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Michael Rakowitz
The invisible enemy should not exist (Room G)

Past exhibitions: 
Solo show at Malmö Konsthall, Sweden (2019/2020)
Solo show at Tensta Konsthall, Stockholm, Sweden (2020)
Solo show at CAC - Contemporary Art Center, Vilnius, Lithuania (2020/2021)

Upcoming exhibitions:
Solo show at FRAC Lorraine, Metz, France (opening February 2022)
Group show at Kiasma, Museum of Contemporary Art, Helsinki, Finland (opening April 2022)

The invisible enemy should not exist 
(Room G, Northwest Palace of Nimrud, Panel 19)
2018
Relief from Middle Eastern packaging and newspapers, glue, cardboard on 
wooden structures, museum label
Relief aus Verpackungsmaterial und Zeitungen aus dem Nahen Osten, 
Klebstoff, Pappe auf Holzstrukturen, Museumsschild
237 x 146 x 8.5 cm         SOLD

The invisible enemy should not exist 
(Room G, Northwest Palace of Nimrud, Panels 20)
2018
2 part relief from Middle Eastern packaging and newspapers, glue, cardboard 
on wooden structures, museum label
2-teiliges Relief aus Verpackungsmaterial und Zeitungen aus dem Nahen Osten, 
Klebstoff, Pappe auf Holzstrukturen, Museumsschild
237 x 94 x 8.5 cm ; 237 x 89 x 8.5 cm          NFS

The invisible enemy should not exist 
(Room G, Northwest Palace of Nimrud, Panel 21)
2018
Relief from Middle Eastern packaging and newspapers, glue, cardboard on 
wooden structures, museum label
Relief aus Verpackungsmaterial und Zeitungen aus dem Nahen Osten, 
Klebstoff, Pappe auf Holzstrukturen, Museumsschild
237 x 146 x 8.5 cm         SOLD

The invisible enemy should not exist 
(Room G, Northwest Palace of Nimrud, Panel c-1)
2019
Relief from Middle Eastern packaging and newspapers, glue, cardboard on 
wooden structures, museum label
Relief aus Verpackungsmaterial und Zeitungen aus dem Nahen Osten, 
Klebstoff, Pappe auf Holzstrukturen, Museumsschild
237 x 74 x 8.5 cm                        SOLD

The invisible enemy should not exist 
(Room G, Northwest Palace of Nimrud, Panel c-3)
2019
Relief from Middle Eastern packaging and newspapers, glue, cardboard on 
wooden structures, museum label
Relief aus Verpackungsmaterial und Zeitungen aus dem Nahen Osten, 
Klebstoff, Pappe auf Holzstrukturen, Museumsschild
237 x 108 x 8.5 cm SOLD

The invisible enemy should not exist 
(Room G, Northwest Palace of Nimrud, Panel 22)
2019
Relief from Middle Eastern packaging and newspapers, glue, cardboard on 
wooden structures, museum label
Relief aus Verpackungsmaterial und Zeitungen aus dem Nahen Osten, 
Klebstoff, Pappe auf Holzstrukturen, Museumsschild
237 x 127 x 8.5 cm         SOLD



The invisible enemy should not exist 
(Room G, Northwest Palace of Nimrud, Panel 23)
2019
Relief from Middle Eastern packaging and newspapers, glue, cardboard on 
wooden structures, museum label
Relief aus Verpackungsmaterial und Zeitungen aus dem Nahen Osten, 
Klebstoff, Pappe auf Holzstrukturen, Museumsschild
237 x 221 x 8.5 cm     ON HOLD

The invisible enemy should not exist 
(Room G, Northwest Palace of Nimrud, Panel 28)
2019
Relief from Middle Eastern packaging and newspapers, glue, cardboard on 
wooden structures, museum label
Relief aus Verpackungsmaterial und Zeitungen aus dem Nahen Osten, 
Klebstoff, Pappe auf Holzstrukturen, Museumsschild
237 x 126 x 8.5 cm         SOLD

The invisible enemy should not exist 
(Room G, Northwest Palace of Nimrud, Panels 25 & 26)
2019
2 reliefs from Middle Eastern packaging and newspapers, glue, cardboard on 
wooden structures, museum labels
2 Reliefs aus Verpackungsmaterial und Zeitungen aus dem Nahen Osten, 
Klebstoff, Pappe auf Holzstrukturen, Museumsschilder
237 x 198 x 8.5 cm ; 237 x 78 x 8.5 cm
Installation variable / variabel    

The invisible enemy should not exist 
(Room G, Northwest Palace of Nimrud, Panel 24)
2019
Relief from Middle Eastern packaging and newspapers, glue, cardboard on 
wooden structures, museum label
Relief aus Verpackungsmaterial und Zeitungen aus dem Nahen Osten, 
Klebstoff, Pappe auf Holzstrukturen, Museumsschild
237 x 219.5 x 8.5 cm         SOLD

The invisible enemy should not exist 
(Room G, Northwest Palace of Nimrud, Panels 5)
2019
2 part relief from Middle Eastern packaging and newspapers, glue, cardboard 
on wooden structures, museum label
2-teiliges Relief aus Verpackungsmaterial und Zeitungen aus dem Nahen Osten, 
Klebstoff, Pappe auf Holzstrukturen, Museumsschild
237 x 80 x 8.5 cm ; 237 x 90 x 8.5 cm  

The invisible enemy should not exist 
(Room G, Northwest Palace of Nimrud, Panels 17)
2019
2 part relief from Middle Eastern packaging and newspapers, glue, cardboard 
on wooden structures, museum label
2-teiliges Relief aus Verpackungsmaterial und Zeitungen aus dem Nahen Osten, 
Klebstoff, Pappe auf Holzstrukturen, Museumsschild
237 x 89 x 8.5 cm ; 237 x 89 x 8.5 cm 

The invisible enemy should not exist 
(Room G, Northwest Palace of Nimrud, Panels e-3 & e-4)
2019
2 reliefs from Middle Eastern packaging and newspapers, glue, cardboard on 
wooden structures, museum labels
2 Reliefs aus Verpackungsmaterial und Zeitungen aus dem Nahen Osten, 
Klebstoff, Pappe auf Holzstrukturen, Museumsschilder
237 x 123.5 x 8.5 cm ; 237 x 123 x 8.5 cm
Installation variable / variabel  

The invisible enemy should not exist 
(Room G, Northwest Palace of Nimrud, Panels a-2, a-3, a-4 & 1)
2019
4 reliefs from Middle Eastern packaging and newspapers, glue, cardboard on 
wooden structures, museum labels
4 Reliefs aus Verpackungsmaterial und Zeitungen aus dem Nahen Osten, 
Klebstoff, Pappe auf Holzstrukturen, Museumsschilder
237 x 87 x 8.5 cm ; 237 x 83.5 x 8.5 cm ; 237 x 85 x 8.5 cm ;
237 x 44 x 8.5 cm & 237 x 92.5 x 8.5 cm
Installation variable / variabel   



Installation Malmö Konsthall, Sweden 2019/2020



Installation Malmö Konsthall, Sweden 2019/2020



Installation Malmö Konsthall, Sweden 2019/2020



Installation Malmö Konsthall, Sweden 2019/2020



Installation Malmö Konsthall, Sweden 2019/2020



The invisible enemy should not exist 
(Room G, Northwest Palace of Nimrud, Panel 23)
2019
Relief from Middle Eastern packaging and newspapers, glue, cardboard on 
wooden structures, museum label
Relief aus Verpackungsmaterial und Zeitungen aus dem Nahen Osten, 
Klebstoff, Pappe auf Holzstrukturen, Museumsschild
237 x 221 x 8.5              ON HOLD



The invisible enemy should not exist 
(Room G, Northwest Palace of Nimrud, Panel 23)
2019
Detail



The invisible enemy should not exist 
(Room G, Northwest Palace of Nimrud, Panels 25 & 26)
2019
2 reliefs from Middle Eastern packaging and newspapers, glue, cardboard on wooden structures, museum labels
2 Reliefs aus Verpackungsmaterial und Zeitungen aus dem Nahen Osten, Klebstoff, Pappe auf Holzstrukturen, 
Museumsschilder
237 x 198 x 8.5 cm ; 237 x 78 x 8.5 cm
Installation variable / variabel



The invisible enemy should not exist 
(Room G, Northwest Palace of Nimrud, Panels 25 & 26)
2019
Detail Panel 25: 237 x 198 x 8.5 cm  



The invisible enemy should not exist 
(Room G, Northwest Palace of Nimrud, Panels 25 & 26)
2019
Detail Panel 26: 237 x 78 x 8.5 cm  



Installation Tensta Konsthall, Stockholm, Sweden 2020



The invisible enemy should not exist 
(Room G, Northwest Palace of Nimrud, Panels a-2, a-3, a-4 & 1)
2019
4 reliefs from Middle Eastern packaging and newspapers, glue, cardboard on wooden structures, museum labels
4 Reliefs aus Verpackungsmaterial und Zeitungen aus dem Nahen Osten, Klebstoff, Pappe auf Holzstrukturen, 
Museumsschilder
Detail Panels a-4 & a-2



The invisible enemy should not exist 
(Room G, Northwest Palace of Nimrud, Panels a-2, a-3, a-4 & 1)
2019
Detail Panels a-3 & 1



The invisible enemy should not exist 
(Room G, Northwest Palace of Nimrud, Panels a-2, a-3, a-4 & 1)
2019
Detail Panel a-4: 237 x 87 x 8.5 cm



The invisible enemy should not exist 
(Room G, Northwest Palace of Nimrud, Panels a-2, a-3, a-4 & 1)
2019
Detail Panel a-2: 237 x 83.5 x 8.5 cm



The invisible enemy should not exist 
(Room G, Northwest Palace of Nimrud, Panels a-2, a-3, a-4 & 1)
2019
Detail Panel a-3: 237 x 85 x 8.5 cm



The invisible enemy should not exist 
(Room G, Northwest Palace of Nimrud, Panel a-2, a-3, a-4 & 1)
2019
Detail Panels 1: 237 x 44 x 8.5 cm ; 237 x 92.5 x 8.5 cm



The invisible enemy should not exist (Room G, Northwest Palace of Nimrud, Panels 5)
2019
2 part relief from Middle Eastern packaging and newspapers, glue, cardboard on wooden structures, museum label
2-teiliges Relief aus Verpackungsmaterial und Zeitungen aus dem Nahen Osten, Klebstoff, Pappe auf Holzstrukturen, 
Museumsschild
237 x 80 x 8.5 cm; 237 x 90 x 8.5 cm



The invisible enemy should not exist (Room G, Northwest Palace of Nimrud, Panels 5)
2019           



The invisible enemy should not exist 
(Room G, Northwest Palace of Nimrud, Panels e-3 & e-4)
2019
2 reliefs from Middle Eastern packaging and newspapers, glue, cardboard on wooden structures, museum labels
2 Reliefs aus Verpackungsmaterial und Zeitungen aus dem Nahen Osten, Klebstoff, Pappe auf Holzstrukturen, 
Museumsschilder
237 x 123.5 x 8.5 cm ; 237 x 123 x 8.5 cm
Installation variable / variabel



The invisible enemy should not exist 
(Room G, Northwest Palace of Nimrud, Panels e-3 & e-4)
2019
Detail Panel e-3: 237 x 123.5 x 8.5 cm



The invisible enemy should not exist 
(Room G, Northwest Palace of Nimrud, Panels e-3 & e-4)
2019
Detail Panel e-4: 237 x 123 x 8.5 cm



Installation Tensta Konsthall, Stockholm, Sweden 2020



The invisible enemy should not exist (Room G, Northwest Palace of Nimrud, Panels 17)
2019
2 part relief from Middle Eastern packaging and newspapers, glue, cardboard on wooden structures, museum label
2-teiliges Relief aus Verpackungsmaterial und Zeitungen aus dem Nahen Osten, Klebstoff, Pappe auf Holzstrukturen, 
Museumsschild
237 x 89 x 8.5 cm; 237 x 89 x 8.5 cm



The invisible enemy should not exist (Room G, Northwest Palace of Nimrud, Panels 17)
2019       





The color schemes of the reconstructed reliefs follow those believed by archaeologists to have been painted on the 
limestone when the panels were carved in the 9th century BC. Destroyed relief of the Palace of Ashubanisal in Nimrud.



Destroyed reliefs of the Palace of Ashubanisal in Nimrud. In 2015, ISIS completely destroyed the Northwest Palace of Nimrud, including the iconic reliefs found throughout the building. 



For further information on Michael Rakowitz, 
interviews, videos & lectures:

https://www.barbarawien.de/artist.php?artist=34

Reference works from the project
The invisible enemy should not exist

2007 – ongoing



The invisible enemy should not exist (Room N, Northwest Palace of Nimrud)
2018
Installation with 13 reliefs from Middle Eastern packaging and newspapers, glue, cardboard on 
wooden structures, museum labels
Each relief approx. 230 cm high, 70 - 200 cm wide and 10 cm deep
Overall dimensions of the reconstructed room approx. 40 sqm

The invisible enemy should not exist unfolds as an intricate narrative about the artifacts stolen from the 
National Museum of Iraq, Baghdad, in the aftermath of the US invasion of April 2003, and the continued 
destruction of Mesopotamian cultural heritage by groups like ISIS. The centerpiece of the project is an 
ongoing series of sculptures that represent an attempt to reconstruct the thousands of looted and 
destroyed archeological artifacts.

The title of the project takes its name from the direct translation of Aj-ibur-shapu, the ancient Babylonian 
processional way that ran through the Ishtar Gate, excavated in Iraq in 1902-14 by German archeologist 
Robert Koldewey and then put on permanent exhibition at the Pergamon Museum, Berlin. In the 1950s, the 
Iraqi government rebuilt the gate; close by stands a reconstruction of the ancient city of Babylon, created 
by Saddam Hussein as a monument to his own sovereignty. During the war, the reconstructed Ishtar Gate is 
the site most frequently photographed and posted on the Internet by US servicemen stationed in Iraq.

Alluding to the implied invisibility of the museum artifacts, the reconstructions are made from the 
packaging of Middle Eastern foodstuffs and local Arabic newspapers—moments of cultural visibility found in 
cities across the United States and Europe where Iraqis have sought refuge from the fighting that continues 
to ravage their country. The objects are created together with a team of assistants using the University of 
Chicago’s Oriental Institute database, as well as information posted on Interpol’s website. Since 2007, more 
than 700 artifacts have been reconstructed as part of this project.  The invisible enemy should not exist was 
extended into public space in March 2018 when a reconstruction of the Lamassu, destroyed by ISIS in 
Nineveh, was installed on the Fourth Plinth in London’s Trafalgar Square, where it will stand until 2020. 

In 2015, ISIS completely destroyed the Northwest Palace of Nimrud, including the iconic reliefs found 
throughout the building. For this project, Michael Rakowitz reconstructs room N of the palace: the side 
room of a banquet hall where Ashurnasirpal II would receive guests. Particularly known as a king under 
whom art flourished in the Assyrian Empire, the reliefs depict benevolent spirits blessing the king and the 
kingdom with pine cones, dates and other flora from Assyria (present-day northern Iraq). In reconstructing 
a space of hospitality and refuge, this iteration of The invisible enemy should not exist seeks to be site-specific, 
presented in a celebration of artistic and cultural expression in Europe, at a time where those fleeing an-
cient cities like Nineveh and Nimrud are still searching for safety and rest. 

The color schemes of the reconstructed reliefs follow those believed by archaeologists to have been 
painted on the limestone when the panels were carved in the 9th century BC. Packaging is culled from 
products produced in northern Iraq, like date cookies and date syrup. The salvage of these materials makes 
present the human, economic and ecological disasters caused by the 2003 Iraq War and its aftermath. Iraqi 
dates were once considered the best in the world and constituted the country’s second largest export after 
oil. In the late 1970s, the Iraqi date industry listed over 30 million date palms in the country. By the end of 
the war, only 3 million remained. 

The invisible enemy should not exist (Room N, Northwest Palace of Nimrud)
Installation view at Art Basel Unlimited 2018



The invisible enemy should not exist (Room N, Northwest Palace of Nimrud)
Installation Art Basel Unlimited 2018



The invisible enemy should not exist (Room N, Northwest Palace of Nimrud)
Installation Art Basel Unlimited 2018



The invisible enemy should not exist (Room N, Northwest Palace of Nimrud)
Installation Art Basel Unlimited 2018



The invisible enemy should not exist
2007 - ongoing
Lamassu for the Fourth Plinth at Trafalgar Square, London, 2018-2020

For the Fourth Plinth, Rakowitz has recreated the Lamassu. This winged bull and protective deity guarded the entrance 
to Nergal Gate of Nineveh (near modern day Mosul) from c700 BC until it was destroyed by ISIS in 2015.

The reconstructions inThe invisible enemy should not exist project are made from recycled packaging from Middle 
Eastern foodstuffs. The Lamassu is made from 10,500 empty Iraqi date syrup cans.

 Michael Rakowitz, The invisible enemy should not exist, Fourth Plinth at Trafalgar Square, London, 2018-2020



May the Arrogant Not Prevail
2010
Found Arabic packaging and newspaper, glue, cardboard, and wood
493.4 × 597.5 × 95.3 cm

Installation Museum of Contemporary Art Chicago, 2017-2018



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, dimensions variable
Tische mit Artefakten aus Pappe,Verpackungsmaterial und Zeitungen aus dem Nahen Osten, Klebstoff, Museumslabel,Ton und 4 Zeichnungen, Maße variabel

Tate Collection, London, UK

Installation Galerie Barbara Wien, Berlin, 2016
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Galerie Barbara Wien 
Schöneberger Ufer 65  10785 Berlin   www.barbarawien.de

Rakel Chukri The Rakowitz exhibition at Malmö Konsthall stirs powerful emotions in: Sydsvenskan, November 2, 2019
https://www.sydsvenskan.se/2019-11-03/rakowitz-utstallningen-pa-malmo-konsthall-vacker-kanslor

There was a painting hanging above the kitchen table in Jönköping, depicting the Assyrian king 
Assurbanipal and his men on a lion hunt. The fierceness of it all was fascinating: daredevils in 
chariots among roaring lions.


Our relatives had similar paintings. Assurbanipal and company were superheroes to us. These 
pictures connected us, the diaspora, to Mesopotamia – one of the few bonds we had left. It was 
more than pure nostalgia. It was the hope that someday there would be a place were we could 
live in peace after centuries of persecutions and massacres. Perhaps not a land of our own, but at 
least a free territory somewhere in the Middle East.  


’We’ were the Christian minority of Assyrians that used to inhabit large portions of the Middle East 
but now are scattered all over then world. The place of our fantasies was called Beth Nahrin, 
”Between the Rivers”, and was spread out between the mighty rivers of Eurfrat and Tigris. And in 
the heart of Beth Nahrin resided of course the ancient city of Nineve.  


A few years after the 2003 invasion of Iraq, the dream of Nineve was awoken anew. There were 
signs pointing to relative independence for Assyrians and other minorities in the region. Then IS 
entered the scene in 2014. The cult didn’t just tear Iraq apart, but all hopes and dreams for Nineve 
as well. For many, this represented the seal of permanent exile. 


And so it was 2015. IS propaganda videos of Jihadists annihilating antique sculptures in Mosul 
using sledgehammers and angle grinders were spread all over the world. The ancient city of 
Nimrud, holding king Assurnasirpal II’s palace, was blown to smithereens. The mighty Lamassu 
statues – winged bulls with human heads – that were raised to protect the city from evil proved 
powerless. 


The actions were condemned from all corners of the world. It was the destruction of the cultural 
heritage of all mankind. However, for many people originating from the area this was first and 
formost a deeply personal loss. 


2019 comes along. A lost banquet hall has risen again at Malmö Konsthall. A secular miracle 
turning destruction into creativity.


Bas-reliefs destroyed by IS in 2015 have been meticulously re-constructed by the Iraqi-American 
artist Michael Rakowitz for the exhibition ”The Invisible Enemy Should Not Exist (Room G).” High 
lords and winged creatures with animal heads deck the walls. They are neither minimalistic nor 
sallow, draped as they are in colourful attires and and adorned with flowers and jewels. They 
exude life, not death. 


As if possessed, I have returned to the exhibition time and time again after the opening in 
September. It’s the first time an exhibition hall has felt like home. The motifs have filled me with 
intense joy and deep despair. A beautiful yet painful reminder of everything that has existed, as 
well as everything now lost to us.  


I can’t get enough of these works of art. I want to be near them. And I’m not alone. Right here, in 
Malmö, these objects create a special bond. 


Lina Al-nahar points out a packaging that she recognises. Chicken stock. Michael Rakowitz has 
re-created the bas-reliefs from the Nimrud palace using wrappings from Iraqi products imported 
to the US. The materials are cheap but the result is majestic. 


Lina Al-nahar has been here more often than I. She can’t turn her eyes from the works either.


– He catches something. It’s not just the historical aspect, it’s the colours, the size and the room. 
It’s alive, it’s not just spiritless art on the wall. 


She describes IS as the worst thing that has happened for many years. That’s no light statement, 
given the many wars that have been inflicted on the Iraqi people in modern times. But Michael 
Rakowitz’ art has brought new hope. 


– The cultural heritage lives on inside us. It will prevail. 


 



Lina Al-nahar points out a packaging that she recognises. Chicken stock. Michael Rakowitz has 
re-created the bas-reliefs from the Nimrud palace using wrappings from Iraqi products imported 
to the US. The materials are cheap but the result is majestic. 


Lina Al-nahar has been here more often than I. She can’t turn her eyes from the works either.


– He catches something. It’s not just the historical aspect, it’s the colours, the size and the room. 
It’s alive, it’s not just spiritless art on the wall. 


She describes IS as the worst thing that has happened for many years. That’s no light statement, 
given the many wars that have been inflicted on the Iraqi people in modern times. But Michael 
Rakowitz’ art has brought new hope. 


– The cultural heritage lives on inside us. It will prevail. 


 Lina Al-nahar walks with familiar steps towards the oasis of palm trees residing in a corner of the 
Konsthall. The date palms are the pride and joy of Iraq. She explains to me how the dates shift 
colour as they ripen.


– I’m home. I grew up on a date farm in Iraq so I can easily climb palm trees. 


Her mother, who was a leader for a feministic movement, was executed. Consequently, Lina Al-
nahar was taken in by her grandparents in the city of Karbala, ten miles south of Bagdad. They 
picked the fruits early in the morning and sold them at the market later the same day.


Lina Al-nahar fled to Malmö in 1993. She continued the family tradition of political work, and took 
active part in Vänsterpartiet (The Left Party).


The exhibition has given her an opportunity to unite the two places she call home for the first time. 
Sweden and Iraq. But the feelings are not easily summarised. On the one hand, pride over the 
Iraqi cultural heritage. On the other, the recognition of the brutal fate of her family. Saddam 
Hussein killed her mother, imprisoned her grandmother and forced her father to flee the country.  


– Time has taught me that other people can’t really deal with our pain. Either they treat us as 
victims – ”that poor woman has lost her mother” – and I don’t want any of that. Or they get 
completely devastated and don’t know how to handle the situation. So you just turn it off.


But it’s hard to turn it off right here. Earphones are hanging from the ceiling in one of the rooms, 
playing Radio Silence – an audio work in which Michael Rakowitz collects stories from Iraqi 
refugees and American war veterans. 


Lina Al-nahar doesn’t want to get stuck in misery. She made it after all, she says. Her children can 
carry themselves with pride, knowing the source of their mother’s strength. 


She points out that political refugees have great expertise in swiftly switching codes. 


– The pain will always reside within the Iraqi people. But there are also many sources of joy. Why 
not bring that up as well? 


***


So let’s do just that. And the joy is palpable. 


When Michael Rakowitz presented his exhibition at Malmö Konsthall the 14th of September he 
exclaimed: ”I’m happily married to Malmö”. The reception in the city had resembled an 
uninterrupted wedding party.  


On the opening night, some 1112 visitors socialised inside the replica of king Assurnasirpa II’s 
banquet hall. Afterwards Rakowitz couldn’t help but wonder if the Assyrian king himself ever 
entertained so many guests in one sitting. 


The Iraqi Cultural Association in Malmö, where Lina Al-nahar holds the presidency, was co-
organiser of the feast. People were drinking wine, hipster beer or traditional yoghurt beverages, 
and you could of course eat dates to your heart’s content. A veiled great-grandmother in a 
wheelchair could be seen in the busy crowd, sitting next to a secular woman with dark, unruly 
curls.


As the Iraqi choir hailing from the Association started to sing, Michael Rakowitz stood beside the 
stage with a broad smile on his face. 


Lina Al-nahar smiles as well when the opening party is brought up.


– I’m going to cherish that moment for a long time. We didn’t perform for anybody else yet 
everyone in the room was delighted to see us enjoying ourselves.  


– The pain will always reside within the Iraqi people. But there are also many sources of joy. Why 
not bring that up as well? 


***


So let’s do just that. And the joy is palpable. 


When Michael Rakowitz presented his exhibition at Malmö Konsthall the 14th of September he 
exclaimed: ”I’m happily married to Malmö”. The reception in the city had resembled an 
uninterrupted wedding party.  


On the opening night, some 1112 visitors socialised inside the replica of king Assurnasirpa II’s 
banquet hall. Afterwards Rakowitz couldn’t help but wonder if the Assyrian king himself ever 
entertained so many guests in one sitting. 


The Iraqi Cultural Association in Malmö, where Lina Al-nahar holds the presidency, was co-
organiser of the feast. People were drinking wine, hipster beer or traditional yoghurt beverages, 
and you could of course eat dates to your heart’s content. A veiled great-grandmother in a 
wheelchair could be seen in the busy crowd, sitting next to a secular woman with dark, unruly 
curls.


As the Iraqi choir hailing from the Association started to sing, Michael Rakowitz stood beside the 
stage with a broad smile on his face. 


Lina Al-nahar smiles as well when the opening party is brought up.


– I’m going to cherish that moment for a long time. We didn’t perform for anybody else yet 
everyone in the room was delighted to see us enjoying ourselves.  


– The pain will always reside within the Iraqi people. But there are also many sources of joy. Why 
not bring that up as well? 


***


So let’s do just that. And the joy is palpable. 


When Michael Rakowitz presented his exhibition at Malmö Konsthall the 14th of September he 
exclaimed: ”I’m happily married to Malmö”. The reception in the city had resembled an 
uninterrupted wedding party.  


On the opening night, some 1112 visitors socialised inside the replica of king Assurnasirpa II’s 
banquet hall. Afterwards Rakowitz couldn’t help but wonder if the Assyrian king himself ever 
entertained so many guests in one sitting. 


The Iraqi Cultural Association in Malmö, where Lina Al-nahar holds the presidency, was co-
organiser of the feast. People were drinking wine, hipster beer or traditional yoghurt beverages, 
and you could of course eat dates to your heart’s content. A veiled great-grandmother in a 
wheelchair could be seen in the busy crowd, sitting next to a secular woman with dark, unruly 
curls.


As the Iraqi choir hailing from the Association started to sing, Michael Rakowitz stood beside the 
stage with a broad smile on his face. 


Lina Al-nahar smiles as well when the opening party is brought up.


– I’m going to cherish that moment for a long time. We didn’t perform for anybody else yet 
everyone in the room was delighted to see us enjoying ourselves.  


It was about six months ago that Malmö Konsthall reached out to The Iraqi Cultural Association. 
Aside of the opening ceremony, the Association was also asked to assist in organising tours with 
personal stories from Iraq together with guides from Konsthallen. 


Lina Al-nahar describes the meetings with Rakowitz as amazing. And the discussions with Malmö 
Konsthall’s director Mats Stjernstedt and Project Coordinator Angela Cesarec have been 
respectful and marked with genuine interest. 


Still, she was initially hesitant. She reflects on her first reaction: 


– Oh, no. Not yet another Swedish project aimed at consuming Iraqi-ness, and afterwards it’s 
”thanks and goodbye”. But here, we could meet at equal terms. It’s a beautiful thing! 


The Association invited Rakowitz and staff from Malmö Konsthall to dine with them. 


– Lord, what a feast! There and then, I think Konsthallen got it: This is not just an art project, this is 
about Iraqi people from different backgrounds getting together to celebrate and have a good time.


*** 


Speaking of background. Every time I’ve visited Konsthallen I’ve been struck by the fact that 
Michael Rakowitz’ exhibition stems from the tension between the West and Iraq. Stories are being 
told about colonial powers initiating wars and valuing art above human life. 


From this conflict arises a fanciful image of Iraq. A utopia that quashes reality. The sectarian 
violence that has ripped the country apart after the American invasion isn’t represented in the 
exhibition hall.   




It was about six months ago that Malmö Konsthall reached out to The Iraqi Cultural Association. 
Aside of the opening ceremony, the Association was also asked to assist in organising tours with 
personal stories from Iraq together with guides from Konsthallen. 


Lina Al-nahar describes the meetings with Rakowitz as amazing. And the discussions with Malmö 
Konsthall’s director Mats Stjernstedt and Project Coordinator Angela Cesarec have been 
respectful and marked with genuine interest. 


Still, she was initially hesitant. She reflects on her first reaction: 


– Oh, no. Not yet another Swedish project aimed at consuming Iraqi-ness, and afterwards it’s 
”thanks and goodbye”. But here, we could meet at equal terms. It’s a beautiful thing! 


The Association invited Rakowitz and staff from Malmö Konsthall to dine with them. 


– Lord, what a feast! There and then, I think Konsthallen got it: This is not just an art project, this is 
about Iraqi people from different backgrounds getting together to celebrate and have a good time.


*** 


Speaking of background. Every time I’ve visited Konsthallen I’ve been struck by the fact that 
Michael Rakowitz’ exhibition stems from the tension between the West and Iraq. Stories are being 
told about colonial powers initiating wars and valuing art above human life. 


From this conflict arises a fanciful image of Iraq. A utopia that quashes reality. The sectarian 
violence that has ripped the country apart after the American invasion isn’t represented in the 
exhibition hall.   


This makes me uneasy. I think about the horrid fate of the Yazidis. The Kurdish struggle. The 
religious leaders that pin Shia and Sunni muslims against each other. The fact that the Christian 
population has been reduced from 1,5 million to a couple of hundred thousands in two decades.    


And then we have the minorities that no longer exist in the country. The Iraqi Jews. Michael 
Rakowitz’ own family history goes back at least 500 years in Iraq. 


1930’s saw the persecutions intensify. In June 1942, the Farhud pogrom struck Bagdad. The 
exact number of murdered Jews remain uncertain, but it was the beginning of the end of Jewish 
life in Iraq. Shortly after, Rakowitz’ grandfather – Nissim Isaac Daoud bin Aziz – left the country. 
Via India, he and his wife came to USA in 1946. 


In 1942 the Jewish population was estimated to 150 000. Today there’s less than ten people left.


This was the starting point for an art project in Dubai, May 2013. For the first time since the 
exodus, Iraqi-Jewish food was to be served in the Arab world. 


For the duration of one week, people gathered around Michael Rakowitz’ dinner table at the 
restaurant ”Dar Al Sulh”. Many had roots in Iraq and intricate discussions arouse on the subject of 
culinary origins. When the discourse shifted to the expulsion of the Iraqi-Jews, it became obvious 
that the younger generation of Iraqi’s didn’t know about the history. But the older guests 
remembered and pondered on the whereabouts of their old neighbours. 


The scholar Ella Shohat – Rakowitz partner for this culinary project  – writes in an essay that the 
forced amnesia linked to the Arabic Jews discards the experiences of the Iraqi people. 


As I read the word amnesia, I realise a flaw in my reasoning. The exhibition in Malmö isn’t a utopia 
divorced from reality. Rather, it’s a radical statement. By not differencing between Iraqis and 
Iraqis, Rakowitz is advocating for an inclusive identity that holds Jews, Christians, Muslims, 
Yazids, and so on. 


By means of nostalgia – the common cultural heritage, traditional food – he creates a space in 
which images of the enemy and polarising historical discourses can be challenged. The notion of 
a utopian Iraq does not only represent an opportunity for grief, but also a chance for reflection. 
Much has been lost, but some people have even lost their right to call themselves Iraqis.   


– Michael is one of us, Lina Al-nahar proclaims. 

– He is an Arabic Jew and that made the Iraqis proud! 


She says this was made apparent at the opening ceremony, as it appealed to Assyrians and 
secular atheists as well as Sunni and Shia Muslims. The diversity is a trade mark for the Iraqi 
Cultural Association. Its members recall the time before the 1990’s when it didn’t matter if you 
were Sunni or Shia, and since many of them are political refugees, they acknowledge the Jewish 
struggle. In general, however, the understanding of these issues is limited. 


Leading up to the opening, Lina Al-nahar spread information about Rakowitz’ family history and 
his grandparents exodus from Bagdad in the 1940’s.  


– I really want to throw light on that story. That’s the only way our children can grow stronger and 
that’s the only way we can shape the future. 


The knee-jerk anti-Semitic affiliation affecting all Middle Eastern people is tiresome to Lina Al-
nahar. She wasn’t worried as the opening approached but admits that the thought did hit her: 
Would someone have a bad reaction? 


But you saw it with your own eyes, she says. There were nothing but happiness at the opening.  


– It’s so important that we commit to the histories that are missing in the books. Regardless if 
they’re concerning Assyrians, Jews, Shia Muslims or what have you. If you are to do away with 
prejudices and myths, you have to empower all people. It’s about time we learn more about each 
other.   


***
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Growing up on Long Island, Michael Rakowitz listened to his grandparents nostalgic tales from 
Bagdad. The older generation spoke Arabic and prepared food from the old country. His 
grandfather ran a business importing dates, among other items. 


Michael was seventeen years old in 1990 when the Gulf War broke out. As he and his mother 
followed the conflict on the TV screen, she said to him: ”There are no Iraqi restaurants in New 
York, you know.”


Rakowitz has returned to this episode several times in interviews. That’s when he realised the 
level of invisibility of his family’s culture. The US showed no interest in the cradle of civilisation, 
beyond the bounds of precious artefacts, oil and articles on Saddam Hussein. 


As the 2003 Invasion of Iraq unfolded, Rakowitz looked on with horror as the outside world 
grieved for stolen works of art, but not for the Iraqi people. This was the starting point for ”The 
Invisible Enemy Should Not Exist”. In 2007 he started to manufacture replicas of 7000 artefacts 
stolen from the National Museum of Iraq in Bagdad. In 2015, works destroyed by IS were added 
to the project.  


The goal, however, was never to re-create that which was lost. He wants his resurrected objects 
to haunt the halls of Western art collections, as ghosts. 


Since last year, a magnificent Lamassu sculpture made by Rakowitz is towering over Trafalgar 
Square in London. It’s constructed from 10 000 cans of date syrup – a beloved product in his 
childhood home. 


The Lamassu is there to haunt the place and to act as a reminder of Syrian and Iraqi refugees 
desperately seeking shelter.   


Someone suggested that the sculpture would be better placed next to the British Museum. His 
answer: No fucking way. As it stands, the ass of the Iraqi beast is turned in the direction of the 
museum. Just like it ought to be. 


When presenting his exhibition in Malmö, Rakowitz came down hard on the dominant museums 
responsible for the acquisition of the treasures of Mesopotamia. When he realised that the almost 
2600 year old Ishtar Gate is located at the Pergamon Museum in Berlin, he thought to himself: 
What is it doing there?  
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This theme is echoed in the short movie ”The Ballad of Special Ops Cody”, presented in one of 
the exhibition rooms. An action figure in the image of an American solider is exploring a museum 
in Chicago. He asks the Mesopotamian sculptures: ”Don’t you wanna go home?” Here’s your 
chance, he says, and the cabinet opens. 


What’s the meaning of this? A place for everything and everything in its place? That would seem 
like an unpalatable simplification since the step to ”A place for every man and every man in his 
place” isn’t that far. Issues of origin and what it means to belong are complicated. And an 
excessive focus on the Western sphere jeopardises the visibility of those we claim to be 
protecting. 

 

Substantial diasporic communities hailing from the Middle East have lived in the US and in Europe 
for several decades. The cultural heritage lives on by means of publishers, TV stations, music and 
grocery stores. It was common in my parents’ generation to accentuate the importance of roots, 
giving their children names like Ishtar, Nineve, Hammurabi, Nimrud, Sanherib, Enkidu, Nehrin and 
Assurbanipal.


Some still nurture hope of one day returning to their homelands. Others have given up. Or 
perhaps they’ve realised that their children and grandchildren – even themselves – have to come 
to terms with double or tripple identities, associated with a myriad of physical locations. 


They would indeed be hard-pressed to present a uniform answer to the question: Don’t you 
wanna go home? How many of them can even speak of a home in singularis? I know I can’t. 
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Maybe that’s the reason for me crying every time I’ve visited Konsthallen? Perhaps. Sometimes 
I’ve felt like an anachronism, growing up with pictures of Assyrian kings on the walls. Sometimes I 
mourn the fact that these beautiful bas-reliefs only exists because of IS and its regime of terror. 
That the hope for Nineve is crushed. 


And sometimes I’ve cried tears of joy as I’ve revisited the fantasy world of my childhood. Rested 
my eyes on the delicately constructed details. The braided beards, earlobes heavy with lavish 
jewellery, wrists embellished with flowers, the bizarrely muscular forearms.  


Extending the conversation has made me realise something though: The beautiful ghosts at 
Malmö Konsthall stir up emotions of different kinds, since our experiences differ so much from 
one another.  


It’s a discordant experience that’s hard to explain. But that’s also the unifying quality.


In the audio work Radio Silence, Michael Rakowitz tells the story about a doctor that fled from 
Iraq to Philadelphia. His sons were badly injured in an explosion during the Iraq War but the 
doctor is unable to talk about the trauma. So Rakowitz includes a pause to illustrate the 
speechlessness. 


For a short while, there’s nothing but birdsong. 


Perhaps because complete silence is unbearable. 


I realise I have to invite the musician Nadin Al Khalidi to the exhibition. If anyone can fight the 
silence, she can. 


***
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– Everything that’s associated with Iraq is, to me, rather macabre.  


Nadin Al Khalidi stares at one of the monarchs hanging on the wall. She also notices the artist’s 
use of chicken stock wrappings for the Nimrud installation. 


We’ve met several times before. First time was eleven years ago when I covered Hewar, a cultural 
café in Bagdad that managed to stay open throughout the wars. It was there Nadin Al Khalidi first 
came across music from Joan Baez and Bob Dylan. Today she’s a long established musician and 
sings in Arabic in the esteemed band Tarabband. 


– I still haven’t been able to define for myself what it is that I’m actually doing. When I was 
working on the latest album, I dwelled among ghosts for a whole year – pictures I’ve seen on 
social media and people that might not even exist anymore. 


In 2015 the band performed at an amphitheater in Jordan. On stage Nadin Al Khalidi suddenly 
recalled seeing pictures from a similar amphitheater. The images were from Palmyra where the 
Islamic State had performed mass executions. 


– I remember my uneasiness on stage. Standing there, one and a half hours from the place where 
IS forces were situated. This was shortly after the Jordan pilot had been burnt alive by the hands 
of IS.


To be honest, my work is undeniably destructive says Nadin Al Khalidi. Writing songs that carry 
feelings of flight and pain, but also love. Her experiences as an 11-year-old during the Kuwait War 
caused Post-traumatic Stress syndrome, but that took Nadin Al Khalidi many years to realise. 
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But art is miraculous, she concludes. Despite pain and sorrow, art stil emerges. 


Nadin Al Khalidi agrees with Michael Rakowitz’ critical assessment that objects are valued higher 
than human beings. She quotes a line from a Michael Jackson song: ”What about us?”


– I believe myself to be a thousand times more valuable than the objects of art that were 
destroyed. I also firmly believe that my friend, who was shot in Iraq, is a thousand times more 
important than the pyramids and should be recognised and remembered as a human being. 


It’s precisely that element in Rakowitz’ oeuvre that strikes a chord with Nadin Al Khalidi: his 
interest for individual fates, and his ability to capture the longing for fellowship via common Iraqi 
household products. In the summertime when she spots Arabic families picnicking in 
Pildammsparken, a large park in Malmö, and catches whiffs of their food, her heart sinks. 


– I haven’t visited Iraq since I fled in 2001. It’s like an old flame that never really goes out. And the 
pain will never completely fade.


She eyes Rakowitz’ works. 


– This is like a mausoleum to me. Something was taken from you by force. Then you recover 
somehow. And then you come here only to relive everything again – with beautiful art. For me, 
that’s really intense. And these are not even the real artworks, she adds laughing. 
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When I bring up the Ishtar Gate in Berlin, I notice right away that the subject is lost on her. 


– If I create a song, it’s mine and I can do as I please with it. I just happen to have parents from 
Iraq and Egypt. I didn’t assist in the creation of the pyramids or the Ishtar Gates. I’m not an 
heiress. 


This statement echoes her own artistic voice, which she describes as anti-nationalistic.  


– I perform in Arab countries with round the clock censorship. On stage, I also speak on the 
subject of individual sexual freedom, and there’s always one or two people from the crowd that 
discretely come up to me afterwards just to say: no-one talks to us, and about us, on stage the 
way you do.    


She identifies with Michael Rakowitz’ method of gently opening doors in order to expand and 
bolster diverse thought processes.


Nadin Al Khalidi’s face lights up when she tells me about Tarabband’s latest concert in a refugee 
camp in Joran. The audience was mostly composed of young children. They attempted to sing 
along, even though they had never heard the songs before. 


– They couldn’t imagine an Arabic woman doing what I did. Performing and leading a band as 
well as speaking several languages.  


She shows me a clip from the concert. A young girl suddenly stands up and turns confidently 
towards the crowd. She starts clapping and dancing and her friends soon follow. 


When I refer to Nadin Al Khalidi as a secular, feministic symbol she protests. 


– There’s no need to compare yourself to others. You just have to be able to be yourself. Do it, 
God damn it! 


***
When I met Lina Al-nahar she encouraged me to go with her to Iraq. You have to experience the 
country for yourself, she said. You can’t just rely on what you hear and read.  


Before we part, Nadin Al Khalidi tells me that sooner or later she has to overcome her deep-
seated resistance and visit Iraq once more. 


– You should join me, by the way.


Perhaps that would do the trick. When visiting Konsthallen, I’ve felt like a ghost among ghosts, 
unable to bear all these discordant feelings welling up inside me. The child that dreamt of Nineve 
and lion hunts. The woman who feels at home everywhere and nowhere. 


Just like Nadin Al Khalidi, I haven’t quite uncovered the meaning of Rakowitz’ exhibition. 


I’ll come back, she says. 


Me too, I reply.


 

This essay by Rakel Chukri for Sydsvenskan was translated by Björn Jumme, Malmö Konsthall.
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selection of printing blocks such as those for the voluptuous Mädchen 
auf Sofa (Girl on a Sofa), 1913. 

Expressionism was felt to be Germany’s indigenous style. Its  
aesthetic was not strictly pictorial, but also encompassed literature, 
music, architecture, and cinema. Expressionist film was still in its early 
stages in 1913, the year of the silent horror film Der student von Prag 
(The Student of Prague), but literary efforts were well under way; a 
young Alfred Döblin, for instance, was at work on a number of novellas 
that were published with Kirchner’s woodcut illustrations, facsimiles 
of which were included here. 

It was Kirchner to whom the exhibition’s narrative kept returning, 
culminating in a fantastic set of spontaneous pencil-and-ink works 
depicting Berlin’s decadent nightlife that complemented the street 
scenes by him shown at the outset. One hundred and six years ago, 
Berlin was, just as it is today, a city that never sleeps, and in pieces such 
as the monochromatic ink-on-paper Café Chantant I, 1914, Kirchner 
is at his most electric, with his seemingly chaotic but actually intricately 
controlled bursts of line work, beneath which his female subjects’ faces 
are defined with unusual exactitude, revealing human presences that 
glow through the fireworks. 

—Travis Jeppesen

Simon Fujiwara
ESTHER SCHIPPER

Rules are made to be broken, they say, but sometimes obeying is just as 
good a way to cop a thrill. Entering Simon Fujiwara’s installation 
Empathy I, 2018, you had to draw a number, then sit down on an 
airport-style chair and wait your turn. The room was totally non-
descript, furnished only with the chairs, a table, a water cooler, and 
some reading material: two dozen copies of E. L. James’s Fifty Shades of 
Grey (2011), all bookmarked at the page listing the rules of engagement 
between the novel’s submissive protagonist and the dominant Mr. Grey. 

What visitors were waiting to enter, two at a time, was a black box, 
housing a so-called 5-D video simulation, just under four minutes long, 
for which you had to be strapped into a seat that shook as wind blew 
through your hair and water splashed on your face. On the massive 
screen ran a collage of found footage of which I can barely remember 
a thing. Each clip—of, variously, a wedding ceremony, a street fight, a 
drone over a city, all shot from a first-person point of view—was just 

long enough for you to recognize the scene, but too brief to really stick 
with you. Though the footage evoked a wide emotional spectrum, it all 
blended into one unquestionably intense, yet oddly flat, rush of affect. 
And before you knew it, it was over. 

Was it worth the wait? As the rather handsome attendant led me 
out of the room through a different door from the one I’d entered, I 
realized he’d been watching my ride on a screen installed by the exit—a 
strangely titillating invasion of a private moment. All in the service of 
safety, of course. To recall one of the axioms of s/m culture detailed in 
Fifty Shades, among the primary tasks of the dom is to ensure the 
ultimate well-being of the sub: Relax, Big Brother is watching you! 
And just as sex generally, and s/m in particular, is not about reaching 
climax but about how you get there, Fujiwara’s brief ride was exactly 
sufficient to tinge the elaborate buildup with an unexpected excitement. 
For what the artist had designed was above all an arc of the anticipa-
tion and satisfaction of submitting to a role defined only by adherence 
to rules. Like a herd inside a paddock, exhibition-goers were joined 
together in being restricted, for once unable to move on, but lingering 
in the gallery with nothing to do while waiting except perhaps revel in 
their own disempowerment.

Empathy I is an elegant comment on the mechanics of mass amuse-
ment and the pervasive desire for the passivity of spectatorship—a 
desire so intense it verges on fetishism. But, notwithstanding its title, 
the work makes a bleak pronouncement: Far from fostering empathy, 
it’s all about me me me. Even as visitors were guided through what was 
a decidedly conveyor-belt experience, the very blandness of the work’s 
stock-image world made it about individuality; it allowed you to be 
you, in all your specificity. This microdose of life’s ups and downs, 
experienced within the safe confines of a contrived framework, points 
to the kind of Disneyland existentialism that is ubiquitous in consumer 
culture: a collective craze for the circumscribed thrill. In Fujiwara’s 
exacerbated version of this familiar fantasy of Dasein without any of 
the responsibility that comes with it, the illusion cracks, and self-
consciousness creeps in. On your way out, all you could take with you 
was the emptiness. 

—Kristian Vistrup Madsen

Michael Rakowitz
BARBARA WIEN

If the literary theorist Viktor Shklovsky were alive today, Michael 
Rakowitz might be one of his star pupils. Over the years Rakowitz has 
received great acclaim for projects that push gestures of ostranenie, or 
estrangement, to operatic dimensions: In New York he once served an 
Iraqi-inspired dish on plates looted from Saddam Hussein’s palaces 
(Spoils, 2011), and for Documenta 13 he presented copies of books 
that were burned in the Fridericianum in Kassel during World War II; 
the copies were carved from travertine collected in the hills of Bamiyan, 
Afghanistan, where the Taliban blew up two massive sixth-century sand-
stone Buddhas in 2001 (What Dust Will Rise?, 2012). For Rakowitz, 
the practice of, lifting an object or material from its given context and 
embedding it in an unexpected setting or giving it an unwonted purpose 
lends itself to a multidimensional confrontation that is powerful not 
only for the highly politicized and controversial terms of this disloca-
tion but also for foregrounding destruction as the defining motif in the 
history of civilizations. 

The Assyrians returned to Nimrud (near modern-day Mosul, Iraq) 
after the fall of their empire at the end of the seventh century bce and 
lived among its ruins for a brief period of time. Rakowitz’s exhibition 
“The Ballad of Special Ops Cody and other stories” invited viewers to 

Simon Fujiwara, 
Empathy I, 2018,  

5-D simulation with 
motion, water, wind,  

and video (color,  
sound, 3 minutes  

49 seconds). 
Installation view. Photo: 

Andrea Rossetti. 
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inhabit loss in a more recent chapter in the history of the same Meso-
potamian city. The three large reliefs on view were replicas of panels 
lining the walls of Nimrud’s Northwest Palace, which was demolished 
by isis in 2015. Like some of the other works in Rakowitz’s series 
“The invisible enemy should not exist,” 2007–, they are meticulous 
reconstructions made from Arabic-language periodicals published in the 
US and Europe as well as from the packaging for various Middle Eastern 
foodstuffs, including tea, date-filled cookies, and chicken bouillon cubes. 
Despite the gravity of the subject matter, the boisterously bright hues 
of these designs were, in fact, not entirely out of place, since two of the 
panels depict winged deities thought to be wielding the spathe, or 
sheathing bract, of a male date palm and a bucket of water for the 
express purpose of fertilizing a female tree, while the third panel, show-
ing a stylized sacred tree, denotes abundance and prosperity. Rakowitz 
appeared to have restored even their long-vanished colors to the reliefs, 
but he also “kept” both the cracks and the missing pieces by having 
black newsprint stand in for them. A museum-style label attached to 
one panel coolly informed us that the bottom part of the relief was 
destroyed by isis, whereas the missing head—a big black square made 
of advertising pages from Arabic-language weeklies—has long been 
in a private collection in New York. No matter how different the 
motivations of isis and a crafty nineteenth-century antiquities dealer 
may have been, the destruction of cultural heritage is an unfortunate 
constant across time and space.

Commissioned for the 2017–18 survey of Rakowitz’s work at the 
Museum of Contemporary Art Chicago, the fourteen-minute-long 
stop-motion video The Ballad of Special Ops Cody, 2017, also draws 
a parallel—albeit more didactically—between modern warfare in the 
Middle East and the pillaging of ancient Mesopotamian civilizations. 
Special Ops Cody, a souvenir action figure whose photograph was in 
2005 almost successfully passed off by Iraqi insurgents as that of a 
captive American soldier, finds himself at the entrance of the University 
of Chicago’s Oriental Institute and launches into an existentialist 
monologue voiced by a real-life Iraq veteran, Gin McGill-Prather. On 
encountering a vitrine full of ancient Mesopotamian figurines and 
recognizing severely injured Iraqis in the idols’ damaged faces, he begins 
to question why they are there, quickly homing in on the hypocrisy at 
the heart of colonization: “They were broken, but we destroyed them. 
You were broken, so we keep you, locked up, fragile, temperature-
controlled. . . .” While the material legacies of great civilizations are 
preserved with care and at a considerable cost, the generations that 
came after them can barely earn pity from the rest of the world.

—Gökcan Demirkazık

Hélène Delprat
CARLIER | GEBAUER

The title of Hélène Delprat’s first solo exhibition in Berlin, “TO SLEEP 
TO DIE, NO MORE,” can be understood as a reflection of the ways 
in which we are touched by our cultural past without necessarily 
knowing it. It sounds like a misremembered line from Shakespeare 
or some other poetic phrase we no longer fully understand but still 
recognize as part of our linguistic heritage. This type of slippery rela-
tion to our past is also found in Delprat’s phantasmagoric painterly 
compositions, which take historical and cultural references and distill 
them into an idiom uniquely her own, yet somehow familiar. 

Mes invités (My Guests), 2015, is a large acrylic-and-pigment work 
that greeted visitors like a portent in the gallery’s vestibule. While it 
exhibits techniques she uses in making her other paintings, such as 
diluting pigment to create a phantomlike underlayer of paint, Delprat 
here has added writing to the composition. Names of artists and brands 
such as polke, chanel, gina pane, disney—some more visible than 
others—are spelled out in light-yellow dots in the amorphous, washed-
out, blue-black shape that almost fills the rectangular canvas. A clue to 
the rest of the exhibition? Not really, since the other paintings on view 
didn’t directly refer to Sigmar Polke, the Walt Disney Co., and so on, 
even if some faint connections turned up. U-Boot (Submarine), 2018, 
for example, contained smiley-face suns (and one that is frowning), a 
cheery swordfish with a zigzag bill, and a googly-eyed cloud-like shape, 
any of which might recall a character from Finding Nemo or some 
other animated film for kids. The creatures float through a diaphanous 
blue-green field punctuated with dollops of white paint, which is over-
laid with a blackish mesh-like design that covers much of the canvas 
and brings to mind Polke’s raster-dot paintings. Like Polke, Delprat 
deliberately obscures her references: The fish might look like a Disney 
character, but it is actually based on the laughing sawfish emblem of the 
German Ninth U-boat Flotilla; other paintings also included elements 
with similar World War II–era origins. 

The googly-eyed cloud was also found in Que vous avez de grandes 
dents!, 2018, whose title renders Little Red Riding Hood’s “What big 
teeth you have!” in French. In this work, though, the cloud looks sur-
prised, and the lines emanating from its open mouth suggest wind. 
Or perhaps they imply shock, since beneath the nebulous form two 
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The	Ghost	of	Iraq’s	Lost	Heritage	Comes	
to	Trafalgar	Square	as	Michael	Rakowitz	
Unveils	His	Fourth	Plinth	Sculpture	
We spoke to the Iraqi-American artist about his version of the 
ancient Assyrian sculpture destroyed by Islamist extremists and 
what he thinks of the rehabilitation of George W. Bush. 
Naomi Rea, March 27, 2018 
 

 

Michael	Rakowitz	in	front	of	"The	Invisible	Enemy	Should	Not	Exist"	in	Trafalgar	
Square.	Photo	by	Caroline	Teo. 
 
The lions in Trafalgar Square in London will get get a strange and powerful 
companion that is part l ion, part bull, and part eagle, when the Iraqi-American 
artist Michael Rakowitz unveils his Fourth Plinth commission on Wednesday, 
March 28. 
Rakowitz has recreated a full-scale version of the sculpture of a Lamassu, a 
protective deity which guarded the Nergal Gate at the entrance of the ancient 
Assyrian city of Nineveh for more than a millennium. The winged creature stood 

fast from 700BC  until 2015, when it was destroyed by Daesh after the Islamist 
extremists gained control of the site near Mosul in northern Iraq. 
Rakowitz’s Lamassu will stand on the plinth for two years until March 2020, 
the 12th work in a series of temporary commissions that began in 1998 and 
have included work by Rachel Whiteread, Elmgreen & Dragset, Yinka Shonibare 
and Mark Wallinger. 
 

 
Fabrication. Photo: ©Gautier DeBlonde. 

 
His contemporary take on the human-headed deity with wings is part of a 
project the artist started in 2006, called “The Invisible Enemy Should Not 
Exist.” The series sees him reconstruct Iraqi artifacts that have been listed as 
as missing, stolen, destroyed, or having unknown status since the US-led 
coalit ion toppled Saddam Hussein in 2003. “It’s a commitment,” Rakowitz told 
artnet News, “and it’s one that will outlive me and my studio, unfortunately, 
because there are over 8,000 artifacts that are sti l l  missing from the Iraq 
Museum alone.” 
 
Full Metal Jacket 
Rakowitz has clad his sculpture with empty cans of date syrup, referencing 
Iraq’s now-decimated date industry, once the country’s second strongest 
economic driver after oil. War in Iraq has wiped out the country’s date palms, 
which numbered close to 30 mill ion in the 1970s. By the end of the Iraq War in 
2003, less than 3 mill ion remained standing. A cookbook of date syrup recipes, 
aimed at bringing Iraqi ingredients back to the UK, will be published to 



accompany the Fourth Plinth project, which is funded by the Mayor of London 
and Arts Council England. 
Rakowitz’s Lamassu is accurate in scale and detail, r ight down to the long 
hidden cuneiform that was never photographed before the original was 
destroyed. When Rakowitz heard that Ali Yasin Jubouri, a researcher at the 
University of Mosul, had a more authoritative depiction of the inscription than 
what the artist was working from, he adjusted his sculpture accordingly for the 
now exposed part. “Its visibil ity is the kind of thing that lets you know that 
something very wrong and very violent has been visited on this thing,” 
Rakowitz said. 
The sculpture is meant to be a symbol of resil ience despite Iraq’s plight after 
over decades of conflict, but it is also a reminder of the loss of culture and of 
human life. “It’s meant to do two things; to be a ghost that’s supposed to 
haunt, but also a spectral presence that’s supposed to offer some kind of 
l ight,” he said. 

 

 
Michael Rakowitz’s Lamassu. Photo: ©James O Jenkins. 

 

The work is a testament of art’s power to combat compassion fatigue. 
Rakowtiz draws a parallel between his sculpture and the mill ions of refugees 
currently fleeing from Iraq and Syria. It was only when the Iraq Museum was 
being looted that he started to see any “pathos” coming from abroad, he 
recalled. “Whether you were for or against the war, there was an agreement 
that this was a catastrophe. And it wasn’t just a localized one, this was a 
human catastrophe,” he said. At first he was angry that this universal outrage 
did not translate into outrage about the lost l ives in Iraq. “But then I 
understood that for many people these were the surrogates for those Iraqis, for 
those lives that had been lost.” 
 
Dubya	the	“War	Criminal”	
Talk about the war in Iraq inevitably leads to the then US President, George W. 
Bush, whose image has improved since Trump has come to power in the US. 
The artist is unimpressed. “I think it’s reprehensible. This is a war criminal, in 
the truest sense,”  Rakowitz said, adding that something could be learned from 
the way the UK discredited former Prime Minister Tony Blair for his support of 
the war. “I won’t look at [Bush’s] paintings, I won’t acknowledge the memes 
that are all so cuddly about his relationship with Michelle Obama and all this 
other shit that is part of a fucked up celebrity culture. There shouldn’t be this 
rehabilitation of his image, there should be a rehabilitation of Iraq.” 
 
When it comes to the current president, Rakowitz sees Trump as “a symptom 
of the deterioration of empathy and any kind of vision for how things can be, 
and being driven by a kind of hyper-capitalism and neo-liberalism that has 
totally wrecked the planet and all l ife on it.” 
 
The artist revised his opinions about Iraqi cultural heritage held in the British 
Museum after hearing from the late Iraqi archaeologist Donny George, a former 
director of the Iraq National Museum, who was instrumental in recovering 
about half of the antiquities looted in 2003. George had to flee Iraq in 2006. 
After the looting, crit ics began to see the artifacts held in the British Museum 
and other institutions in Europe and the US as refugees like them, unable to 
return to an unsafe homeland. “This is not to excuse or to be an apologist for 
any of those questionable circumstances under which things were attained,” 
Rakowitz said, “but it shows the way that meaning shifts and the way that we 
as people end up in different places as well.” 
 



 
Rakowitz, “The Invisible Enemy Should Not Exist.” Photo: ©James O Jenkins. 

  
Rakowitz’s Lamassu combines a vision of hope for the future, whilst never 
forgetting the tragic events of the past decade and a half. On the Fourth Plinth 
his sculpture will look towards the southeast, towards Nineveh, hoping to one 
day return, something that might resonate with London’s Iraqi population. “I 
see it as something that will become a citizen of London, it wil l become an 
actor in a public space for the next two years, and hopefully complete its 
journey going back to Iraq afterwards.” 
	

	

https://news.artnet.com/art-world/michael-rakowitz-fourth-plinth-1254095	



Michael Rakowitz, The Invisible

Enemy Should Not Exist, 2017,

maquette proposal for fourth plinth

commission. Courtesy: the artist and

Rhona Ho�man Gallery, Chicago;

photograph: James O. Jenkins

The project began when I was at Berlin’s Pergamon Museum in September 2006. I knew the Pergamon Altar
was there, but I wasn’t aware they had the Ishtar Gate, too. When I saw the gate, I was completely blown
away. I thought about why it was in Berlin, about the terms under which it was taken. The guidebook noted
that the gate was the centrepiece of ancient Babylon, built around 575 BCE, and located on a processional way
used during new year celebrations called The Invisible Enemy Should Not Exist. It was the coolest street name I’d
ever heard. And it was perfect because it spoke to this idea of the ‘phantom threat’: US President George W.
Bush’s fabricated existence of weapons of mass destruction and the conflation of the 9/11 attacks with Iraqi
President Saddam Hussein.

Babylonians would bring votive statues down this road to the temples. The statues, which often appear in
collections of Mesopotamian art, are understood to have been surrogates for the worshippers. Those artefacts,
now stolen, represent the dead. I saw how outrage over lost artefacts could become outrage for lost lives.

I N T E RV I E W  -  2 9  M A R  2 0 1 8

Michael Rakowitz: The Invisible Enemy
With his fourth plinth commission unveiled in London, the artist talks archaeological magic
tricks and Saddam Hussein’s obsession with Star Wars
B Y  E V A N  M O F F I T T

Evan Mott  The winged Assyrian lamassu you’ve just installed on Trafalgar Square’s fourth plinth is a
form  you �rst used in The Invisible Enemy Should Not Exist [2007–ongoing]. Can you tell me about that
project? Who is the ‘invisible enemy’ of the title?

Michael Rakowitz  The fourth plinth work is an extension of The Invisible Enemy, which – along with drawings
and a soundtrack – comprises a life-sized reconstruction of the more than 8,000 artefacts from the Iraq
Museum in Baghdad that are missing, stolen, destroyed or of ‘status unknown’, after it was looted in 2003.
That list has, unfortunately, grown to include the artefacts and archaeological sites that have been stolen or
destroyed in Iraq since then.



New York’s Arab community and, while we were waiting for the Iraqi dates,  I stocked it with date products
purportedly from other countries, like Lebanon or Sweden. Their beautiful packaging concealed where the items
came from, as if the products themselves were terri�ed of being discovered on enemy territory. When I began
reconstructing artefacts, I had no desire to replicate them with their original materials; I wanted to capture
their physical aura, but to declare them spectral presences, using discarded materials to invoke their loss. So, I
began to use packaging, that material of marginality.

Michael Rakowitz, Enemy Kitchen, 2003–ongoing, documentation from 2012. Courtesy: the artist and Rhona Ho�man Gallery, Chicago

EM  The circulation of date products or smuggled antiquities mirrors the migration narratives from Iraq
and other war-torn countries in the Middle East. In piecing those narratives together with lost objects,
you’re sifting through all kinds of historical fragments – antiquities but also texts and documentation. In
your project for documenta 13, What Dust Will Rise? [2012], you assembled disparate, cataclysmic
objects: shards of the Bamiyan Buddhas, atomic minerals from the Manhattan Project, a brick from
Pruitt-Igoe, granite from the World Trade Center. How did you make those selections?

MR  The Taliban’s destruction of the Bamiyan Buddhas in 2001 was a particularly cataclysmic moment for me.
As a teenager, I was an apprentice stone carver, and my first work was a tribute to the Buddhas. I researched
how the Hazara people in Bamiyan adored those colossi and wanted to rebuild them, but UNESCO and the
International Council on Monuments and Sites refused. So, I travelled to Bamiyan with an Afghan stone carver
named Abbas al-Adad and we o�ered the locals a week-long, stone-carving workshop. I thought that if we re-
introduced the techniques, locals could do whatever they wanted, without relying on Western institutions.

The Fridericianum in Kassel, where What Dust Will Rise? was shown, had been an important library but twice
had its collections destroyed during the Nazi occupation of Germany: first in 1933, during a Nazi book burning,
and again in 1941, when the building was bombed. The chief  archivist showed me partially burned parchments

EM  Why did you make your reproduction of the Ishtar Gate at partial scale?

MR  The surviving remnants of the original Ishtar Gate were taken in 1899 by the German archaeologist Robert
Koldewey and installed at the Pergamon Museum in 1927. Consequently, in the 1950s, the Government of Iraq
commissioned a plaster-and-wood reconstruction. That facsimile became one of the most popular photo-ops
for US soldiers; if you Googled ‘Ishtar Gate’ in 2007, the �rst image you saw was this pathetic reproduction with
a US soldier in front of it. So, in 2010, when I was invited to show some of the objects from The Invisible Enemy
in an exhibition at Berlin’s Haus der Kulturen der Welt, i decided to make a reconstruction of the reconstruction.

EM  Just as you created that work for an institution in Berlin, where the stolen Ishtar Gate still resides,
your fourth plinth commission is installed not far from the British Museum, where many of the stolen
Assyrian lamassus are on permanent view. What are your thoughts about addressing complicity on a
structural level?

MR  My artistic predecessors have cleared the ground by establishing institutional critique as a form, and there
are institutions that are interested in providing space for those critiques. Most curators of Mesopotamian art
are forbidden from engaging with the contemporary politics of the region. The British Museum has been
thinking about these things for a long time – though the Elgin Marbles aren’t being repatriated anytime soon.
I’m very conscious of the context of Trafalgar Square, a place that valorizes Admiral Lord Nelson and the Royal
Navy. The fourth plinth was constructed in 1841 for a statue of King William IV; insu�cient funds meant it was
never completed, however, and the plinth remained empty. In 1849, the British archaeologist Austen Henry
Layard uncovered a lamassu from the sands of Iraq. So, while one sculpture ‘disappeared’ at the beginning of
that decade, another appeared at the end of it – a kind of archaeological magic trick.

My lamassu has its ass pointed in the direction of the British Museum and it’s facing south-east, towards
Nineveh, with its wings raised, hoping to return. When the piece is deinstalled in 2020, I’d like it to be donated
either to Nineveh or to the Iraq Museum: that’s the kind of circular ecology I want to achieve.

EM  The Middle Eastern food packaging you’ve used in the series raises a number of questions about
authenticity and cultural patrimony, especially in terms of migration and diaspora. If you’re living far
away from home, sometimes the most ‘real’ fragments of your culture might be the foodstu�s you buy at
a local market.

MR  Right. That was something I �rst explored in Return [2004–ongoing], a project for which I imported Iraqi
dates to the US for the first time in over 40 years. In 2004, I had gone to Sahadi Importing Co. in Brooklyn to
buy date syrup, because my mother used to lament that the only date syrup you could buy in the US was from
Israel, and they had a tendency to over-filter it to the point where it lost its grit. My grandfather used to make
date syrup himself, the Iraqi way: thick and unctuous. I picked up a beautiful red can that was labelled ‘Product
of Lebanon’, but the shop’s owner, Charlie Sahadi, told me it was from Baghdad. He explained that the date
syrup was made in the Iraqi capital, put into large plastic vats, brought over the border to Syria and canned,
then driven to Lebanon where it was labelled and sold to the rest of the world. That was how Iraqi producers
had  circumvented sanctions between 1990 and 2003.

This was in 2004, not long after Bush had declared ‘Mission Accomplished’ in Iraq, yet anything with a bill of
Iraqi origin was still subject to intense scans, for which the importer would be charged. Sahadi said it would be
bad business, but I thought it would be good art. I set up shop on Atlantic Avenue in Brooklyn, in the heart of



Michael Rakowitz, May the Arrogant

Not Prevail, 2010, installation view,

MCA Chicago. Courtesy: MCA

Chicago; photograph: Nathan Keay

EM  Presumably, Saddam was collecting Star Wars memorabilia around the same time that US President
Ronald Reagan was launching his own Strategic Defense Initiative – known as the ‘Star Wars’ campaign –
in 1983.

MR  Exactly. Gerald Bull, who was one of the architects of that campaign, went on to design a supergun for
Saddam based on the �rst-edition cover illustration of Jules Verne’s From the Earth to the Moon [1865],
featuring a ridiculously big cannon capable of shooting things into space.

EM  Do you seek to destabilize cultural and geographical distinctions in your work as a means of eroding
notions of the ‘enemy’?

that looked like human skin. One of the reasons so much ancient Mesopotamian writing survives is that
cuneiform tablets were made of clay, so fires just baked them like a kiln. One fire preserves, another destroys.

EM  Often, in your work, a historical fragment isn’t just a physical object but a form of arcane
information. Some of my favourite pieces from your show at the Museum of Contemporary Art Chicago –
The Breakup [2010], for instance, or The Worst Condition Is to Pass Under a Sword Which Is Not One’s
Own [2010] – mine obscure histories in unusual ways.

MR  I grew up with an obsessive thirst for information. My father is a huge baseball fan so, as kids, we collected
baseball cards and memorabilia. When John Lennon was killed, I began to collect The Beatles’ albums,
including bootlegs like the Let It Be sessions [1970]. I became obsessed with �nding the moment, in those
recordings, when the band started to fall apart. In 2009, I was invited to do a project in Jerusalem, and decided
to use the break-up of The Beatles to indirectly narrate the city’s history: how enlightenment had given way to
collapse and division into four separate quarters. A radio station in Ramallah invited me to do a programme,
since radio waves are one of the only things that can travel over the wall, and the chief producer there told me
that Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band [1967] had been released just days before the Six-Day Arab-Israeli
War and had become a kind of soundtrack for her family: those triumphant guitar chords at the beginning
signalled Egyptian President Gamal Abdel Nasser’s arrival to liberate the Palestinians; the crashing piano at the
end intoned his failure.

The Worst Condition began in 2007, when I saw that a soldier from the 101st Airborne Division based in Mosul
had listed an ‘Iraqi fedayeen Saddam Darth Vader helmet’ on eBay; I’m registered to receive site alerts for
anything Iraq-related. He had found a cache of helmets and Iraqis told him that Saddam had been a huge fan
of the Star Wars �lms [1977–ongoing]. On the eve of the �rst Gulf War, Saddam had the Iraqi army march
underneath his victory arch in Baghdad to the �lm’s theme song, over and over again. The helmet led me to
investigate not only Saddam himself, but the designers of his weapons, monuments and uniforms, in an
attempt to understand the way Hollywood fantasies can fuel the military-industrial complex.

<http://www.viennacontemporary.at/en/>

Advertisement



London 
1 Montclare Street 
London 
E2 7EU, UK 
+44 (0)203 372 6111

First published in Issue 194
April 2018

EM  Many of your projects are ongoing; is that what you mean by ‘open systems’? Can they ever have an
end and, if so, what would that be? The end of looting or of homelessness?

MR  Personally, I feel committed to the notion that a project shouldn’t disappear until the problem it addresses
disappears. I still do paraSiTE every winter because there are so many people in need of shelter. Dealing with
homelessness helps me understand all my projects, to the extent that it reverberates with broader issues of
unbelonging and displacement.

Michael Rakowitz is an artist based in Chicago, USA. In 2017, he had a solo show at the Museum of
Contemporary Art, Chicago. His commission for the fourth plinth, London, UK, was unveiled on 28 March and
his work will be included in the FRONT Triennial, Cleveland, USA, opening in June 2018.

E VA N  M O F F I T T

Evan Mo�tt is assistant editor of frieze, based in New York, USA. 
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Main image: ‘The worst condition Is to Pass Under a Sword which is Not One’s Own’, 2010, exhibition view, Tate Modern, London. Courtesy: the

artist; photograph: Tate photography

MR  When I imagine Saddam Hussein’s son, Uday, re-enacting scenes from Star Wars in the same way I did in
my backyard as a kid, it chafes at ideas of good and evil; that kind of pathos is important. in my work Enemy
Kitchen [2003–ongoing], refugees and US Marines skewer meat from a food truck to make kebabs in a kind of
collaborative performance. Hands that once held weapons in Iraq are now creating nourishment. After all,
‘hospitality’ and ‘hostility’ share the same root word.

paraSITE [1998–ongoing] came from a similar interest in hospitality, and in recognizing the other as a potential
friend. The project was inspired by the detritus used by Palestinian refugees to reconstruct homes that the
Israelis had bulldozed, as well as my observation, on a residency in Jordan, that the Bedouin change the form of
their tents every night in response to the desert’s wind patterns. When I returned to the US, I saw a homeless
person sleeping underneath a building vent, using the heating system to stay warm. So, I designed custom
in�atable shelters for homeless people in New York and Boston that could link up to those vents – harnessing
the power of the wind, so to speak. The project addressed topics of exile and exodus that my own family and
many others had experienced, but also a very local problem.

Michael Rakowitz, Bill S.’s Shelter with Twelve Windows, 1998, from the ‘paraSiTE’ series, mixed-media installation, dimensions variable.

Courtesy: the artist

EM  One could consider Enemy kitchen and paraSiTE to be works of social practice. Do you see it as your
responsibility as an artist to address issues of social and material need?

MR  Art should demand the right to be dangerous, weird and impolite; I don’t think artists have a responsibility
except to stay true to that impetus. I want to create open systems in which the work can unfold on its own.


