photograph of a family whose 
home had been bulldozed by Israel and in a kind of oppositional 
act they rebuilt the entire façade of the house using discarded 
aluminum and things like that. I wanted to visit these tents but I 
was on a residency with MIT and Oxford Brookes and the Jordanian 
government wouldn't allow it. I ended up researching the tents and 
the equipment of the Bedouin, those who were nomadic through 
conflict and those who were nomadic by tradition. It it came out 
of looking at the way the tents of the Bedouin were constructed 
in acknowledgement of the wind patterns that move through the 
desert and the I saw the wind being blown out of buildings from the 
external exhaust ports of the heating systems, which gave rise to the 
thinking behind paraSITE as an actual object. It was also meant to 
be antagonistic: in French 'para' means to 'guard against' so 'para-
site' is to guard against becoming a site; against permanence and 
to look at the celebration of a certain kind of nomadism. One of the 
misunderstandings of that project is that it is about benevolence, but 
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it is about creating a moment of comfort that creates discomfort on 
the street and in those who look at it and the conditions it speaks to 
and about.

To return to your question regarding 'good intentions': a lot of 
social practice projects have good intentions, and I'll be the first 
to understand the critical and negative reception that a lot of that 
work has had, yet I feel like I need to align myself with those works 
because I understand the impulse that generates them. I'd been 
thinking about wrestling with the uneasiness I have with both the 
work and the critique of the work. But I also have misgivings and 
scepticisms about putting forward the community alibi. The idea that 
this was good for the community or the community enjoyed this or 
was successful because there were all these people that came over 
for dinner, to me that is not a very convincing artwork. But maybe the 
aesthetics of good intentions could be that there is something that 
could rise out of it or maybe it is just bullshit. I'm also interested in 
the possibility that all of this may play out to reveal something that 
could be considered an aesthetic or on the way to being something 
like that. In this sense, perhaps Wodiczko's ideal of 'interrogative 
design' is closer to what I wanted to achieve there.

AD: I want to return to where we began and look again at this 
notion of historical recuperation, I was fascinated by but sorry to 
have missed your show at Lombard-Freid Projects, New York The 
Break Up (6th September - 17th October 2012). One of the things 
that fascinated me about this work concerns what was lost in 1967 
following the Six-Day war - the dream of pan-Arabism - that you 
relate to the break up of The Beatles. Could you talk a little bit about 
that?

MR: I didn't want to produce a polemic on Palestine. I wanted 
to figure out if there was a way of doing something that could be 
related directly to the citizens of the city and places beyond the city, 
something that people could have access to. I thought about radio: 
something that travels invisibly and goes over boundaries. I also 
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thought about the fanaticism of the city of Jerusalem, thinking about 
my own fanaticism, located nowhere near religion. My Jerusalem 
was Liverpool, where The Beatles came from. I grew up wanting 
to visit Liverpool and my grandmother, who had a brother living in 
London and made many trips there, would tell me it was a terrible 
port city and I've not to this day visited it. The Beatles fascinated me 
after John Lennon's assassination and I had all their albums. Then, 
once I had exhausted the albums, it was the bootlegs - I wanted 
to know everything. The enormous amounts of bootlegs available 
were primarily from the 'Let It Be' and 'Abbey Road' sessions and 
you can actually hear the studio chatter. I started to hear arguments 
and became more fascinated by these arguments. I went to record 
stores asking if they had any records of The Beatles arguing, trying 
to pinpoint the moment when the collapse happened, as if I could find 
a moment as identifiable as the bullets that entered John Lennon's 
body - that very place where the collapse occurred.

In 2003, for 30 minutes on the Internet, 150 hours of The Beatles 
last recording sessions, in crystal clear sound, were uploaded and I 
downloaded them, wondering for years afterwards what I was going 
to do with these recordings. For this project in Jerusalem I thought it 
would be interesting to use these tapes as a narration of the collapse 
of The Beatles as a way of talking about the collapse of Palestine 
and the Middle East. You had four Beatles and the four quarters of 
Jerusalem. So I went to this radio station in Ramallah, Radio Amwaj 
and they said this was a great idea because 'Sgt. Pepper's Lonely 
Hearts Club Band', released in June 1967, was also released four 
days before the Six-Day War began. They asked me what I had in 
mind and I said maybe a three-hour programme and they said: 'This 
is the Middle East, if your going to tell a story you have to go back 
to the beginning; its very genesis.' They commissioned a ten-part 
radio series.

When I was producing the shows and listening to the 150 hours 
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of material, there was one moment when Paul McCartney is creating 
the whole idea for the 'Let It Be' project, which was supposed to be 
called 'Get Back'. The Beatles were supposed to return to the stage, 
which was something they hadn't done since 1966, and McCartney 
was taking over the leadership role - John Lennon didn't want it 
anymore and Brian Epstein had died of an overdose. There comes 
this balkanization of these different personalities making up this one 
group. Suddenly, it became one Paul, one John, one Ringo, one 
George. In some recordings, The Beatles were talking about going 
to places in the Middle East, to doing these concerts in places like 
Tripoli in Libya. There is this moment they're joking about Paul's 
beard and how they should do a concert in Jerusalem. Suddenly, 
something that was dealing with allegory and something seemingly 
disparate was actually a lot closer. These two dual timelines that 
happened during roughly the same period of time from the 1950s 
until the end of the 1960s and there were overlaps I thought were 
completely unlikely. It was a real discovery and it became like an 
archive project where one unearths or excavates something they 
hadn't necessarily thought existed before but it was like it had been 
waiting there the whole time.
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