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The source imagery for Bashar Alhroub’s
Nowhere, that of children in UNCHR (United
Nations High Commissioner for Refugees)
camps, is familiar and ubiquitous. Out
of expediency, necessity, and economic
design, these camps assume generic
appearances; their locales are nebulous.
They are not meant to exist in our world.

Images of refugee camps are mediated
and de-contextualised. The content is
generalised and seemingly benign; its
portrayal of children is sentimental. The
purposes for its publication are diverse and
manipulated, typically making personal
appeals that mask systemic violence of
which the viewer remains ignorant and

often culpable.

Refugee children are quarantined in camps,
some having been born there, and their
plight promoted. In the West the media
conflates distinct refugee populations and
the camps they live in, downplaying the
specific political conditions that created
them. There are ideological advantages for
maintaining “Nowhere”; the specific politics
of place get too messy. Such ploys pay; they
do not condemn.

No one is particularly responsible for “no
where.” Children certainly are not; they
have no say in being “no where.” The
children of “nowhere” mime and pose for
the camera with universal gestures, like any
other children. We are free to sympathise,
contribute, donate, support, and better
assist them to “heal and play” through our
generosity and purchases. To assist them
neither erases our complicity nor strikes us
as hypocritical. Our consciences remain
intact and unperturbed, as intended.

Bashar Alhroub forces us to focus on
the problems inherent in undifferentiated
appeals to sentiment by furthering the
isolation of his figures. His execution
is crude, his compositions calculated.
Stripped of photographic detail, his painted
spaces are flattened and his figures all but

voids. One boy is crushed, flattened by
the cardboard box he is in. He could never
emerge from this hiding place, tunnel, or
grave.

Alhroub frustrates any attempt at
identification with the figures who are
roughly sketched, unfinished, and painfully
s0. They seek to emerge but remain
undeveloped. Far from seeing into the
psyche of an individual, his figures are
without personality. Many of them are
stuck together in a naked solid block or are
sandwiched between shapes as with the
boy swinging on a chain between dumpsters
or another flanked by a brick and a heavy
sandal.

The strength in Alhroub’s Nowhere is in what
it precludes us from seeing or knowing. The
constant media appeals that hover between
the cute and bathetic often appeal to our
“paternalistic” instincts to aid or rescue
the “undeveloped” and “unfortunate.”
Through what it withholds, Nowhere makes
clear how frequently we are requested to
respond without questioning, act without
thinking, contribute without acknowledging
our own participation in creating the very
circumstances we are asked to alleviate.

Alhroub’s images are extracted from on-
going crises, undeniable catastrophes, and
inexcusable suffering — real circumstances
that must be addressed in their particularities.
This ubiquitous “Nowhere” in fact exists
nowhere. The media’s conflation of multiple
no-man’s-lands does not make them a
single lot. They must be distinguished from
one another before there can be any relief
from the full extent of their own particular
horrors.

In Gaza, massacres by Israel, facilitated by
the United States, are taking place again as
| write and the world watches. Occupied
Palestine will soon be presented as yet
another humanitarian crisis with endless
photo opportunities in a “Nowhere.” But
the dead, wounded, and displaced are never
photogenic or telegenic in real life. Atrocities
cannot be retouched nor war crimes
whitewashed. We must stop perpetuating
and committing them.

Andrew Ellis Johnson is an associate
professor at the Carnegie Mellon School
of Art in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania.

Bashar Alhroub

Solo exhibition
“ NOWHERE "

at Gallery One

16 September - 16 October 2014

Preview: 16 September, 6:00 - 9:00 pm

aliery Oines 1 Labib Hishmeh 51,1+ Flogs, Ramallah Falestire

2224

Ted: Q2 2085 18T | My (1592 925
Errail infoergaliervene ps | wessigalianons m

Opening hours Sak- Thu from | 2am - Bpm



