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من ماچ و تۆ گاز

پێموایە باوکم دایکمی خۆشدەویست بەڵام هەرگیز ئەو خۆشەویستیەی پیشان نەدەدا. 
باوکم حەزوئارەزوی خۆی هەبوو لەژیاندا و هێندەی یادم بێت دایکیشم نەیدەویست 
بەشێك بێت لە ژیانی ئەو. زۆربەی ژیانی باوکم لە دەرەوەی خێزانەکە بوو بەڵام هەر 
هەوڵی دەدا خۆشەویستی خۆی بۆ دایکم دەرببڕ ێت. هاوینان هەموومان لە سەربان 

دەخەوتین و دایك و باوکیشم لە پاڵ یەکدا جێگەیان دادەخست.
بەیانیەك لە کاتی نانخواردندا، خوشکەکەم، کە نیوەشەوی پێشتر لەخەو هەستابوو، 
باسی ئەوەی بۆ کردین کە ئەو شەوە بینیبووی: دو ێنێ شەو لەسەربان ئێوە نوستبوون، 

باوکمم بینی لە تینوا دەستی برد بۆ ئەو پەرداخە ئاوەی کە دایکم تاقمەکەی تیا دادەنێت. 
منیش وامزانی باوکم لێی تێکچوو و ویستم هاوار بکەم بڵێم ئەوە پەرداخی ئاوەکە نیە، 

بەڵام بۆم دەرکەوت کە باوکم بە پەنجەی تاقمەکەی لەپەرداخەکەدا گرتووە و ئاوەکە 
هەڵدەقو ڕ ێنێ.



I Kiss, You Bite

I think my father loved my mother but she never reciprocated 
or registered his love. My father had his own “pleasures” in life, 
and my mother did not want to have anything to do with him for 
as long as I could remember. He spent most of his time margin-
alized from the family, but would still chase after my mother and 
offer her his love. In the summer, when everyone slept on the 
roof because of the heat, my mother and father slept side by side.
 During breakfast one morning, my sister, who had woken up 
during the night, told us what she had seen: 
 “Last night on the roof, when you were sleeping, I saw father, 
who was thirsty, take the glass of water that mother keeps 
her false teeth in and try to drink from it. I wanted to shout out 
and tell him it was the wrong glass but then I realized that 
he was holding the teeth with his index finger inside the glass 
as he drank.” 
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Foreword

In literature, “K.” is the alternative to both the 
“I” of psychoanalysis and the “we” of politics. 
In Franz Kafka’s books The Trial (1925) and 
The Castle (1926), K. signifies the simultaneous 
and reciprocal emergence of the institution 
and its subject. Without K. there is no process 
and no bureaucratic machine, and vice versa. 
While it may affirm itself as the one who pro-
vokes the system, K. is ultimately a figure with-
out agency.1 
 In a recent interview, the artist Hiwa K 
commented on the shift from “we” to “I” in his 
country of origin, Kurdistan. He said: “Before 
the 2003 invasion, Kurdish society was a collec-
tive one. People shared rooms, pots, and pans. 
Now it is a country copying the Western model 
of independence. Every day new plans arise for 
another shopping mall causing a certain kind 
of amnesia, in which recognition fades away 
and new realities arise. No one has the time for 
each other and society has become increasingly 
driven by consumerism. Collectivity is a thing 
of the past.” Following the so-called second Gulf 
War, or the Iraq War, Hiwa K managed to flee 
his country, travelling on foot across the moun-
tains to the Iranian border, through to Turkey,
to finally settle in Germany. The tension 
between belonging and estrangement has been 
a crucial aspect of the life and work of Hiwa K. 
By concealing his last name, he underlines his 
detachment and continuous battle with refuge 
so that the letter K comes to the foreground and 
operates as a figure without agency; a figure 
that is not able to identify with either “I” or“we”.
  Coming from a place at war, the artist’s 
gaze constantly shifts from horizontality (the 
landscape) to verticality (the sky), therefore 
making himself hyper-aware of his surround-
ings. The disconnection to what was formally 
known as “home” is what drives Hiwa K to 
produce work in which vernacular forms, oral 
histories, and political constructs are inter-
twined. The various references consist of 
stories told by family members and friends; 
found situations as well as everyday encoun-
ters that evolve around pragmatics and neces-
sities. The artist tries on the one hand to hold 
onto the traditions of his upbringing, while 
on the other he attempts to obtain knowledge 
by learning various skills that might integrate 

him more into daily life. When arriving in 
Germany in 2001, he took on the opportunity 
to study music and became a pupil of the 
Flamenco master Paco Peña. His relation to 
music has since been used as a tool for level-
ling a different dimension of critique within 
today’s society. It has also often functioned 
as a bridge to build a strong collective and 
participatory dimension within the work. 
The longing for connection, ferocious curiosity, 
and a desire to learn are what drive Hiwa K 
to produce art, and concerns around both
the personal and the collective are integral 
to his practice.  
 For his exhibition at KW Institute for Con-
temporary Art, the artist developed, amongst 
others, a new ambitious project titled The 
Existentialist Scene in Kurdistan (Raw Mate-
riality 01) (2016–ongoing), commissioned and 
co-produced by Schering Stiftung with the 
support of the Medienboard Berlin–Branden-
burg. Recalling the contexts of some of Hiwa 
K’s previous work, this project traces oral 
histories from the vantage point of an intellec-
tual subculture that formed in Iraqi Kurdistan 
during the 1970s and ’80s. In retrospect, the 
1970s can be seen as a high point in Iraq’s 
modern history. A new young technocratic elite 
was governing the country and the fast-grow-
ing economy brought prosperity and stability. 
However, with the rise of Saddam Hussein, 
the following decades would be a disaster 
for the country. As a political asylum seeker 
himself, Hiwa K tries to connect several events 
that occurred within the existentialist scene 
back in Iraq’s heyday, so as to better under-
stand and portray the fight for individual free-
dom through the lens of collective agency. 
For the artist, the notion of individual freedom 
was influenced by the then nascent ethos of 
neoliberalism — nowhere more so than in the 
definition proposed by the economist Milton 
Friedman, that personal freedom can only 
be guaranteed by the freedom of the market. 
This film is one of Hiwa K’s most ambitious 
projects to date, taking the form of a documen-
tary that depicts a number of individuals 
living across the globe in an attempt to pre-
serve their histories in a collective manner. 
At the same time, The Existentialist Scene 
in Kurdistan (Raw Materiality 01) reflects 
the beginning of a cultural and economic 
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1 Introductory note by curator Juan A. Gaitán for the exhibition  
organized at the Wattis Institute for Contemporary Arts,  
San Francisco, in 2012.

reorientation in the Middle East, which was 
followed by countless wars, some of which  
are ongoing. 
 Alongside this new production, earlier 
works are included in the exhibition such  
as Hiwa K’s deeply engaged The Bell Project 
(2014–15), which links two places distant from 
each other — an armaments dump in Northern 
Iraq and a church in Italy — by manufacturing 
a bell made out of the metal waste extracted 
from defunct munitions. Also included here is 
the video Moon Calendar (2007), which shows 
the artist tap-dancing on the premises of Amna 
Suraka (the so-called Red Security Building 
in Northern Iraq, used as a prison by Saddam 
Hussein) to the rhythm of his own heartbeat, 
which he listens to through a stethoscope 
as he dances. The artist measures the space 
in auditory terms while also reflecting on its 
inherent history and former use as a detention 
centre and site of torture. 
 The urgency and energy around Hiwa K’s 
practice is felt poignantly through a unique 
combination of autobiographical constructs 
in which politics and history form the backdrop 
to performative interventions. His sincere and 

original dedication to topical concerns is what 
makes him one of the most exciting artists 
working today and for this reason we are 
pleased to grant him the Schering Stiftung Art 
Award 2016. We would like to thank the jury 
members Mariana Castillo Deball, Natasha 
Ginwala, Charlotte Klonk, Bonaventure Soh 
Bejeng Ndikung, Jacob Proctor, and Wael 
Shawky, for their excellent choice in selecting
Hiwa K. Since the Schering Stiftung Art Award 
not only comprises prize money but also a solo 
exhibition at KW and a monograph on the 
artist’s work, we would like to express our 
gratitude for Hiwa’s dedication, rigour, and 
endless energy in bringing this show and book 
together. Our wholehearted thanks go out to 
him. Last, but not least, we would also like to 
thank Walther König Verlag and, in particular, 
Anthony Downey for his contribution to, and 
editing of, this extraordinary monograph.  

Krist Gruijthuijsen 
Director, KW Institute for Contemporary Art

Heike Catherina Mertens
Director, Schering Stiftung
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Editor’s Preface

Given the open nature of Hiwa K’s practice, 
this volume has not only involved a consid-
erable number of collaborators but also an 
extended conversation with the artist. This 
process began in May 2015 and continued up 
until the final version of this book went to press, 
with the artist closely involved in every aspect 
of it. It was during this time, and despite the 
fact that I had first written about his work 
in 2008, that I began to more fully understand 
and appreciate the conceptual intricacy and 
intentional informality of Hiwa K’s practice. 
I realized the significance of his personal 
experiences of major historical events, in Iraq 
and elsewhere, and how they found their way, 
for the most part unassumingly, into his work. 
I also came to fully appreciate how much his 
practice involves details from his own bio-
graphy — pithy anecdotes, family lore, histor-
ical narratives, chance encounters, informal 
peer-to-peer learning, and accounts of the 
arduous five-month journey he made from 
Kurdistan to Germany in the mid-1990s. What 
emerged over these two years was the sense 
of an artist who relishes accessibility, of both 
language and practice, and is constantly ready 
to improvise makeshift approaches to complex 
issues. The upshot of this accessibility and 
improvisation is a body of work that invites 
the audience, sometimes literally, to not only 
engage with it but to also develop components 
of the works in question. 
 Covering a decade or so of output, Don’t 
Shrink Me to the Size of a Bullet: The Works 
of Hiwa K provides the first comprehensive 
account of the artist’s practice and details 
works from 2005 onwards, including Arbeit-
splatz (Workspace) (2005), Cooking with Mama 
(2005 – ongoing), Inappropriation (2009), and 
Country Guitar Lessons (2005–11), all of which 
either utilized or subverted spaces within  
an art institution to produce collaborative proj-
ects and inclusive models of working. Other  
projects, such as Moon Calendar (2007), This 
Lemon Tastes of Apple (2011), and Do You 
Remember What You Are Burning? (2011), 
focus on historical events in Kurdistan and, 
more broadly, Iraq; while issues of migration 
and the fraught experiences associated with 
forced exile are explored in Pre-Image (2010). 

The historical and geopolitical realities of 
immaterial and material exchange come to 
the fore in Qatees (2009), Chicago Boys: While 
They Were Singing, We Were Dreaming (2010 –
ongoing), It’s Spring and the Weather Is Great, 
So Let’s Close All Object Matters (2012), My 
Father’s Colour Period (2013), and The Bell 
Project (2014 –15). More recent works, such 
as The Existentialist Scene in Kurdistan (Raw 
Materiality 01) (2016 – ongoing), call attention 
to the influence of neoliberal dogma on Kurd-
istan and its all too imminent impact on the 
region’s population, economic history, and 
cultural practices. 
 A series of notes on these works have been 
prepared and revised by the artist for this 
volume, and he has also included a number of 
anecdotes that recount gossip, stories, jokes, 
personal insights, conundrums, and aphorisms 
garnered from multiple sources. Amongst other 
things, these anecdotes add a significant degree 
of context to his works and, with humour and 
directness, frequently give form to the sense of 
disorientation associated with exile and migra-
tory states. What remains steadfast throughout 
all of these elements is a commitment to using 
this vernacular material and incorporating it, 
with both stealth and considerable wit, into  
an approachable body of work.
 The essays and conversations included in 
this volume, by contributors who have either 
worked with or have known the artist for some 
time, piece together a portrait that seeks to 
understand how he uses his associated roles 
— including that of an accomplished musician, 
dancer, educator, and informal interlocutor — 
to engage audiences. Inclusion is a key factor 
here, but the works encompassed also tend 
to elude definitive points of reference and 
resolution, for artist and spectator alike. They 
initiate a dynamic collective process that, as 
we will see, threatens the continuities of formal
thought and the expectations placed upon 
cultural practitioners in an era of accelerated 
global capital. None of this is done in the spirit 
of obfuscation or mystification; rather, to quote 
the artist, the intention is to bring ideas and 
scenarios into a “zone of possibility” and, from 
there, to orchestrate interventionist forms 
of collective engagement and solidarity. The 
artist’s role in these events, hovering between 
tentative activity and productive inaction,  
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is often deferred to others, and we see how the 
inclusive and transitive nature of life, in all 
its historical contingency and personal forms 
of insecurity, has come to define the broader 
context of Hiwa K’s practice.
 To the extent that some of the primary ideas 
explored in my introduction were first discussed 
with Hiwa over two years ago, I remain all 
the more grateful to him for developing those 
conversations and for working so closely with 
me on the final version of this book. Apart 
from the artist, who has generously given over 
much of his time to the volume’s production, 
I would also like to personally thank Heike 
Catherina Mertens and Krist Gruijthuijsen for 
their discerning foreword and unsparing sup-
port for this volume; Lawrence Abu Hamdan, 
Bonaventure Soh Bejeng Ndikung, and Natasha 
Ginwala for their trenchant texts; and Bakir 
Ali for his oversight of the Kurdish translations 
and engaging conversation with the artist, 
a version of which is included here. A special 
thanks must be expressed to Aneta Szyl' ak, 
a long-time collaborator of the artist, for her 

astutely personal essay on Hiwa’s practice and 
her involvement with the preceding research 
that informed elements of this volume. For the 
translation, we are indebted to the assiduous 
work of Sarhang Hars; for the book’s design,  
we owe a particular word of gratitude to Grégory 
Ambos and Rémi Brandon (Zak Group); and, 
for the meticulous copy-editing, thanks are due 
to Hannah Gregory. We are also very grateful 
for the generous support of Franz König, for the 
publishing of this volume, and the assistance 
of Hanna Schmandin at Walther König Verlag. 
Finally, this book would not have been possible 
were it not for the management skills, acumen,
and patience that Aimee Dawson actively 
brought to it. We collectively hope that Don’t 
Shrink Me to the Size of a Bullet: The Works of 
Hiwa K, in the spirit of the artist’s work, intro-
duces a new audience to his projects and offers 
additional insights and interpretive models  
for those who are already familiar with it.

Anthony Downey
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Unbearable States:  
Hiwa K and the Performance of Everyday Life
Anthony Downey

“None of us has a map in our pocket as we walk 
along. Rather, we have a jumble of tangled 
maps in our heads; the psyche is nothing but 
a patterned landscape on which we draw maps 
every day.”

— Bakhtiyar Ali, I Stared at the Night of  
the City, 2016.1

“The naming of the world, through which  
men constantly re-create that world, cannot  
be an act of arrogance.”

— Paulo Freire, Pedagogy of the Oppressed, 
1968.2

In 2011, a popular revolt in Sulaymaniyah saw 
thousands of people take to the street to protest 
against the corruption and nepotism associated 
with the ruling Kurdish Democratic Party. 
These protests, which went on from February 
21 until April 30, mostly took place around 
the so-called Freedom Square, or Saray Azadi, 
where protestors were met with tear gas and 
live bullets.3 The violence that ensued injured 
five hundred protestors and resulted in the 
deaths of over a dozen people. In late April, at 
the height of these demonstrations, Hiwa K 
joined the protestors and staged a performance 
of sorts. This intervention was subsequently 
filmed by cameramen, who were on hand that 
day to cover events for news agencies. At the 
outset of This Lemon Tastes of Apple (2011), 
which is made up of footage later acquired  
by the artist, we see protestors in and around 
Saray Azadi holding aloft spent bullet casings 
to prove that live rounds were being fired, 
while another man collects used bullets from 
protestors. Some of those present wear 
surgical masks to stave off the effects of the 
tear gas and, to add to the urgency of the 
moment, a visibly wounded man is rushed 
through the crowd as they search for medical 
attention. Elsewhere, protestors — suffering 
from the damage by tear gas to their respiratory 
systems and tear ducts — are liberally doused 
with lemon juice, an improvised antidote. 
Throughout this turmoil, Hiwa K, employing 

a hand-held megaphone for amplification and 
accompanied by a guitarist, begins to play 
the ominous melody of Ennio Morricone’s 
“Man with a Harmonica”, a well-known tune 
from Sergio Leone’s film Once Upon a Time 
in the West (1968).4 Sections of the crowd 
appear re-animated by this familiar melody 
and begin following the artist and his motley 
crew towards the frontline of the protests. 
This short film ends with the protestors, artist 
included, fleeing from yet another volley of 
bullets and tear gas. 
 There are many sites of infamy associated 
with Saddam Hussein’s ruthless and brutal 
rule of Iraq, which began in July 1979, when 
he formally assumed the presidency after years 
of outmanoeuvring his rivals, and ended with 
him — in a vain attempt to avoid capture by 
US forces in April 2003 — meekly surrender-
ing after being located in a fetid subterranean 
cell.5 Two events among the many instances 
of brutality perpetrated in Iraq stand out 
for their ruthlessness: the Anfal campaigns 
against the Kurds (1986–89), and the chemical 
attack, using mustard gas, hydrogen cyanide, 
and other nerve agents, on Halabja, a Kurdish 
village on the Iran–Iraq border, in 1988.6 When 
nerve gas and chemical weapons were dropped 
on Halabja it was widely reported that the 
initial odour reminded people of the smell of 
sweet apples.7 In drawing a horticultural refer-
ence in the film’s title to the sickly sweet smell 
of apples and the acidity of lemons, the notori-
ety of the chemical attack on Halabja perme-
ates This Lemon Tastes of Apple. The lemons 
being used by the protestors in Sulaymaniyah 
become an allegorical reminder of the fateful 
smell of “apples”, and a direct allusion is made 
between the tear gas pervading the demonstra-
tion in April 2011, and the chemical gas that 
descended upon Halabja almost a quarter of  
a century earlier. 
 Throughout This Lemon Tastes of Apple, 
Hiwa K occupies a position that is both pro-
active (he is very much part of this protest) 
and relatively passive, inasmuch as he is still 
an observer of sorts. His presence is kinetic, 
sparking a dynamic that taps into the energy 
of the protestors and the unfolding scenario 
before him. Throughout these interventions, 
the artist tends to adopt the role of the “newly 
arrived”, the one who has just turned up but 
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is all too ready to get involved. Being at once 
a spectator — who is conscious of a broader 
picture — and a performer allows, as we  
see in this video, for a series of performative 
manoeuvres to take place. Although newly 
arrived, he is also, to use the artist’s termi-
nology, a “midwife” of sorts, prepared to see 
through a process — be it the tail end of a pro-
test or another more abstract historical event 
— that has already gestated in his absence.8 
 In a broader context, Hiwa K’s work 
explores, often through the disarmingly simple 
use of music, dance, sporadic interventions, 
collective conversations, and impromptu work-
shops, a series of conditions associated with 
unbearable, unstable, and fortuitous states 
of being. Such states are, in turn, frequently 
presented against, or foreshadowed by, the 
local, national, and geopolitical realities that 
have affected both Kurdistan and Iraq over the 
course of the last forty years, a timeline that is 
roughly in keeping with the artist’s childhood 
in Sulaymaniyah and the time he spent there 
before leaving for Germany in the mid-1990s.9

 There is, admittedly, a fine line to be walked 
between assertiveness, when the artist actively 
engages in proceedings, and passivity — that 
is, when he becomes a bystander of sorts. 
In its strategic disavowal of ultimate control 
and definitive meaning, this attenuated state, 
oscillating between tentative activity and pro-
ductive inaction, enables Hiwa K to provision-
ally locate himself in events associated with, 
variously: historical trauma (Moon Calendar, 
2007, This Lemon Tastes of Apple, 2011, and 
Do You Remember What You Are Burning?, 
2011); migratory states and the perilous paths 
of journeys undertaken (Pre-Image, 2010); 
institutional critique and appropriation (Arbeit-
splatz (Workspace), 2005, and Inappropriation, 
2009); transcultural practices (Cooking with 
Mama, 2005 – ongoing, and Country Guitar Les-
sons, 2005 –11); economic theory and pedagogi-
cal practices Chicago Boys: While They Were 
Singing, We Were Dreaming, (2010 – ongoing);
the historical and geopolitical realities of 
immaterial and material exchange (Qatees, 
2009, My Father’s Colour Period, 2013, and 
The Bell Project, 2014 –15); and the imposition 
of neoliberal dogma on Kurdistan and its immi-
nent effects on the region’s population and 
cultural discourses (It’s Spring and the Weather 

Is Great, So Let’s Close All Object Matters, 
2012, and The Existentialist Scene in Kurdistan
(Raw Materiality 01), 2016 –ongoing). 
 Based on the gathering of informal bodies 
of knowledge — garnered from multiple sources 
including conversations, YouTube videos,  
and peer-to-peer learning — these projects 
also propose a direct questioning of what 
roles an artist is expected to play, in both 
social and institutional contexts, and how such 
expectations can be productively subverted. 
It is in the role of the artist that Hiwa K also 
distances himself from its apparent function 
and, in so doing, transforms it into associated 
roles such as musician, dancer, educator, 
and casual interlocutor.10 It is this everyday, 
receptive, and transitive nature of life as expe-
rienced, in all its historical contingency and 
personal forms of insecurity, that underwrites 
these works. Estranging nominal points of 
absolute reference or conclusive resolution,  
for artist and spectator alike, they initiate  
a process that relishes accessibility of both 
language and practice, and open-ended, 
approachable models of engagement.

*

In “Let’s Assume”, one of the many anecdotes 
included in this volume, the artist makes a 
specific reference to a popular Kurdish song of 
the same name. This song narrates a singer’s 
longing to bring into being the ideal conditions
that would enable him to be in physical contact 
with the woman he desires. The song effectively 
(and affectionately) attempts to give a concrete 
structure to an abstraction and, in that reified
moment, achieve an outcome or goal: If I wish 
it, articulate it, name it, perform it, the singer 
plaintively assumes, it will come to pass. 
Recounting how, in this context, the process of 
naming brings into being a “zone of possibility”, 
the artist has observed that, “when you live 
under a dictatorship you don’t even think about 
change because it’s completely impossible, 
and for these moments you need a certain
kind of pretension or illegal statement in 
which you name things into being which are 
almost impossible.”11 The articulation of calls 
for political and economic reform, a conspicuous 
feature of the protests in Sulaymaniyah in 
2011, produced a framework where collective 
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demands for change and democratic freedoms 
could potentially mutate into such a “zone of 
possibility”. The chanting and repeated use 
of slogans by the protestors, as witnessed in 
This Lemon Tastes of Apple, not only summon 
up the spectre of historic oppression but also 
embody a political call for transformation; 
a plea for something else to come into being, 
namely, an accountable form of governance. 
 In playing the melody of Morricone’s “Man 
with a Harmonica”, as the maelstrom of 
protests continued to swirl, the artist became 
one with the demonstration, breathing in, 
through his instrument, the tear gas that is 
blinding and choking those around him. 
Further blurring the lines between spectator 
and actor, this was an interventionist form of 
incitement and solidarity that orchestrated and 
focused the clamour of the protestors into the 
resonances of a familiar harmonica tune.12 
In a moment of musical distraction, an assem-
blage of competing and disparate components 
— the protestors, the security forces, the cam-
eramen, the guitarist, those who are being 
gassed and shot at, and the intrepid artist — 
come together and meld into one transient, yet 
concerted, movement. In refusing to bear the 
weight of corruption and economic cronyism, 
protestors and artist alike engage with the 
emancipatory potential of a transformative 
political moment where the didacticism of 
government control and oppression gives way 
to a dialectical call for change. 
 Twenty years before these protests in 
Saray Azadi, another popular revolt occurred 
in Sulaymaniyah — this time against Saddam 
Hussein’s Ba'ath party and the most feared 
symbol of its power in the region, the notori-
ous prison complex Amna Suraka, also known 
locally as the Red Gaol or Red Security Build-
ing.13 Designed by East German architects and 
engineers in 1979, and subsequently handed 
over to the representatives of the local Ba'ath 
party in the mid-1980s, this prison was an 
apparatus of power and torture that attempted 
to humiliate, subjugate and, ultimately, anni-
hilate the local Kurdish population through a 
campaign of surveillance, harassment, control, 
violence, torture, murder, and the deployment 
of chemical weapons.14 Following its liberation 
by Kurdish forces in 1991, the full details of 
the atrocities that had been committed in 

Amna Suraka were specified and confirmed.15 
They included the employment of men who were 
officially contracted to rape men and women, 
with the result that many children were sub-
sequently born in the prison. It had separate 
holding cells for men, women, and children, 
and came complete with holding rooms for 
solitary confinement and a warren of torture 
cells. Within the walls of this prison, inmates, 
including children, were subjected to physical 
and sexual abuse, alongside other forms of 
psychological torture. Inmates were regularly 
electrocuted and tormented in a soundproof 
room so that their cries of desperation could be 
recorded and broadcast to instil fear in other 
inmates.16 Those who “admitted” their crimes 
were sentenced to life imprisonment in Abu 
Ghraib, while others died under the physical 
and mental duress of regular torture.17 This 
building was, in sum, an accursed place where 
many experienced atrocious, often fatal, levels 
of abuse.
 In 2007, sixteen years after it was liberated, 
Hiwa K gained access to Amna Suraka. It was 
here that he set about rehearsing a flamenco 
dance, an art form associated with rapid, accel-
erated footwork and accomplished precision. 
The video Moon Calendar (2007) shows the 
artist, as he uses a stethoscope to listen to his 
own heartbeats, endeavouring to synchronize 
the inner beat of his heart with the external 
sound of his footwork. In an effort to escalate 
his heartbeat, he dances faster and faster, but 
is defeated by the recursive nature of his activ-
ity. Something, somewhere, must give, and he 
finally admits to the impossibility of full syn-
chronization between dance steps and heart-
beat, feet and heart; between the performer’s 
intention and the reality of his performance. 
When I first encountered Moon Calendar, I was 
intrigued by its conflictual premise: Herculean- 
like in endeavour, it was nevertheless hope-
lessly Sisyphian in its outcome.18 This forlorn 
sense of insurmountability was reinforced when 
I found out that Moon Calendar documented 
a rehearsal for a performance that never hap-
pened in front of an audience.19 The original 
recursivity of the work — the escalation of 
heartbeat mirroring the rapidity of dance —  
is amplified in a closed-circuit performance that 
suggests no potential for catharsis, or relief,  
or, indeed, release. 
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 In this absence of catharsis as a tool of 
emotional and physical release, there is an 
echo of Augusto Boal’s work on theatre and
performativity, specifically his refusal of 
cathartic gestures in theatre. In Theatre of 
the Oppressed (1974), Boal advocated that 
spectators should transgress the binary oppo-
sition of performer/performance and become 
“spect-actors”.20 In advocating a more active 
form of spectatorship, one that was integrated 
into the performance and capable thereafter of 
directing its outcomes, Boal was attempting to 
find ways to include the audience in the play. 
As part of this theatrical revolution, a number 
of tactics were employed including the switch-
ing of roles midway through performances, the 
employment of multiple genres, a collaborative 
approach to storytelling and plot development, 
and the use of music to bolster (or undermine) 
onstage narrative activity.21 Catharsis, in these 
contexts, was viewed with suspicion insofar 
as in the moment of alleviating an audience’s 
passion it diminishes their ability to engage 
in the action. Boal’s suspicion of catharsis as a 
viable theatrical device — the extent to which 
it prompted, for example, emotional responses 
to complex social realities — reveals how such 
a process diffuses the very energies needed  
to effect historical, political, and social justice. 
“Catharsis is correction”, Boal wrote, but, 
“What does it correct? Catharsis is purification:
what does it purify?”22 The ambition for Boal 
was to actively disavow the equilibrium asso-
ciated with catharsis and “create disequi-
librium” which in turn prepares the way for 
action.23 To this end, Hiwa K’s performance 
in Moon Calendar and This Lemon Tastes of 
Apple stimulates a response that does not lead 
to catharsis as much as it seeks to spur the 
energy required for a participative, if not tran-
sitional, political intervention.24 His presence 
as performer and spectator, in both works, 
disrupts internal and external equilibrium, 
suggesting an alternative dynamic of engage-
ment with the socio-politics of historical events 
and the narratives they espouse.
 The horror of Amna Suraka, irremediably 
imbricated in the building and those who  
survived it or died within its confines, compels 
us to rethink how we can ever understand  
such unbearable states of being and non- 
being through the aesthetic traditions of  

commemoration or performance, however 
assuasive or magnanimous these forms seek 
to be. The disavowal of catharsis thus raises a 
fundamental question about what role, if any, 
an artist can perform in the context of histor-
ical injustice. This is not, crucially, to admit 
dismay in the face of the “debris” of history, 
to paraphrase Walter Benjamin; rather it is 
to catalytically restage a form of dramatic, 
non-didactic potentiality that is activated 
in the moment of adopting and adapting the 
dual roles of actor and spectator, observer and 
creator, artist and bystander. It is, to continue 
the reference to Benjamin, an attempt to “blast 
open the continuum of history”, through an all 
too modest, self-effacing, and perhaps irreconcil-
able, transformative gesture.25 
 

*

In the same year that Moon Calendar was 
produced, Hiwa K embarked on an eight-year 
venture that would eventually materialize 
as The Bell Project (2014 –15). Comprised of 
a two-channel HD video installation, Nazhad 
and the Bell Making (2007–15), and a bronze 
bell secured in a wooden frame, the starting 
point for The Bell Project was a scrapyard 
in Northern Iraq. Working with Nazhad, the 
owner of the scrapyard, the artist reifies, in 
the form of an actual bell, a number of inter-
twined histories based on the use of specific 
materials and their deployment during times 
of conflict and war.26 In Nazhad and the Bell 
Making, the viewer sees how the eponymous 
Nazhad capitalized on smelting the countless 
mines that were set by Iranian and Iraqi 
forces during the 1980 – 88 war, and, as his 
business grew, how he turned his skills to 
deactivating armaments and recycling other 
residue from two successive Gulf Wars (1991 
and 2003). The ensuing detritus of other civil 
conflicts in Iraq, including mines, bombs, 
bullets, and parts of military planes and tanks, 
also provided raw materials for Nazhad, as have 
the remnants of conflicts with ISIS (or Daesh, 
as they are more commonly called in the 
Middle East). At several points in the video, 
Nazhad displays his encyclopedic knowledge of 
the armaments in his scrapyard as he casually 
picks through 11 mm shells, 12 mm shells, 
152 mm shells, and bullets from a heavy 
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machine gun, a so-called Dashka (or DShK), 
which was produced in the former Soviet 
Union. At one stage he observes that “weapons 
from most of the countries come here; they all 
come back to me”, and adds that in his scra-
pyard over forty countries are represented 
through their sales of weapons to Iran and 
Iraq, including, to name but a few, the United 
States, Italy, Germany, Japan, China, and 
Turkey. The continuum of recent history in  
Kurdistan, and Iraq as a whole, is read through 
this indexical repository of weapons and the  
remnants of military conflict. Nazhad’s scrap-
yard exists as a veritable archive of conflict in 
Iraq, its owner the archivist of an industrial 
military complex that defines, and consistently 
undermines, the geopolitics of the region.27  
A narrative of upheaval, that includes war, 
civil conflict, revolt, and the so-called tactic  
of “shock and awe” warfare used by US forces  
in 2003, is present here in synecdochic form,  
its parts signifying the trajectory of violence  
by proxy that has underwritten Iraqi history  
for at least four decades.28 
 At the outset of Nazhad and the Bell 
Making, Nazhad’s nephew, upon seeing a 
low-flying military plane in the sky, casually 
observes that he would like to shoot it down 
with a rocket-propelled grenade (RPG) and 
“collect the parts, melt them down, and then 
send them to where it came from in order  
for them to make another airplane.” His aside 
on recycling the aftermath of warfare in Iraq 
into an actual object — encapsulated here,  
in apparent perpetuity, in the shape of a plane  
— is a key element in the materialization  
of the bell that is at the centre of The Bell  
Project. For the bell to be made, the artist 
needed three hundred kilograms of bronze.  
The smelted metal was produced as ingots  
in Nazhad’s scrapyard and thereafter shipped  
to a foundry in Crema, in northern Italy, where  
it was moulded into a bell with a strike tone  
of B-flat minor (a chord that consists of the 
notes B-flat, D and F).29 As the artist relates 
in accompanying notes to The Bell Project, the 
manufacture of a church bell from the metal 
waste of the Iran–Iraq War, along with other 
conflicts in Iraq, effectively reverses a historical 
process, prevalent throughout Medieval times, 
that saw bells being melted into weapons and  
cannons. 

 During the production process of making 
the bell in Crema, news broke of the serial 
attacks on artefacts in the Mosul Museum by 
ISIS. Of the many objects destroyed in Mosul, 
a number stand out because of their presence 
in a video released by ISIS on February 26, 
2015, including a lamassu that had stood at 
the entrance of the Nergal Gate in Nineveh 
(an ancient Mesopotamian city on the outskirts 
of Mosul). These winged, human-headed crea-
tures are traditionally understood to be protec-
tive figures and are positioned at the entrances 
to buildings. Of the two in Nineveh, one was 
shown being smashed with sledgehammers. 
An image of a lamassu reappears on the bell 
in the video accompanying The Bell Project, 
its motif standing proud on the bell’s “waist”, 
alongside other motifs that circumnavigate  
the “sound ring”. As we witness the bell mould 
being removed, the lamassu motif seems to 
be in the process of being unearthed or exca-
vated, its appearance allegorically reversing the 
instances of destruction wrought at the time by 
ISIS across Northern Iraq and parts of northern 
Syria. The artist explains: 
 “I was thinking about the whole market for 
oil and weapons and how ISIS are involved in 
that trade, especially in the looting and trade 
of artefacts, so I used some of the insignia from 
various objects that were being destroyed  
by ISIS at the time I was making the bell.”
 The various states of destruction — whether 
brought about by weapons and armaments 
or the sledgehammers of iconoclasts — and 
reconstitution, be this of a bell or the motifs of 
destroyed artefacts, are rendered fluid in The 
Bell Project. Their liquidity is literalized in 
the smelting process, and their states of mate-
rialization are testament to the endurance of 
cultural forms. 
 The geopolitics and political economy of Iraq 
remain central to another of Hiwa K’s most 
recent works, The Existentialist Scene in Kurd-
istan (Raw Materiality 01) (2016–ongoing). The 
project takes as its starting point the premise 
that the freedom of the individual, as developed 
and popularized by existentialist philosophers 
and writers such as Jean-Paul Sartre, Simone 
de Beauvoir, and Albert Camus, was co-opted 
and redirected to serve the logic of the market 
(where the freedom of the individual is under-
stood to be predicated upon the inviolable 
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freedom of markets) by, amongst others,  
the economist Milton Friedman.30 Examining 
through various media the background to the 
emergence of an existentialist scene in Iraqi 
Kurdistan during the 1970s and ’80s, Hiwa K 
traces, via a group of intellectuals who followed 
the existentialist idea of “being thrown into 
the world”, the imposition of free trade models 
of production and consumption, leading up to 
and following the US-led 2003 invasion of Iraq. 
In exploring the motivations and stories of 
Kurdish existentialists across two generations, 
the artist analyses the way in which the ideal 
of individualism in collective societies such as 
Iraq in the 1970s and early ’80s was affected 
by neoliberal dogma and, subsequently, what 
the author Naomi Klein refers to as “disaster 
capitalism”.31 The didactic ascendancy of neo-
liberalism at all costs first emerged, for the 
artist, out of the Iran–Iraq War and became 
central to Iraqi economic policy after the 2003 
invasion. The dominance of neoliberalism was 
further assured under the stewardship of Paul 
Bremer, the short-lived, but catastrophic, Pres-
idential Envoy to Iraq (from May 2003 until 
June 2004).32 Drawing on Klein’s work in The 
Shock Doctrine (2007), Hiwa K examines the 
extent to which Friedman’s theories have been 
deployed in the aftermath of military defeats 
— such as the policies following the “shock and 
awe” campaign in the 2003 Gulf War — to initi-
ate and effect large-scale privatization projects. 
The Existentialist Scene in Kurdistan traces 
the historical moments leading up to 2003 and 
after, when the transformation of economies 
through political turmoil was taking place. The 
attempt to replace the notion of the freedom  
of the individual with a different model tended, 
as we see throughout this project, to favour the 
consumerist, individualizing paradigm of global 
free trade rather than collective and communi-
tarian models of co-existence. 
 The orthodoxies of neoliberal doctrine — 
including free trade, privatization, the with-
drawal of state welfare and responsibility, 
rampant capital accumulation, and the dogma 
of “market forces” — have frequently been 
proposed as “progress”, in one material guise 
or another.33 In fact, it increasingly seems that 
the entire teleology of Western history has 
been outsourced to this one abiding goal: the 
withdrawal of government involvement in the 

ascendancy of the free market and everything 
— privatization, free trade, limited expenditure 
on social services, the dominance of profit as 
a guide to social wellbeing — that comes with 
it. In the context of Iraq, the linguistic economy 
of neoliberal thought, encapsulated in such 
terms as human rights, democracy, freedom  
of expression, liberty, and secularism, are often 
posited as the rhetorical underpinning for a 
concerted exploitation of the country’s natural 
resources.34 Bremer’s ministry, for example, 
saw the privatization of almost all Iraqi state 
companies, among them the national banks, 
and their sale to foreign investors. Customs 
duties were abolished, alongside import tariffs, 
and Iraqi industry and manufacturing collapsed 
after years of sanctions put in place from the 
1990s onwards. As part of these new policies, 
to highlight one particularly egregious example, 
investors could take one hundred percent of the 
profit made in Iraq back to their home countries 
without reinvesting any of it within the country.
 One of Bremer’s most injurious orders — 
and there is a dizzying array to choose from 
— was Order 81, also called “Lex Monsanto”, 
which involved “Patent, Industrial Design, 
Undisclosed Information, Integrated Circuits, 
and Plant Variety.” The order declared that 
“Iraqi farmers are not allowed to save seeds, 
they are not allowed to share seeds … and they 
are not allowed to replant harvested seeds.” 
Farmers in Iraq, who operated for genera-
tions in an essentially unregulated, informal 
seed supply system, had to thereafter buy 
the seed of international corporations such 
as Monsanto.35 The “shock and awe” that was 
unleashed in 2003 across Iraq was soon to 
be replaced with a form of rapid dominance 
involving the unprecedented sale of the nation’s 
infrastructure and resources to non-national 
interests. This misguided and fundamentally 
flawed policy was to threaten the very viabil-
ity of the state of Iraq as a social, economic, 
political, and historical entity. It may yet prove 
to have ushered in something that will have 
momentous repercussions across the region 
and on a global scale: a profoundly destabilized 
state at the heart of the Middle East, and the 
calamitous confrontations that could result 
from such a scenario.

*
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Many of the anecdotes included in this volume
recount gossip, stories, family folklore, jokes,
historical details, personal insights, conun-
drums, and partial accounts of Hiwa K’s 
journey from Kurdistan to Germany in the 
1990s. Compiled here in print for the first time, 
these tales add a degree of context to his works, 
but they also allude to specific experiences and, 
in some instances, the sense of disorientation 
associated with exile and migratory states. A 
number of these stories also offer counterpoints 
to understanding aspects of the processes that 
have come to define Hiwa K’s practice, includ-
ing the manner in which playfulness, improvi-
sation, allusiveness, and, characteristically, 
a measure of elusiveness, are all productively 
utilized to embody contingent models of 
engagement. In “A View from Above”, to take 
one pertinent example, the artist recounts how 
as a refugee from Iraq it was necessary for 
those seeking asylum to prove in an interview 
that you came from a so-called “unsafe zone”. 
These interviews would invariably involve pre-
cise questions about the city that an applicant 
claimed to be from and the topographic details 
of its environs. If the interviewee failed to con-
vince the interviewer, asylum was denied and 
many, even if they had originally come from 
an “unsafe zone”, found it difficult to prove that 
fact beyond doubt. 
 In an instance that exemplifies this conun-
drum and how it might be circumvented, the 
artist narrates how an individual, a former 
deserter from the Iraqi army who had applied 
to a Schengen country in Europe, had his appli-
cation denied after five years and the threat 
of deportation, and possible execution back 
in Iraq, levelled at him as a result. The failed 
interviewee decided to flee to another Schengen 
country and, while there, learned everything he 
could from a hand-drawn map made by individ-
uals who had fled “unsafe zones”. This process 
of garnering a graphic representation of a city 
from above, rather than just understanding it 
from ground level, enabled him to pass the inter-
viewer’s questions and demonstrate that he was 
from an “unsafe zone”. Both interviewer and 
interviewee, in this instance, understood the city 
from above, not from the ground, whereas those 
who were actually from the city, relaying its hor-
izontal terrain without a hierarchical purview  
of the city, often failed the test. 

 This deceptively simple anecdote demon-
strates the indelible links between the nature 
of an individual’s hierarchical overview — 
their viewpoint and how this scope affects 
understanding — and the potentially fatal 
politics of exclusion. The vertical and the hori-
zontal, which here act as vectors as they divide 
the reality of a given space or place in time, 
recur as formal elements in Pre-Image (2010), 
a work in which the artist fashioned a sort 
of prosthesis to enable him to traverse urban 
topographies. Some of these terrains were not 
unlike those he encountered in the mid-1990s, 
as he made his journey from Northern Iraq 
to Germany, and in the accompanying footage 
documenting these exploits he retraces his 
steps in some of the places he had passed 
through the first time around. The prosthetic 
in question, made from motorcycle mirrors 
soldered to a metal pole, is balanced on the 
artist’s nose for prolonged periods as it accom-
panies him on walks through various cities, 
including Gdańsk, Vienna, Porto, and, more 
recently, on a journey that involved walking 
from northern Greece to Rome. Recalling the 
artist’s earlier journey from Northern Iraq to 
Germany in the 1990s — a trip that, following 
many failed attempts, took in Iran, Turkey, 
Greece, and Italy along the way — these inter-
ventions not only explore the sense of fracture 
and uncertainty associated with such perilous 
treks but, crucially, the subject’s preconcep-
tions versus actual perceptions of the places 
encountered. 
 The improvisational prosthesis in this work 
is effectively a vertical contraption designed to 
effect a horizontal mode of passage: it provides 
a highly provisional, partial, and unreliable 
view. As we watch the artist compensate his 
movements to balance the device on his nose 
and ensure onward progression, it increasingly 
becomes evident that, though apparently an 
aid to vision, it is actually propelling him for-
ward, its movements subject to subtle changes 
and shifts in both topography and the artist’s 
body. There is an inherent instability here that 
evokes Hiwa K’s early impression of those first 
cities he ventured through en route to Germany. 
The partial view of his surroundings — seen 
through the unsteady and yet supportive object 
— reflects the disjointed moment of migration 
when all that is seen is covertly viewed for 



36

the first time and, as a result, is all the more 
difficult to integrate into an overarching picture. 
The artist comments on the relative luxury 
of producing an image, which is of necessity 
deferred and abandoned in the fragmented 
moment of migration, and observes: “I do not 
have the luxury of gazing at the image, to 
reflect on what I see; rather, I have to penetrate 
one of these possibilities as they unfold before 
me and become an image.”36 This is, in sum, 
a furtive existence, based on stealth and expe-
dient intervention. 
 The initial view of a city, in all its unfamiliar-
ity, is further estranged by this unconventional 
prosthesis, while the subject’s surroundings, and 
as a result the performer’s, are disarticulated 
across multiple sightlines. In this self-reflexive 
form of image making, where the image cannot 
be completed, the only way to move forward 
and “progress” is by stopping, balancing, and 
recalibrating one’s sight and relative position. 
The mirrors, as prostheses, do not reflect the 
wayfarer’s surroundings as much as they define 
his route and affect his ability to traverse it: 
they are both indecisive and determinative. 
With one mirror reflecting what lies behind, 
another that which lies ahead, and side-mirrors 
peering left and right, Hiwa K describes a sense 
of panic or foreboding: “What you see in the 
moment of panic is a pre-image; an image yet 
to fully become.”37 This image does not have a 
fixed hierarchical overview, and it prevaricates 
as a result; refusing to fully resolve itself, it 
remains clandestine and deferred. This lack 
of an overarching view — the absence of a 
complete and autonomous space to survey that 
which lies below — has, moreover, a direct con-
sequence when reconsidered, as in “The View 
from Above”, as an integral part of the applica-
tion process for those seeking political asylum.

*

In Pre-Image and elsewhere, the means of navi-
gation and survival, literal and allegorical, need 
to be externalized and given over to another 
element, an improvised tool and aid to memory, 
hearing, sight, or manoeuvring.38 The balance 
between vertical and horizontal, movement and 
stasis, sequence and consequence, transition 
and transaction, must be carefully managed 
and rendered both provisional and decisive in 

equal measure if they are to effect a means to 
an end, whatever this may turn out to be. The 
forms and markers of stability that most people 
take for granted are often negotiated as pliable 
and shifting points of reference in Hiwa K’s 
work, and these approaches can in part be asso-
ciated with the artist’s experience as a political 
refugee who travelled for five months and two 
days, after many false starts and in hazardous 
conditions, from Kurdistan to Germany in the 
1990s. However, it would be a mistake to read 
his practice in a one-dimensional biographical 
sense insofar as it also proposes a concerted 
inquiry into what it is to be an artist in an era 
of accelerated global capital and the demands 
that institutional, social, and political orders 
place upon cultural producers.
 Having trained as a traditional painter, 
Hiwa K’s departure from Iraqi Kurdistan saw 
him largely abandon painting and enter into 
another paradigm of practice, one that was 
at once more collaborative and transformative 
in its processes. Upon arriving at the Mainz 
Academy of Art in Germany in 2005 a formal-
ity was thrust upon him in terms of what was 
expected. Yet this institutionalization further 
encouraged a more experimental approach, as 
we see in works such as Arbeitsplatz, Inappro-
priation, Cooking with Mama, and Country 
Guitar Lessons, all produced during his time 
in the academy in Mainz (2005–10). In Country 
Guitar Lessons, for example, he taught guitar 
lessons to Jim White — a former American 
soldier and, at the time, the caretaker of the 
art academy — in the school’s corridors. He 
would later occupy the academy’s canteen to 
cook Iraqi food, with his mother directing the 
proceedings via Skype, in Cooking with Mama. 
In both instances, the interstitial spaces of the 
academy are used as alternative work spaces, 
while his actual workspace, as we see in Arbeit-
splatz, was kept in a provocatively pristine con-
dition. With Jim White, Once Upon a Time in 
the West (2011), another work based on aurality 
and collaboration, consists of a live ten-minute 
performance of Ennio Morricone’s score for  
the eponymous film’s final duel between Frank  
and “Harmonica”, a melody which resounds,  
in a wholly different context, throughout This 
Lemon Tastes of Apple. In Chicago Boys: While 
They Were Singing, We Were Dreaming (2010–
ongoing), the artist formed a 1970s-inspired 
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Middle Eastern pop revival band, in con-
junction with a study group, to examine the 
implications of warfare in Iraq (as he would 
also do in The Bell Project and The Existen-
tialist Scene in Kurdistan). Chicago Boys has 
a strong pedagogical inclination, focused on 
non-didactic learning. Recalling Hiwa K’s own 
informal, peer-to-peer education in Kurdistan, 
the work actively engages the participants in 
educating themselves and applying the knowl-
edge obtained in the process to their individual 
experiences.39

 Authorship, and its displacement from 
the individual onto the collective, continues 
to be a foundational question in Hiwa K’s 
work. The authorship ascribed to the artist is 
deferred to others he meets, who may in turn 
inject an incidental and unexpected element 
into the final manifestation of a project. In 
anticipation of taking up a course at the art 
academy in Mainz, the artist co-opted the port-
folio of a painter friend so that he could enrol 
there. But, having been accepted on the basis 
of this portfolio, he realized that he was then 
expected to conform to a certain role — that 
of the artist proper, with an understanding of 
art history and all that had gone before him. 
He found the weight of expectation placed upon 
him unsustainable, and resisted the form of 
authority that comes with authorship, and its 
relation to specific roles and prescriptive histo-
ries. As an “artist”, and a recent arrival, Hiwa 
K could, to paraphrase the respective epigraphs 
to this essay, begin to provisionally map the 
world he encountered, but only with the knowl-
edge that all naming is an act of arrogance, a 
makeshift passage of becoming, and, ultimately, 
an often unbearable weight to carry.

4 Morricone’s soundtrack was released four years later in 1972. Each  
of the main characters in Once Upon a Time in the West were assigned 
specific leitmotifs in Morricone’s score, with Charles Bronson’s char-
acter, referred to as “Harmonica” due to his penchant for playing one, 
assigned the melody of “Man with a Harmonica”.

5 Saddam Hussein’s violations of human rights are numerous. Some 
of the more noted are the 1980 Fayli deportations (when thousands 
of Kurds of the Fayli sect were persecuted and Fayli women were 
imprisoned or put into camps); the 1983 Barzani Abductions (when 
more than 5,000 males, some as young as 10, were disappeared and 
murdered); and, in the 1990s, the devastation of the Marsh Arab’s 
land in the south and east of Iraq. 

6 The number of deaths associated with the Anfal campaign vary but 
it is widely agreed to have been genocidal in its intent and scope. 
Human Rights Watch estimates that between 50,000 and 100,000 
people were killed, whereas Kurdish sources put it closer to 180,000. 
Human Rights Watch report (July 1993), available at: https://www.
hrw.org/reports/1993/iraqanfal/. The Halabja attack, which resulted 
in the deaths of between 3,200 and 5,000 people, and injuries to 
10,000 more, is still historically recognized as the single most devas-
tating use of poison gas on a civilian population.

7 Chemical weapons had already been used in April 1987 in an attack 
on the Patriotic Union of Kurdistan (PUK) headquarters in the Jafati 
valley. The man responsible for this attack, and the one in Halabja 
the following year, was Ali Hassan al-Majid, colloquially known as 
“Chemical Ali”. In Appendix A of the 1993 Human Rights Watch 
report, noted above, Al-Majid is recorded saying: “I will kill them all 
with chemical weapons! Who is going to say anything? The interna-
tional community? Fuck them! The international community and 
those who listen to them.” Full transcript: http://pantheon.hrw.org/
reports/1993/iraqanfal/APPENDIXA.htm#P34_4799. 

8 The artist specifically used the phrase “midwife” in conversation to 
give a sense that everything in this film existed before he arrived, 
and his presence is but one, albeit dynamic, component in the sce-
nario. Conversation with Hiwa K, Berlin, November 28, 2016.

9 Situated in the Sulaymaniyah Governate of autonomous Kurdistan, 
Sulaymaniyah is a city of approximately 350,000 people. It is also 
known as Sulaimani or Slemani and has long been associated with 
poets, artists, historians, and scholars, including the poets Nalî, also 
known as Mullah Xidir Ehmed Sawaysî Mîkayalî (1797–1856); Taw-
feq Mahmoud Hamza, or Piramerd (1867–1950); and Sherko Bekas 
(1940–2013). The city was the site of popular resistance to Saddam 
Hussein’s rule (1979–2003) and more recently witnessed a popular 
revolt against the Kurdish government in 2011. It provides the back-
drop to a number of Hiwa K’s works including Moon Calendar (2007), 
This Lemon Tastes of Apple (2011) and Do You Remember What You 
Are Burning? (2011).

10 The ideal of the intellectual as a basis for reasoned argument and 
prescribed forms of knowledge is, likewise, actively undermined and 
the artist often speaks of himself as an “extellectual”. See “Performa-
tive Resonances: Hiwa K in Conversation with Anthony Downey  
and Amal Khalaf”, Ibraaz (July 30, 2015): 

 www.ibraaz.org/interviews/171.
11 Conversation with Hiwa K, Berlin, November 28, 2016.
12 When filming Once Upon a Time in the West, Leone insisted that 

Morricone’s score be played on the set so that the actors could mould 
their performances around it. “[T]he relationship of music and 
character”, Dave Kerr writes, “is certainly unusually tight, almost 
operatic.” See When Movies Mattered: Reviews from a Transformative 
Decade (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2011), 266.

13 In the wake of the first Gulf War (1991), alongside the aftermath  
of the Iran–Iraq War (1980–88), there was a widespread perception 
that Saddam Hussein and the Ba'ath Party had been fatally weak-
ened and popular uprisings broke out in the northern and southern 
regions of Iraq. The so-called National Uprising, in the north, was 
led by a coalition of Kurdish forces, including the Patriotic Union of 
Kurdistan (PUK) and the Kurdistan Democratic Party (KDP), jointly 
referred to as the Peshmerga. The uprising in Northern Iraq began 
on March 5, 1991, and recorded successes in taking town after town 
with little or no resistance. 

14 In the late 1990s, Amna Suraka was converted into the Museum of 
War Crimes in Kurdistan. For a full account of Amna Suraka, and its 
current status as a museum, see Adalet Garmiany, “On the Ground: 
Cultural Institutions in Iraq Today”, Future Imperfect: Contemporary 
Art Practices and Cultural Institutions in the Middle East, Anthony 
Downey ed. (Berlin: Sternberg Press, 2016), 115–18.

15 As a result of Amna Suraka’s liberation, rebel forces were able to 
retrieve and deposit over 14 tonnes of documents with Human Rights 
Watch. See Human Rights Watch, Genocide in Iraq: The Anfal 
Campaign Against the Kurds (July 1993): http://www.refworld.org/
docid/47fdfb1d0.html.

1 Bakhtiyar Ali, I Stared at the Night of the City, Kareem  
Abdulrahman trans. (Reading: Periscope, 2016), 7. 

2 Paulo Freire, Pedagogy of the Oppressed, Myra Bergman Ramos 
trans. [1968] (New York: Continuum, 2007), 90.

3 The square also goes under the name Slemani Square and has been 
variously known as Bar Darki Sara (Sara Gate Square) and more 
recently Maidani Azadi (Kurdish: مەیدانی ئازادی). Some Kurdish media 
outlets have incorporated the old and new name, hence Saray Azadi. 
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16 There has been an upsurge in accounts of how and when torture can 
be used in light of terrorism and the apparently unending “states 
of emergency” that governments worldwide have ushered in since 
September 11, 2001. These debates have gained further urgency 

 in light of comments, made in the US in January 2017 by President 
Donald Trump, that torture “works” (despite the US Senate voting 
overwhelmingly to ban torture in 2015). For a nuanced discussion 

 of the moral impermissibility of torture under any conditions, see 
 J. Jeremy Wisnewski and R. D. Emerick, The Ethics of Torture
 (London: Continuum, 2009). 
17 Known for its frequent use of torture and summary executions, Abu 

Ghraib, located to the west of Baghdad, held on average 50,000 men 
and women in appalling conditions under Saddam Hussein’s regime. 
The building would later play a central role in one of the most notori-
ous events of the early 21st century when American soldiers, deployed 
to the prison as part of the allied invasion of Iraq in 2003, submitted 
Iraqi detainees to horrendous forms of abuse, including torture, rape, 
physical and sexual abuse, and murder. See Philippe Sands, Torture 
Team: Deception, Cruelty and the Compromise of Law (London: Allen 
Lane, 2008), and Philip Gourevitch and Errol Morris, Standard 
Operating Procedure: A War Story (London: Penguin, 2008).

18 Moon Calendar was first shown as part of Manifesta 7 (2008). See 
Anthony Downey, “What was Lost: Manifesta 7 and the Soul of 
Modernity”, Third Text, 22.6 (2008), 787–90: www.anthonydowney.
com/2008/11/01/what-was-lost/.

19 The artist did subsequently perform a flamenco dance as part  
of the Manifesta programme in 2008, but this occurred in a notably 
different context. 

20 Augusto Boal, Theatre of the Oppressed [1974] (London: Pluto, 
2008), 95–136.

21 In 1972 Boal ran for public office in Rio de Janeiro and won in what 
he considered to be an explicit act of theatre. After his unexpected 
election, he deployed his support staff and effected a number of 
legislative proposals, through his so-called “legislative theatre”. 
Of the many proposals considered, some 13 were passed into law. 
See Augusto Boal, Legislative Theatre: Using Performance to Make 
Politics (London: Routledge, 1998).

22 Augusto Boal, Theatre of the Oppressed, 23. Boal, considered a 
threat by the junta in Brazil in the late 1960s and early 1970s (due 
to his activism and engagement with social issues), was himself a 
victim of torture having been abducted in 1971, and imprisoned by 
order of the military. Upon his release, he was exiled to Argentina 
where he lived for 5 years. While in solitary confinement, in Tira-
dentes jail in São Paulo, he began writing Torquemada, a play about 
power, torture, and violence in the Ibero-American experience, first 
performed in Buenos Aires in 1971. 

23 Augusto Boal, The Rainbow of Desire (New York: Routledge, 1995), 72.
24 This Lemon Tastes of Apple also recalls in part Boal’s theory of 

“invisible theatre”, a form of theatre performed in an unexpected 
environment — a market place, a prison, or a street, for example — 
that, through disguising itself as theatre, encourages the audience 
to see it as a real event. The performances for this type of event 
are often rehearsed and then re-enacted in public space in real 
time, making it at once theatre and real life. Boal, Theatre of the 
Oppressed, 122–26.

25 See Walter Benjamin, “Theses on the Philosophy of History”,  
in Illuminations [1955] (London: Fontana, 1973), 255–66, 264. 

26 The artist first encountered Nazhad in 2007 while he was research-
ing mines in the mountains between Iraq and Iran. Hiwa K has 
observed that for the 5 million Kurdish inhabitants, there were 
approximately 15 million mines. Some of these were being deacti-
vated and transported to Nazhad’s scrapyard when the pair first 
met.

27 Some of the armaments were brought to Nazhad by individuals who 
could not deactivate them, which Nazhad took it upon himself to 
do despite the fact that he was wounded in 2003 while dismantling 
bullets from a DShK machine gun, which are highly volatile. Nazhad 
was also victim to a landmine during the Iran–Iraq War, which has 
left him with a pronounced limp.

28 The Kingdom of Iraq was granted independence by Britain in 1932, 
prompting a series of coups and counter-coups. The Anglo–Iraqi War 
of 1941 saw the United Kingdom invade Iraq, where it still had air-
bases (and continued to have until 1954). From 1958 onwards, follow-
ing yet another coup, the Ba'ath party emerged as the single biggest 
political force in the country. The movement came under the control 
of General Saddam Hussein, as he was then known, who acceded to 
the presidency and assumed control of the Revolutionary Command 
Council (RCC) giving him, in turn, supreme power over Iraq. There 
followed a catastrophic war with Iran (1980–88), an equally ruinous 
invasion of Kuwait (1990), followed by military intervention by coali-
tion forces (in the first Gulf War), and an all-out invasion,  

by an allied force led by the United States and Great Britain in 2003. 
Since then, Iraq has seen an increase in internecine violence, felt the 
impact of the Syrian civil war (March 15, 2011–present), and has 
been overrun by the forces of ISIS. 

29 For more on the bell’s metallurgical structure and tone, see “Perfor-
mative Resonances: Hiwa K in Conversation with Anthony Downey 
and Amal Khalaf”. 

30 It was Milton Friedman’s influence as an economist on the so-called 
Chicago Boys that was to prove, for some commentators, detrimental 
to the development of a democratically elected government in Chile 
in the 1970s. The “Chicago Boys” were a group of Chilean economists 
who trained under Friedman at the Department of Economics at the 
University of Chicago. The group rose to prominence under the dicta-
torial rule of General Augusto Pinochet, whose regime was respon-
sible for human rights abuses, including torture, disappearances, 
murder, and political persecution. The events of September 11, 1973 
— when the death of Salvador Allende, following a US-backed coup 
in the same year, was announced — augured not only despotism and 
the brutal regime of Augusto Pinochet in Chile, but also, according to 
some, a period of extreme neoliberal experimentation under the aegis 
of the “Chicago Boys”, many of whom held key positions in Pinochet’s 
government. The connection between neoliberal economic policy and 
human rights abuses are significant elements to both David Harvey’s 
A Brief History of Neoliberalism (Oxford University Press, 2005) and 
Wendy Brown’s Undoing the Demos: Neoliberalism’s Stealth Revolu-
tion (Cambridge: MIT Press, 2015). These links, in the context of both 
Chile and Iraq, are also starkly outlined in Naomi Klein’s The Shock 
Doctrine (London: Penguin, 2007), a text that Hiwa K has cited as 
a key influence on projects such as Chicago Boys: While They Were 
Singing, We Were Dreaming, (2010–ongoing).

31 Naomi Klein, The Shock Doctrine.
32 It was Bremer who issued Order Number 1 on May 16, 2003, which 

dissolved the entire former Iraqi army — under the guise of the 
de-Ba'athification of the Iraqi army and civil service — and sowed 
the seeds of insurgency and internecine conflict that has continued 
to this day. For some, Bremer’s issuing of Order Number 1, alongside 
Order Number 2, which specified the entities to be dissolved, gave 
rise to ISIS, among other issues across Iraq, Syria, and the broader 
Middle Eastern region. For a complete list of Bremer’s edicts, see: 
https://web.archive.org/web/20100206084411/http://www.cpa-iraq.org/
regulations/.

33 I earlier alluded to the seminal figure that lies at the heart of Walter 
Benjamin’s “Theses on the Philosophy of History”. Appearing mid-
way through the text, the allegorical Angel of History, observed by 
Benjamin in Paul Klee’s 1916 painting Angelus Novus, cuts a forlorn 
figure: with his gaze focused on the past, he can only see history in 
terms of catastrophe, as a pile of debris piled up before him. “The 
angel would like to stay,” Benjamin explains, “awaken the dead, and 
make whole what has been smashed. But a storm is blowing from 
Paradise… This storm is what we call progress” (259). 

34 Klein observes how the initial promise of democracy for the Iraqi 
people, alongside free elections, was quickly revoked by the Bush 
government, under Bremer’s stewardship, when it became obvious 
that Iraqis were not going to be intimidated into voting for candi-
dates approved by the Coalition Provisional Authority (CPA)  
that was then overseeing Iraq. See The Shock Doctrine, 360–65.

35 For a careful analysis of Bremer’s infamous Order 81, and its  
disastrous effect on Iraqi agriculture, see Wendy Brown, Undoing  
the Demos, 142–50.  

36 Conversation with Hiwa K, Berlin, November 29, 2016.
37 Conversation with Hiwa K, Berlin, November 27, 2016.
38 In “Pin Down”, a conversation with the artist included in this 
 volume, Hiwa K recounts an episode of the television show Tarzan, 

“Deadly Silence”, where the deaf protagonist holds a deer as a means 
to hear his enemies. “Men are waiting for him in the jungle with 
guns to kill him”, the artist recounts, “and Tarzan resorts to holding 
a deer in his arms because deer have sensitive ears. The deer hears 
for him. It moves when it detects the slightest movement, so that 
Tarzan will know when there is something afoot.”

39 There is a further link to Augusto Boal and his idea of “Transitive 
Learning”, a process that encourages an active engagement with 
learning through destabilizing any formal relationship between stage 
and audience, subject and object, actor and perceiver. See Boal,  
The Rainbow of Desire. 



راست و رەوان؟* نەخێر، خوار و خێچ

لە هەشتاکاندا، لە کاتی شەڕی ئێران و عێراقدا، زۆربەی خەڵك بەدوای کەسوکاری ونبووی 
ناو سوپادا دەگەڕان. ئازادی براشم یەکێك بوو لەو ونبووانە. تەلەفیزیۆنی عێراقی تەنها 

بەشێکی رووداوەکانیان پیشان دەدا و بەهەمان شێوەش تەلەفیزیۆنی ئێرانیش تەنها 
سەرکەوتنەکانی خۆیانیان دەگواستەوە.

ئەگەر بتویستایە نیوهكهی تری راستیهكان بزانیت یان بەدوای برا یان باوکێکی ونبوودا 
بگەڕ ێیت، جا ئەگەر دەستگیرکرابێت، برینداربووبێت یان کوژرابێت ئەوا دەبوو کەناڵی 

ئێران بدۆزیتەوە. ئەمەش لەر ێگە ئاریەڵە باوەکانەوە ئاسان نەبوو کە هەموویان بە یەك 
شێوەی تایبەت دروستکرابوون و ئەو شێوەیەش تەنها کەناڵە ناوخۆییەکانی وەردەگرت. 

بۆیە خەڵک دەستیان کرد بە دروستکردنی ئار ێڵی خۆیان بەشێوەیەکی نایاسایی بۆ ئەوەی 
کەناڵی ئێران وەربگرن.

ئەو ماوەیە چەندین شێوە ئاڕ ێڵی پێچاوپێچم بینی کە لە ماددەی جیاجیا 
دروستکرابوون. جا ئەوەی سەیرە، پاش چەندین ساڵ کە گەڕامەوە، بینیم دووجۆر لەو 

ئەر ێڵە نارەسمیانە کەوتبوونە بازاڕەوە و ببوونە ئار ێڵی فەرمی ناوچەکە.

* راست (straight) لە زمانی ئینگلزییدا، جگە لە مانا باوەکەی، ئاماژەیە بۆ ئاڕاستەی سێکیسی کەسێك کە مەیلی سێکسی تەنها بۆ رەگەزی بەرامبەر 
هەیە، واتە ژن بۆ پیاو و پیاو بۆ ژن.



Straight? No, Twisted

In the eighties, during the Iran–Iraq War, most people were 
searching for relatives who had gone missing in the army. My 
brother Azad was one of them. Iraqi television told only half the 
story. Likewise, Iranian television only showed their victories.
 When you wanted to search for a missing brother or father, 
whether captive, injured, or missing for any other reason, you 
had to intercept Iranian TV signals, which was impossible using 
local antennae that were all made in a particular shape. So people 
started to construct their own antennae illegally in order to inter-
cept the signals.
 During that period I saw all kinds of twisted forms made 
from different materials. The funny thing is that when I went 
back after many years I found that one of those strange forms 
had made its way to become the only form of antenna that was 
mass produced. It became official.
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رۆژمێری مانگیی

پرۆڤەی ئەم نمایشە، کە هەرگیز پیشان نەدراوە، لەسەردانێکا بۆ ئەمنە 
سورەکە ئەنجامدراوە. لە پرۆڤەکەدا لە ئەمنە سورەکە، هونەرمەند سەمای 

پێ (tap-dance) لەسەر ریتمی دەنگی دڵی خۆی دەکات، کە لەر ێگای 
سەماعەیەکی پزیشكیەوە گو ێی لێ دەگر ێت. لەگەڵ زیادبوونی جوڵەکانی 

سەماکەدا، خێرایی پێکان و ترپەی دڵ هاوکاتیی لەدەست دەدەن و بەشێوەی 
لێدان و لێدانەوەی نەشاز دوای یەکـتری دەکەون. ریتمی دڵەکە، هونەرمەند 

لە چواردەری خۆی دادەبڕ ێت و فەزایەکی تایبەت و شاراوە بۆ بیرەکانی 
دروست دەکات. رەهەندی خۆبەخۆبوونی سەماکە بواردەدات حاڵەتێكی 

نکوڵیکردن دروست بێت کە کارەساتەکە وون دەکات لەکاتێکدا هێشتا هەر لەو 
شو ێنەدایت. 

لەر ێگەی تەرکیز خستنەسەر رەهەندی ریتمیی جوڵە و ڕیتمەوە، کارەکە 
ترازانێکی مانایی بەرهەمدێنێت کە بوار بە تێـڕامان لە کات و کاتیی بوون 

دەدات. 
ئاماژەکردن بە رۆژمێری مانگیی بوار بە جۆر ێکی دیکە لە تێگەیشتن لە 

کات تێپەڕین دەدات و ئەمەش دەبێتە بزو ێنەری گۆ ڕانکاریەك لە هەستکردن 
بە رووداوەکاندا. رۆژمیری مانگیی پاڵ بە بینەرەوە دەنێت کە تێگەیشتنێکی 

لابەلا بۆ ئەو رووداوانەی ئەمنە سورەکە دروستبکات کە وەسف ناکر ێن. 
لەر ێگەی نامەرکەزیەتی دەرکەوتن و ئەگەری ناڕەسەنبوونی بەشداری 

هەستوسۆزەوە، ئاماژە بە رابردوو دەدات بەڵام هەرگیز ئاشکرای ناکات، 
بەمشێوەیە فەزایەکی دژە گێـڕانەوەی تێـڕامان فەراهەم دەکات.  

وەك هیوا کەی دەڵێت، »ئەم نمایشە توانای ئەوەی هەیە ئەو فەزایە 
بگۆ ڕ ێت کە تیایدا پیشان دەکر ێت. ئەو ڤێرژنەی لە ئەڵمانیا بۆ مانیفێستای 

٧ تۆمارکرا زیاتر پەیوەستە بەو پەیوەندیەی (communication) لەگەڵ 
ئامادەبواندا هەمە. ئەوەی کە لە ئەمنە سورەکە نمایشکرا زۆر جیاوازە. 

هەرچەندە ڤیدیۆەکە تەنها پرۆڤەکە پیشان دەدات لەبەرئەوەی کارەکە هەرگیز 
نمایش نەکرا، ئامادەبووان لە چوارچێوەی رووداوە مێژوییەکاندا خو ێندنەوە بۆ 

کارەکە دەکەن.«

٢٠٠٧
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Moon Calendar, 2007. SD Video, 4:3, colour, sound. 12.16 mins. Documentation of  

the rehearsals for an unrealized performance at the Red Security Building. Courtesy 

of the artist, KOW, Berlin, and Prometeogallery di Ida Pisani, Milan – Lucca
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Moon Calendar

The rehearsals for this unrealized dance performance took 

place during a visit to Amna Suraka (the Red Security Building) 

in Northern Iraq. This building complex used to be one of 

the infamous jails where Saddam Hussein detained political 

prisoners and today it hosts the Iraqi National Museum of 

War Crimes. The artist tap-dances in the buildings of Amna 

Suraka to the rhythm of his own heartbeat, which he follows 

by listening through a stethoscope. With the increasing inten-

sity of the dance, the speed of his feet and that of his heart 

lose simultaneity and chase and run after one another in a 

discordant beat and counter-beat pulsation. The rhythm of 

the heart isolates the artist from his surroundings, thus cre-

ating a private and hidden space for his own thoughts. The 

ludic dimension of the dance allows for a state of denial that 

makes trauma absent while still being present in the place.

 By focusing on the rhythmic dimension of the movement 

and the beat, Moon Calendar generates a semantic slippage 

that allows for a reflection on time and temporality. The refer-

ence to the lunar calendar opens to a different understanding 

of the passing of time and hence triggers a shift in the per-

ception of the events. The piece leads the viewer to a lateral 

understanding of the unspoken events that happened in the 

Red Security Building. Through a decentralization of its prom-

inence and the possible banality of the viewer’s emotional 

engagement, Moon Calender hints at the past but never 

reveals it, thus offering a counter-narrative space of reflection.

 In Hiwa K’s words, “this performance has the potential 

to transform the space in which it occurs. The version shot 

in Germany [for Manifesta 7] relates more to my connection 

to the audience. The one shot in Saddam Hussein’s former 

security building in Iraq is very different. Although the video 

only shows a rehearsal, since the performance never took 

place, the viewer reads the work through the context of 

historical events.”

2007











حافزی شیرازی

باوکم هەموو رۆژ ێك کاتژمێر ٥ی سەربەیانی لەخەو هەڵدەستا و بەدەم شیعر وتنەوەوە 
لە موبەقەکەمانەوە دەهات و دەچوو. ئێمەش بە دەنگی پێی خەبەرمان دەبوەوە. 

سەرەڕای ئەمەش لە شیعرە فارسیەکانیشی تێنەدەگەیشتین.
ناچار رۆژ ێکیان پرسیارمان لێکرد ئەو شیعرانە چیە کە هەموو بەیانیەك بەدەم خۆتەوە 

دەیانڵێیتەوە.
وتی، «ئەمانە شیعری حافزی شیرازین.»
منیش پێم وت، «بۆ فارسیش ئەزانی!»

«نا، فارسی تێناگەم.»
منیش لام سەیر بوو.

ئینجا وتی، «بە مناڵی کە لە حوجره بووم، مەلایەکمان هەبوو لە ماوەی ئەو چوار 
ساڵەی لەو ێ بووین کـتێبێکی تەواوەتی شعیرەکانی حافزی پێ لە بەردەکردین. پاشان 
دەبوایە مانای شیعرەکانی پێ بوتینایە. ئێمەی نەگبەت تەنها گروپ بووین کە فریای 

فێربوونی مانای شیعرەکان نەکەوتووین چونکە پاش ئەوەی هەموو کـتێبەکەمان لەبەرکرد، 
مەلاکە مرد. بۆیە لەناو هەموو قوتابیەکاندا، گروپەکەی ئێمە تەنها گروپ بوو کە هەموو 

شیعرەکانی لەبەر بێت بەبێ ئەوەی هیچ لە ماناکەی تێبگات.»
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Pre-Image, 2010. Courtesy of the artist, KOW, Berlin, and Prometeogallery di Ida Pisani 

Milan – Lucca 
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Pre-Image

Years ago, I came to Europe by foot, walking through Iran, 

Turkey, Greece, Italy, France, and Germany. I belong to 

the mid-1990s immigrant generation who came from Iraqi 

Kurdistan. The journey took five months and two days. This 

long and often dangerous trip was an experience of space 

and time, in which I was destined for the unknown through 

the fracturing of spatial and cultural experience. I later built 

an object-sculpture out of prefabricated elements — a stick 

and motorbike mirrors — which became an adaptation tool 

for re-experiencing the city in a way that characterized this 

sense of fracture. By balancing this contraption on my nose 

I found my way through the city by looking at the reflection 

in the different mirrors.

 The use of such a device made it possible to include 

things in the fragmented perception of the surrounding city. 

In this way, the transmutation of the historical meanings of 

the city is made possible. It is also an extension of my organs 

and senses. Here, I am dealing with the notion of balance 

as the activity that signals the will to comply within a given 

condition. The mirrors are not meant to only reflect an envi-

ronment but to navigate it. I never get the full picture of the 

place through which I am strolling but the functionality of the 

device helps me to complete my journey. It is an attempt to 

see my fractured self from the vantage point of a hierarchical 

eye and from something that is external to my body. Longing 

to be part of my body rather than belonging to it, this self-

made prosthetic is an extension of myself. Every reflection 

pulls this temperamental device in a certain direction. A 

subject has to adapt to this mood in order to keep the balance 

and continue walking. 

 The inherent lack of stability makes me penetrate other 

possibilities, or pre-images, before they become images. 

I don’t have the luxury of gazing at these images as images. 

I am walking through spaces with which I am quite unfamiliar. 

They are scattered, fragmented, puzzled spaces; spaces 

with no overview. It is difficult to have a relationship to those 

spaces — only an affair. This is a non-belonging which makes 

me stick to it but not stuck in it. I am a swinging centre who 

doesn’t know where it comes from any more because of 

amnesia; a centre who also doesn’t know where it is heading 

to because of disorientation. One of the mirrors is showing 

me what is behind me, while another one is warning me of 

what is coming my way. The other ones are reflecting my 

surroundings, including myself. What you see in the moment 

of panic is a pre-image; an image yet to fully become.

2010
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This Lemon Tastes of Apple

Iraq, April 17, 2011

Sadam Hussein used to call Iraqi Kurdistan “Allah’s paradise 

on Earth”. I started to understand the irony after 1988 when 

I was told by some of our relatives who survived the chemical 

attack in Halabja that the chemicals smelled like apple.

 The video documents an intervention undertaken by the 

artist on April 17, 2011 in Sulaymaniyah, during one of the last 

days of the civil protest that lasted two months. The interna-

tional media never properly covered the protest, which was 

ended brutally by the armed forces of the local government. 

The matter has been somewhat swept under the carpet, as if 

this protest was an unwanted one because it wasn’t a revo-

lution against officially anointed tyrants, like in other Middle 

Eastern countries, but rather a surge against (in theory) 

democratically elected politicians. In this protest there was a 

strong call for transparency, participation, and equal access 

to the country’s wealth. This sentiment reaches across 

generations, professions, and cities, and seemed to produce 

an entirely new basis for the further development of a civil so-

ciety in Kurdistan. The wave of protests started on February 

17, 2011 in the Kurdish region of Iraq and continued for eight 

weeks at the cost of a minimum of ten deaths and four hundred 

injured in clashes between citizens and the militia.

 The “Man with a Harmonica” theme by Ennio Morricone, 

from the movie Once Upon a Time in the West, which the art-

ist previously used in his performance With Jim White, Once 

Upon a Time in the West (2011), is transformed here into a 

signal of protest, a call to go forth, and a song for the unex-

pressed. The film Once Upon a Time in the West conjures up 

the promise of freedom apparently associated with Western 

modernity and democracy. Hiwa K plays the harmonica, with 

Daroon Othman playing the guitar over megaphones. The day 

of the performance was the last day of the legal demonstra-

tion, which was subsequently prohibited and the stage from 

which the activists were addressing the people was burned. 

The artist came twice with the protesters from Saray Azadi 

(Freedom Square) towards the frontline, before and after gas 

attacks. The inhalation of tear gas through the harmonica 

internalizes the same process that the protestors were expe-

riencing, but the work occurred within the protest and is not 

necessarily a work about the protest per se.

 The title, This Lemon Tastes of Apple, refers to the use 

of gas against Kurdish people in a genocide attempt. When, 

in 1988, Saddam’s forces were pouring suffocating gas into 

Halabja and other Kurdish settlements, the gas smelt like 

apple. The smell has since had a strong association in 

the political memory of the country. During the recent months 

of demonstrations, the people of Kurdistan were attacked 

with tear gas deployed by their own Kurdish regional govern-

ment. To relieve the impact of the gas the protesters used 

lemon as an immediate detoxifying agent. The fruity smells 

connect the two ends of this twenty-three-year history.

This work has intentionally not been translated into English; 

there are no subtitles to the film. The words of protest remain 

2011
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This Lemon Tastes of Apple, 2011. HD & SD video, 16:9, colour, sound. 13.26 mins. 

Courtesy of the artist, KOW, Berlin, and Prometeogallery di Ida Pisani, Milan – Lucca
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in their own language and are not adapted to the rhetorical 

frames of protest elsewhere, which could be a dubious link  

to make. Through the image and the music the work brings 

the atmosphere of the moment. In not subtitling the film,  

the non-Arabic-speaking viewer is inevitably implicated in  

an alternative mode of involvement with the original event. 

Lacking the subtitles to understand the event, the viewer 

cannot easily compartmentalize the film. The assumption 

is often that the content of protests are the same but the 

event of participating is always different. The film operates 

in a communicational gap but does not expose a lack of 

communication. 











1٢9

ژمارە بێ سیماکان

لە دوا سەردانماندا بۆ هەڵەبجە بۆ »پرۆژەی دابڕان«، کو ڕ ێکم بینی بە 
تەپەدۆر ێکی ئاسکریمەوە کە سەرتاپای بە لەزگەی یاریزانانی دووگۆڵی 

خولەکانی ئەوروپا داپۆشیبوو. ئەم لەزگانەی لەو ئاسکریمانە کۆکردبوەوە کە 
دەیفرۆشتن. ئەمەش ئەو کاتەی یاد هێنامەوە کە هەشت ساڵ بووم و دەبوو 
ئیش بکەم. ئەوکاتە، داوام لە دایکم کرد دینار ێکم باتێ بۆ ئەوەی سندوقێکی 

تەپەدۆر بکڕم و دینار ێکی تریش بۆ کڕینی ئاسکریم بە نیوە قیمەت لە 
کارگەی ئەرخەوان.

لەجیاتی ئەوەی وەك منداڵەکانی تر سندوقەکە پڕ ئاسکریمەکە بە 
جادەکانا بگێـڕم، بیرم لەوەکردەوە وا باشترە بچمە گۆ ڕەپانێکی دوو گۆڵی و 

بە یاریزانەکانی بفرۆشم، کە هەمیشە دوای جێمی یەکەم زۆر تینویان دەبێت. 
ئەمە بەلامەوە باشترین ر ێگە بوو بۆ ئەوەی بە زووترین کات چلوورەکانم 

سەرف بکەم.
ئەوەندەی نەبرد حەکەم فیکەی لێدا و جێمی یەکەم تەواو بوو، 

یاریزانەکان بەرەو تەپەدۆرەکەم هاتن و ئاسکرییمیان تیا نەهێشت. منیش 
هاوارم ئەکرد »ژمارە ٥، تۆ چوار ئاسکریمت لایە. ژمارە ٨، تۆ ٣ ئاسکریمت 

لایە، ژمارە ٦…« ئیتر بەمشێوەیە. زۆر دڵم خۆش بوو و بەپەرۆشەوە چاوەر ێی 
فیکەی کۆتایی بووم بۆ ئەوەی پارەکەم بدەنێ. بەڵام نەمزانی یاریزانەکان 

تی شێرتەکانیان دادەکەنن و ئیتر نازانم کێ کێە و کێ چەنە. دوایی، دەستم 
کرد بە گریان و بە بەرد دوایان کەوتم، بەڵام نەمدەزانی بەرد بگرمە کێ. کە 

بەدەستی بەتاڵەوە چوومەوە ماڵەوە، دایکم وتی، »کو ڕم، ئەمجارەیان ئەبێت 
یاریزانەکان بە دەموچاوا بناسیتەوە نەک بە ژمارە.«

٢٠11



240

Don’t Shrink Me to the Size of a Bullet: 

The Works of Hiwa K

This book is published on the occasion of  
Hiwa K’s reception of the Schering Stiftung 
Art Award 2016 and the artist’s accompanying 
exhibition at the KW Institute for Contemporary 
Art as part of the prize. Hiwa K’s works will  
be presented in a solo exhibition at S.M.A.K., 
Ghent, in 2018.

© 2017 Lawrence Abu Hamdan, Bakir Ali,
Anthony Downey, Natasha Ginwala, 
Krist Gruijthuijsen, Hiwa K, Heike Catherina 
Mertens, Bonaventure Soh Bejeng Ndikung, 
Aneta Szyl' ak and Koenig Books, London

Cover image: My Father’s Colour Period, 2013. 

All rights reserved. No part of this publication 
may be produced, stored in a retrieval system 
or transmitted in any form or by any means, 
electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording 
or otherwise, without the prior permission of 
the publisher.

Editor: Anthony Downey
Managing Editor: Aimee Dawson
Translation: Sarhang Hars
Copy-editor: Hannah Gregory
Graphic Design: Zak Group, London
Printing: Printmanagement Plitt 
Kurdish typesetting: Titus Nemeth

First published by Koenig Books, London

Koenig Books Ltd
At the Serpentine Gallery
Kensington Gardens
London W2 3XA
www.koenigbooks.co.uk

This volume was co-produced  
by Ibraaz Publishing
www.ibraaz.org

Printed in Germany

DISTRIBUTION

Germany, Austria, Switzerland / Europe
Buchhandlung Walther König
Ehrenstr. 4, 
D – 50672 Köln
Tel: +49 (0) 221 / 20 59 6 53
verlag@buchhandlung-walther-koenig.de

UK & Ireland 
Cornerhouse Publications Ltd. – HOME
2 Tony Wilson Place
UK – Manchester M15 4FN
Tel: +44 (0) 161 212 3466
publications@cornerhouse.org

Outside Europe 
D.A.P. / Distributed Art Publishers, Inc.
75 Broad Street, Suite 630
USA – New York, NY 10004
Tel: +1 (0) 212 627 1999
eleshowitz@dapinc.com

ISBN 978-3-96098-160-2

The KW exhibition and the catalogue were 
made possible by the Schering Stiftung.



Don’t Panic 
The time I saw my mother before my final farewell, I said,  
Mom, I am leaving for good, maybe I will not see you again.  
She said, Son, if death comes don´t panic… it is just death.

مەتۆقە
کاتێك بۆ حەوتەم جار هەوڵی هەڵهاتنمدا، نەمدەزانی بەسەلامەتی ئەگەمە ئەوروپا 
یان لەرێگا ئەمرم. بەس دایکم شتێکی پێوتم ئێستاش لەیادمە: کوڕم، ئەگەر مردن هاتە 
رێت لێی مەتۆقە، مردن مردنە و لنگە فرتێی ناوێت.  

Koenig Books, London


