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This conversation emerges from an invitation by CURA. to reflect on 
soft power through artistic practice. When asked to contribute, Lydia 
Ourahmane immediately came to mind. Her work has been followed 
for several years and made a strong impression at the 60th Venice 
Biennale, where it appeared as a practice operating not only at the 
level of form, but through systems—logistical, bureaucratic, archi-
tectural, and affective—that reorganize the conditions of experience.
In her work, soft power does not appear as a declared theme but as 
a method: a way of mobilizing trust, negotiation, invitation, and 
shared responsibility. Her projects unfold through infrastructures 
rather than objects, through processes rather than fixed forms, 
activating temporary communities and redistributing agency with-
in institutions. What emerges is a relational approach to power, 
grounded in presence, duration, and participation.
This is evident in a constellation of recent works that redefine the 
relationship between institution, community, and authorship. At 
the 60th Venice Biennale in 2024, 21 Boulevard Mustapha Benbou-
laid (entrance) (1901–2021) presented a structure composed of doors 
and architectural fragments from the artist’s apartment in Algiers, 
reconstructed within the exhibition space. The work stems from 
the relocation of the apartment to sustain a sense of home across 
closed borders, turning a domestic threshold into a political and 
emotional device. Installed within the Biennale, it functioned less as 
a sculptural object than as an infrastructural presence, condensing 
bureaucratic processes, transport networks, and intimate histories 
into a single form.
A related understanding of power as embodied and temporal 
emerges in sync (2022–2024), a durational performance structured 
around amplified heartbeats and shared listening, where attune-
ment replaces spectacle. Similarly, 108 Days at MACBA, Barcelona 
(2023–2024), transformed the museum into a space inhabited by 108 
invited participants, unfolding as a durational occupation in which 
the work existed through encounters and presence, positioning 
participation as an infrastructural condition rather than a format.
This approach extends to earlier and parallel works where soft pow-
er emerges as a relational and geopolitical force. Barzakh (Kuns-
thalle Basel, 2021) was built around the reconstruction of the artist’s 
apartment in Algiers and the displacement of thousands of personal 
objects, forming an archive suspended between domestic intima-
cy and geopolitical history. The film Tassili (2022–2023) engages 
with remote territories and layered temporalities of presence and 
absence. The Third Choir (2014–ongoing) is structured through the 
complex bureaucratic process required to export oil barrels from 
Algeria, where documentation, permits, and administrative nego-
tiations become the core material of the work.
Across these projects, what emerges is a practice that mobilizes 
systems—legal, logistical, architectural, and affective—rather than 
simply representing them. Soft power appears not as a theme but 
as a method: an influence that moves through trust, invitation, ne-
gotiation, and shared responsibility. In Lydia Ourahmane’s work, 
temporary communities and infrastructures often redistribute 
agency within the institution, asking what it means to inhabit an 
artwork collectively and what forms of power are activated through 
such inhabitation.

FC: In 21 Boulevard Mustapha Benboulaid (entrance) at the Venice 
Biennale, the threshold of a domestic space became a geopolitical 
device. How did relocating and reconstructing this architecture 
reshape the understanding of home, permission, and mobility?

LO: I think about situations, whether discrete or not, as interfer-
ences or insertions. The work passes through an existing infra-
structure or re-routes a trajectory. I’m not necessarily interested in 
criticism, I’m interested in reform. Art for me is about life moving 
through it, where it becomes a sort of switchboard in real time to 
ask questions that engage with reality and seamlessly integrate 
it into a context. If a methodology is interactive, it becomes a col-
lective experience. Soft power is the choreography of this parallel 
narrative. And the negotiation is how that situation unfolds and 
refolds reality into itself.
We are contained by identity, where we’re born, grow up, and have 
our bloodlines… but then we have a cultural identity which isn’t 
strictly bound to location. At the same time, I think that birthplace 
will always hold you accountable to some desire to return, but re-
turn to what? That really made me think about return as something 
purely abstract. The idea of returning has more to do with invest-
ing time in a relationship with somewhere that you’re somehow 

disconnected from. Return becomes a way of spending time or 
articulating time through presence, which has nothing to do with 
going back. It’s about going forward. Moving to Algeria in 2018 was 
really steeped in this desire to remember, spending enough time to 
register the nuances that would otherwise be invisible. These are 
the layers to experience, and a domestic space was the only real 
locale for this thought. In 2018, I rented an apartment on 21 Boule-
vard Mustapha Benboulaid as a way to figure out a “home.” I think 
the act of embodying that question creates a powerful lapse in your 
own ability to discern whether that experience is genuinely lived 
or rather perceived. The apartment had recently been occupied by 
my landlady’s aunt, who passed away, the family leaving much of 
her quotidian residue intact. With such a density of material, I felt 
as though I was thoroughly investigating a life lived in a home I had 
just adopted. With so much identification left behind, that home be-
came a theatre for vicarious living, through objects and orientations 
that belonged entirely to someone else’s experience, someone else’s 
choices, someone else’s way of inhabiting a space. It was fascinating. 
Very surreal. I would find myself making gestures influenced by 
different objects in that house, as if they were direct actions from 
the past. I started to think very seriously about how architecture, 
space, and objects themselves become a threshold, a conduit for 
experience. What is home? Where is home? COVID hit a couple of 
years later, and I got locked out of Algiers for eight months. It was 
during this period that I felt this pang to go “home,” which made 
me wonder what this longing was for. What did I actually miss?
As part of Barzakh, the entrance to the apartment was cut out and 
moved along with approximately 5,000 objects and furnishings 
within the apartment to be reconstructed as an installation without 
walls at Kunsthalle Basel (later travelling to Triangle, Marseille, 
and SMAK, Ghent). Some objects were mine, but the majority be-
longed to the previous owner and her family. The work became a 
powerful summary of how complex layers in Algeria’s recent his-
tory are embedded in material and architecture itself. How daily 
contemporary life utilizes material memory and how that behaves 
on a metaphysical level. The door itself was made of a wooden door 
bolted into a brick wall in 1901 when the Haussmannian apartment 
was built by the French during occupation in the center of Algiers, 
and the second door was added in the 1990s during the Algerian civil 
war. Together, they held 9 locks, becoming a threshold for safety 
that elicited fear. They contained a century of violence that ended 
in the gesture of that cut.
We were granted permission to move the objects during COVID, a 
time when people themselves were denied mobility. Objects have 
often had more rights than people, something a lot of my work has 
thought through. Barzakh invited the audience into this liminality, 
a temporarily suspended home, moved on a carnet ATA, which is 
also a temporary authorization for the movement of goods destined 
for eventual return. Two years later, everything except for the door 
returned to the apartment on 21 Boulevard Mustapha Benboulaid 
and was reinstalled as it was. The door stayed in Europe, a return 
in its own right.

FC: Many of your projects are built through processes of invitation 
and shared occupation. What does participation mean when it is 
conceived as an infrastructure rather than a format?

LO: I think participation is quite literally an extension of daily life. 
I think the fortress of systemic individualism built around the idea 
of integrity and national identity against-all-else is an ideology pro-
duced by these very contemporary conditions, according to which 
we don’t have to interact with our own use of invisible labor and 
resources. Communities make visible the impossibility of survival 
alone. So participation is material. This is the case of my previous 
projects sync or 108 Days. I often extend the invitation to people to 
collaborate or fully take over an exhibition. When I think about 
the authorship of an idea, those lines really begin to blur through 
shared occupation, which puts your own desires at risk, and that’s 
when it gets interesting. Some collaborations merge, and in others, 
you have to fully trust the chaos and potential, so the work becomes 
a means for this truth.

FC: 108 Days at MACBA transformed the museum into a space in-
habited by others over time. How did the presence of invited par-
ticipants alter the distribution of authorship and responsibility 
within the work?

LO: 108 Days was a major participatory work that transformed the 
museum into a space inhabited by 108 participants to whom I had 
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extended the invitation. When I was invited to work on an exhibi-
tion at MACBA, I was already very immersed in the local context, 
having recently moved to Barcelona and living 10 minutes away. I 
had a real quotidian engagement with the dense multiplicity of the 
community in Raval. Of course, I was also aware of tensions around 
the museum and wondered how many people in the community had 
actually stepped inside. And so, the question I began asking was 

“who is this exhibition for?” I began meeting hundreds of people 
from the local community, with the help of my project manager, 
Esther Fernández Cifuentes who had also lived in the area for 15 
years. Together with curators Hiuwai Chu and Guim Camps, we 
mapped out a rolodex of artists, activists, musicians, communi-
ty-led initiatives, collectives, schools, street performers, scientists, 
spiritual groups, and so on, and invited them to activate the space in 
any way they deemed important, each for one day. 108 Days took over 
a tower on the front right side of the museum, turning the museum 
inside out. Each intervention became a whole universe, bringing 
a different momentum of subject, matter, and audience each day. 
We had an “unlimited” guest list that lived in a widely circulated 
Google Doc open on the screens of the front desk staff for people to 
enter the museum free of charge. I think that was what was such an 
important element of that exhibition. It really asked the museum 
to take on a very active role in the community and to question the 
way it operated. There were a lot of internal discussions, negoti-
ations, and questions around accountability, but I think that any 
kind of community-driven work is a fragile space because you’re 
working with individuals and groups of people who sometimes 
are very vulnerable. Also, working within that space requires a 
certain rigor and a consistent level of practice. Practicing care and 
supporting whatever each individual situation might require of you. 
My role as an artist shifted to a sort of producer, curator, organizer, 
technician, host, etc. 108 Days was authored by each individual and 
each intervention. In this sense, I think about it as a framework that 
anyone can activate.

FC: Your practice frequently engages with bureaucratic and ad-
ministrative processes. What kinds of agency or resistance can 
emerge through these systems, and how do they relate to forms 
of soft power?

LO: Kyle Dancewicz had come to Barcelona to have a meeting about 
a show at SculptureCenter in New York. That day, cinematographer 
Alana Mejía González texted me saying she was in town. I was on 
a delayed flight back from somewhere, so we all ended up at my 
house talking about the film that never got made. Alana was about 
to fly to Algiers before COVID hit, and the borders closed in 2020; 
she ended up being one of the collaborators who went with me to 
Tassili n’Ajjer two years later. It was Kyle who insisted we try again, 
and later wrote that my works often begin as large, open-ended 
propositions that find the edges of possibility within the political, 
environmental, and metaphysical conditions in which I operate. I 
thought this was quite precise in the context of Tassili, which was 
really produced by these conditions.
Tassili n’Ajjer hosts thousands of prehistoric engravings and cave 
paintings that describe the transformation of life in the Sahara. 
They are painted on an ancient river bed in a largely inaccessible 
plateau between Algeria and Libya, “discovered” by the French, and 
are one of the more undocumented groupings of cave paintings in 
the world. Tassili had been closed to foreigners for over a decade 
since tensions arose in the region, with only Algerian nationals 
allowed to visit escorted by Tuareg guides, many of whom were born 
on the plateau before the policy of sedentarization in the ’80s due 
to environmental and administrative factors. Tassili is a 45-min-
ute film, shot in first-person as a perspective journey through the 
plateau. It is a wordless meandering that focuses on the route itself 
and the cave paintings scored in four distinct parts by Nicolas Jaar, 
felicita, Yawning Portal, and Sega Bodega. It is shown alongside a 
large sculptural “eclipse,” an almost 300-piece 3D printed cast of 
the landscape made in collaboration with Yuma Burgess, who spent 
the whole trip scanning rocks with an app on my phone.
The parawork was the bureaucratic feat to bring a crew of foreign-
ers, each with different passports, to shoot a film there. Khaled 
[Bouzidi] worked on the authorizations for months, eventually 
necessitating permissions from the Ministry of Culture, Tassili 
n’Ajjer National Park, and the Algerian Military in collaboration 
with our Tuareg guides. I later realized that the film was actually 
directed by these authorities, since the route was predetermined by 

the Tuareg guides in collaboration with the military and national 
park, deciding where and what we would shoot. Six months after 
the work was completed, we heard news that Tassili n’Ajjer was now 

“open to international tourism, without the need for a visa,” which 
is not even the case for the rest of Algeria. Khaled and I went back 
to Tassili this year with a group of international friends, and with 
Ahmed, our main guide on the film. He eventually told us it was he 
who used the film in his petition to reopen the plateau to tourism, 
a way for the Tuareg to reclaim agency over their own homeland. 

FC: In durational works such as sync, time and co-presence become 
central materials. How does temporality function as a political and 
relational force within your work?

LO: sync is a live 24-hour composition of heartbeats amplified by 
contact microphones placed directly on the apex and plugged into 
a sound system surrounding 1–24 participants, each seated in a 
chair. Strangers could sit together in the room and listen to each 
other in continuum. What we hear is the visceral “writing” itself. 
Working with temporality is an offering to the present moment—
you don’t know exactly how it will sound or what will happen next, 
and so the work gives into its conditions. I remember, during the 
performance at the Venice Biennale in 2024, some people would 
leave the room overwhelmed, or others because they couldn’t hear 
themselves. Daniel Blumberg, with whom I was collaborating at 
the time, and James Dunn engineered what was quite a densely 
technical and beautifully choreographic work, oscillating 8-hour 
shifts of invigilators and sound technicians to keep the piece live 
over 24 hours. I think within the work there was a confrontation 
in relation to co-existence between ourselves and the other. sync 
was about the potential of synchronization, but it also amplified 
the rhythm of dissonance. I was very interested in myth-making 
around that time, thinking about permanence as a material and 
what constitutes memory. Myth is an immaterial defiance to time; 
the potency of the story becomes an experience that is carried by 
each person who narrates it. And so there is a “beginning,” but there 
has to be a witness for the story to bind to time—and that binding 
is the material. If resonance is a sound enduring its own memory, 
sync approached the possibility of permanence where the amplified 
heartbeat of each participant was both its proof of life and its carrier.

FC: The communities that form around your projects are often 
temporary and unstable. What remains after these collective struc-
tures dissolve?

LO: Any shared experience or community, whether temporary, 
long-term, or otherwise, always remains or regenerates in some 
way. I think temporality can be a praxis for extreme presence, which 
is potent. As in: we are here for a limited time, and this is what we 
want to do with it. But when projects end, the debris is a rhizomatic 
network of relationships and connections, therefore, a means to 
much, much more…

FC: Across your practice, hospitality and trust appear as recurring 
conditions. Can these be understood as forms of power? If so, what 
kind?

LO: I grew up in a culture where hospitality and sharing were about 
empowering a community. My parents started a commune in the 
’90s during the Algerian Civil War, which was in part a group of 
people who were converting to Christianity, but also a group of 
[hundreds of] people who survived through this community, by 
sharing, supporting each other, singing, dancing, praying, and 
eating. The first years of my life were really spent in this utopia, 
parallel to the civil war. I only registered imminent threat when 
we had to move, first to a “safe house” in Oran and then eventually 
to the UK. But these early memories from my childhood rearticu-
late my understanding of power as resistance through hospitality, 
community, and the sharing of resources.

FC: Looking ahead, how do you imagine continuing to work with 
participation and collective presence without allowing them to 
become fixed methodologies or expectations?

LO: I realize now that my methodology is always to begin with 0. 
And then, where am I? Who is around? What is happening? What 
can we do? Because reality is so brutal, you can’t have any real ex-
pectations. That is the work to master. Right now I’m preparing an 
exhibition in Venice within which the work is actively participating 
and circulating within the local context. Working with people and 
community is political because it challenges any fixed position, so 
the work becomes a testament to the blunt force of its own lived 
experience, which can only generate grace. 
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FC: Your practice frequently engages with bureaucratic and ad-
ministrative processes. What kinds of agency or resistance can 
emerge through these systems, and how do they relate to forms 
of soft power?
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the Tuareg guides in collaboration with the military and national 
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101100 Two signs, affixed to the entryway of Kunsthalle Basel’s 
upstairs galleries, set the stage: “WARNING: This area 
is under 24hr surveillance.” Adjacent to the entrance, a 
laser refracts its beam across the museum’s courtyard. 
Though its function is not yet clear, it portends the 
unsettling fact that one is being watched upon entering 
Lydia Ourahmane’s Barzakh (2021), the Algerian-born 
artist’s largest, most intricate solo exhibition to date. 
The eerie feeling produced by the supposed presence 
of continuous surveillance momentarily subsides upon 
registering the contents of Ourahmane’s installation: 
a fully reconstructed apartment, replete with the 
warm mahogany tones of old furniture, inviting leather 
couches, two chandeliers, a bed, kitchen appliances, 
and cupboards topped with books and filled with 
the meaningful detritus of everyday life. Yet after 
traversing the space, making oneself proverbially at 
home and succumbing to the tacit provocation to 
open drawers and survey the objects with increasing 
scrutiny, the sense of uncanniness creeps in.2 With no 
walls separating the domestic environment’s evoked 
rooms, its cozy familiarity is undone at the seams. The 
viewer becomes a trespasser, at once surveilled by 
Ourahmane’s exhibitionary system but also enacting 
surveillance by rifling through the inventory of a life 
seemingly interrupted or left unlived.

“The house,” Gaston Bachelard famously 
wrote, “is a ‘psychic state,’ and even when reproduced 
as it appears from the outside, it bespeaks intimacy.”3 
Ourahmane’s Barzakh is an exploration of the psychic 
states and intimacy associated with the notion of home, 
engendered by the reproduction of an actual house. 
To construct Barzakh, the artist physically shipped the 
entire contents of her apartment in Algiers to Basel, 
where she reassembled it from memory and rigged 
the installation with two systems of sound-based 
surveillance. The exhibition follows Ourahmane’s 
singular working method: the artist devises 
conceptual propositions rooted in concrete contexts 
and oral histories, most often regarding Algeria. 
Their site-specific actualizations unleash logistical 
absurdities and bear profound bodily and geopolitical 
consequences. The artist’s sparse, sensorially arresting 
installations teem with colonial presences and resound 
the intimate frequencies of home and exile. 

Ourahmane attends to the affects and 
politics of displacement across space and time as she 
forcefully decontextualizes the objects that become her 
artworks. In p.H. 8.7 (2015/2018), for instance, the artist 
smuggled soil from Algeria and scattered it on gallery 
floors in Europe. In The Third Choir (2014), she assumed 
the bureaucratic challenge of shipping twenty empty 
oil barrels from Algeria to Europe — the first artwork 
to legally exit the country since its independence in 
1962. By divesting objects of their quotidian functions, 
Ourahmane animates them into exerting the durability 
and pressure of their colonial histories. Coordinated by 
Ourahmane’s friends and fellow artists in Algiers upon 
her inability to return to Algeria amid its pandemic-
induced border closure, the unseen shipping at the 
heart of Barzakh is a monumental act of dislocation 
in all of its connotations: the disturbance of a proper 
or original state, the expropriation of location, and 
the disarticulation of the body. Yet the precarious 
transformation of an apartment’s holdings into an art 
installation paradoxically heightens its objects’ intimate 
charge by making radically public the physical remains 
of private lives and sedimented histories.   

The apartment that Ourahmane occupied 
upon returning to her homeland several years ago was 
built in 1901, one of the first buildings that the French 
commissioned in their colonial renovation of the center 

In the Absence of our Mothers, 2015-18. X-Ray Scan, Text, 
2 × 4.5 g 18kt Gold Teeth – one of which is permanently 
installed in Lydia Ourahmane’s mouth. Photography by 
Andy Keate. Courtesy of the artist. 

NEXT PAGE:
“Barzakh.” Exhibition view at Kunsthalle Basel, 2021. 
Photography by Philipp Hänger. Courtesy of the artist; 
the family of Mrs. Tissira; and Kunsthalle Basel.
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in all of its connotations: the disturbance of a proper 
or original state, the expropriation of location, and 
the disarticulation of the body. Yet the precarious 
transformation of an apartment’s holdings into an art 
installation paradoxically heightens its objects’ intimate 
charge by making radically public the physical remains 
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The apartment that Ourahmane occupied 
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built in 1901, one of the first buildings that the French 
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In the Absence of our Mothers, 2015-18. X-Ray Scan, Text, 
2 × 4.5 g 18kt Gold Teeth – one of which is permanently 
installed in Lydia Ourahmane’s mouth. Photography by 
Andy Keate. Courtesy of the artist. 

NEXT PAGE:
“Barzakh.” Exhibition view at Kunsthalle Basel, 2021. 
Photography by Philipp Hänger. Courtesy of the artist; 
the family of Mrs. Tissira; and Kunsthalle Basel.
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of Algiers. In its angularity, symmetry, and fin-de-siècle 
façade, the apartment exemplifies colonial urban 
planning’s domineering territorial imposition. A century 
later, its exterior has witnessed the ongoing anti-
government protests that have stunned Algeria since 
2019, whose revolutionary fervor has outlasted the 
reactionary banning of street marches in the pandemic 
present. 

The apartment’s prior inhabitant was an 
Algerian woman who previously lived in Germany 
during her marriage to a German man. Within their 
divorce settlement, the woman kept the household 
objects of their postwar German life. Accompanying 
her return to post-Independence Algeria, these objects 
were left untouched after her death and furnished 
the apartment that Ourahmane rented. The woman’s 
inability to part with the domestic interior of her former 
life forms a striking parallel to the psychic structure 
of melancholia, whose afflicted subject cannot 
overcome the loss of an object, person, or nation.4 
Their unassimilated grief endures. The melancholic 
remainders into which Ourahmane habituated her 
everyday abound in Barzakh — from half-melted 
candles and an ancient package of Frischhaltefolie 
(plastic wrap) to the delightfully kitschy painting of an 
Alpine landscape to which the artist dedicates its own 
room behind the Kunsthalle’s main gallery. Such an 
image typifies a clichéd Germanic vision of Heimat, an 
idealized national homeland, already irredeemably lost. 

In Barzakh, the remnants of the woman’s 
life become intimately intermixed with Ourahmane’s 
possessions as the histories encoded in their lives 
uncannily intersect. The reassembled apartment 
radiates what the postcolonial theorist Ann Laura 
Stoler termed “imperial duress” to describe “the 

durability and distribution of colonial entailments 
that cling … to the present conditions of people’s 
lives.”5 Imperial duress, writes Stoler, comprises “the 
hardened, tenacious qualities of colonial effects; 
their protracted temporalities … a pressure exerted, a 
condition borne in the body.”6 The objects in Barzakh 
overflow with imperial duress by unhousing specters 
of indiscrete violence — French colonialism and its 
traumatic aftermath in Algeria’s war of independence, 
its fervent anticolonial nationalism, the factionalist 
violence of its Civil War up through present crises of 
political corruption and migratory exodus. They form an 
oblique portrait of what Algerian novelist Assia Djebar 
called “the long and abiding state of morbidity in which 
Algerian culture has lingered … a future bled white.”7 
Through the multisensory, quasi-forensic experience of 
intaking the artist’s apartment — gazing at the spines of 
her myriad of books, sinking into her couch, inhaling the 
perfumed scent of her bathroom cabinet — the viewer’s 
body becomes intimately implicated in the colonial 
residues inscribed within the objects themselves. In 
doing so, Ourahmane dislocates her predecessor’s 
objects of private melancholia into a public 
scenography of colonial melancholia. Her installation 
claims a melancholic ethics of refusing the amnesia 
of coloniality’s ongoing damage by reverberating its 
spectral presence outward onto the unwitting bodies it 
covertly encounters.8

In her book Algeria Cuts: Women and 
Representation, the postcolonial critic Ranjana Khanna 
centers “the cut” as the privileged figure of colonial 
violence in the art and literature of modern Algeria.9 
Khanna foregrounds the cut not only in terms of 
colonialism’s gendered injury and traumatic wounds, 
but also in its filmic connotations, as an aesthetic 
device that splices together discrete spaces and 

Neolithic Tumulus c.6,000-12,000 b.c., 2020. Polaroid. 
7.62 × 10.16 cm. Installation view of “ ةيسمش ةخرص  Solar 
Cry” at The Wattis Institute, San Francisco, 2020. 
Photography by Impart Photography. Courtesy of the 
artist and The Wattis Institute, San Francisco.

Ab, Bb, 2020. Sound, tape: 0.63 × 6350 × 25.4 cm. 1h 
1’ loop. Performed on site by Nikola Printz. Installation 
view of “ ةيسمش ةخرص  Solar Cry at The Wattis 
Institute, San Francisco, 2020. Photography by Impart 
Photography. Courtesy of the artist and The Wattis 
Institute, San Francisco.
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107106times beyond the frame. The cut repeatedly appears 
throughout Ourahmane’s practice as an inscription of 
imperial duress, piercing together disparate histories 
of violence. In In the Absence of Our Mothers (2015–18), 
the artist surgically implanted a gold tooth into an 
extant gap in her mouth, a gesture that conjoined 
her family history of anticolonial resistance to 
contemporary crises of illicit migration. In 1 decade of 
hair (2019), the artist cut off her braided hair, releasing 
the remains of a bodily archive. In ةيسمش ةخرص  Solar 
Cry (2020), she tattooed a woman warrior, an image 
from a Neolithic rock carving in the Algerian Sahara, 
into her skin. The proliferation of cuts in these former 
works enable the apartment’s dislocation in Barzakh 
to come into view as one momentous incision. They 
moreover evince what is different in this latest work, 
that the site of the cut has been displaced from the 
artist’s own body onto the ambivalent spaces of home 
and nation. 

The central focal point of Barzakh, the 
two doors to Ourahmane’s apartment forcefully cut 
across time, adjoin overlaid histories by way of their 
extraction. The first wooden door is the apartment’s 
colonial original; the second metal door was added 
in the 1990s to reinforce protection amid the raids 
and disappearances of the Civil War. The two doors 
bookend a century of violence and expose “the 
systematic disposability of bodies in struggles 
for sovereignty,” in both Algeria’s colonial and 
contemporary contexts.10 The violence of the doors’ 
dislocation is evident in the remains of the brick wall 
adhered to the doorframe, its chalky red evoking an 
injurious cut into bodily flesh. The two doors’ nine 
total locks bear witness to an excess of fear and false 

security against an enduring external threat whose 
identity changed over time. By extricating the door-
pair from its function as the apartment’s border and 
threshold, Ourahmane releases it from the weight of its 
duress as “an object of fear.”11 

The two technologies of surveillance in 
Barzakh further cut across time. The sheer presence 
of surveillance harks back to a colonizer’s objectifying 
gaze. Such optical domination was canonically 
represented in another artwork set in an apartment 
in Algiers, Eugène Delacroix’s Women of Algiers in 
their Apartment (1834), whose art historical specter 
haunts Barzakh. In the orientalist painting, the French 
painter’s voyeuristic surveillance of Algerian women is 
synchronized with his spatial trespass into and implied 
erotic conquest of an apartment’s concealed harem. 
Ourahmane’s installation counters Delacroix’s Algiers 
apartment by presenting the concrete material remains 
of the violent system that produced and idealized 
such orientalist fantasies. Yet the durable presence of 
surveillance in both reveals the colonial reason through 
which certain bodies were and remain objectified and 
targeted, which continue up through today in new 
border regimes of global “security.”  

The first system of surveillance in Barzakh 
is comprised of bugging devices. In these uncanny 
sculptural assemblages, Ourahmane has hidden 
listening technologies under elongated blown glass 
covers that noticeably stick out from the furniture on 
which they rest. The bugs surveil viewers by ominously 
registering any sound or conversation that takes 
place in their vicinity. Each one is given the title of 
a Swiss phone number, and anyone can eavesdrop 
into the space by calling the number and listening to 
the sounds that the devices perceive. In the second 
system, two laser beams are rigged to intercept 

warrior girl c.12,000 b.c., 2020. Single-channel digital 
video, sound. 3’ 44’’. Installation view of “ ةخرص 
 Solar Cry” at The Wattis Institute, San  ةيسمش
Francisco, 2020. Photography by Impart Photography. 
Courtesy of the artist and The Wattis Institute, San 
Francisco.

1st draft of my Mother’s book “Divine Encounters,” 1974-
1992. Ink on paper. 42 pages. Installation view of “ ةخرص 
 ,Solar Cry” at The Wattis Institute, San Francisco  ةيسمش
2020. Photography by Impart Photography. Courtesy of 
the artist and The Wattis Institute, San Francisco.
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 21 Boulevard Mustapha Benboulaïd (entrance removal), 2021. Video by Hichem Merouche. Courtesy of the artist and the family of Mrs. Tissira.
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7 Assia Djebar, “The White of 
Algeria,” Yale French Studies, 
no. 87, 1995, pp. 142–45. For its 
original version, see Assia Djebar, 
Le blanc de l’Algérie, Paris: A. 
Michel, 1995, pp. 272–77.

8 On “colonial melancholia,” 
see Ranjana Khanna, Dark 
Continents: Psychoanalysis 
and Colonialism, Durham: Duke 
University Press, 2003.

9 Ranjana Khanna, Algeria Cuts: 
Women and Representation, 1830 
to the Present, Stanford: Stanford 
University Press, 2007.

10 Ibid, p. 26.
11 Lydia Ourahmane in conversation 

with Elena Filipovic, “Home 
Is Where You Are,” Kunsthalle 
Basel, 2021. https://www.
kunsthallebasel.ch/wp-content/
uploads/EN_Conversation_
LydiaOurahmane_ElenaFilipovic_
MAR2021.pdf

 12 I have previously characterized 
the echo as a privileged figure 
in Ourahmane’s work. See 
Carlos Kong, “Echo, Echolalia, 
Echolocation,” SALT. Magazine 
/ Montez Press, issue 10: 
Glossolalia, 2019, pp. 4–9.  

1 Mahmoud Darwish, In the 
Presence of Absence (trans. 
Sinan Antoon), New York: 
Archipelago Books, 2011, p. 18. For 
the translator’s choice of Barzakh 
as “threshold,” see pp. 163–4. 

2 Freud canonically elaborated how 
the uncanny (unheimlich, literally 
un-homely) and the homely 
(heimlich) are not opposites, but 
merge together where the familiar 
meets the foreign, frightening, 
or concealed, particularly in the 
domestic realm. See Sigmund 
Freud, The Uncanny (trans. David 
McClintock), London: Penguin 
Books, 2003.

3 Gaston Bachelard, Poetics 
of Space (trans. Maria Jolas), 
Boston: Beacon Press, 1994.

4 Sigmund Freud, “Mourning 
und Melancholia” (trans. James 
Strachey), The Standard Edition 
of the Complete Psychological 
Works of Sigmund Freud, Vol. XIV, 
London: The Hogarth Press, pp. 
243–58.

5 Laura Ann Stoler, Duress: 
Imperial Durabilities in Our Times, 
Durham: Duke University Press, 
2016, p. 25.

6 Ibid, p. 7.

atmospheric sound from the museum’s exterior. The light 
beam translates visual disturbances into the installation’s 
soundscape of white noise, which tactilely vibrates from 
transducers embedded in the apartment’s furniture — a 
technology that the artist repeatedly employs. The 
surveillance soundscape creates a space of relations as 
its acoustic vibrations intimately traverse between the 
furniture and the viewer’s body. By staging encounters 
with surveilled sounds, Barzakh unfixes the bodily borders 
of public and private, forging intimate echoes across 
the temporal bounds of colonial pasts and securitized 
presents.12 

In the name Barzakh, Ourahmane recasts her 
apartment’s unhousing across space and time. The Arabic 
word’s many connotations include “barrier,” “separation,” 
“threshold,” “the grave,” and “isthmus,” a strip of land 
between two seas. In its most frequent translation as 
“limbo,” barzakh conjures the mystical boundary between 
humans and spirits, where specters await the judgment of 
their deeds in life. Through her act of intimate dislocation, 
cutting the apartment from its historical armature, 
Ourahmane releases its status of home into a vulnerable 
state of limbo that resounds its specters of violence in 
the here and now. Her objects await the judgment of their 
imperial duress, calling out for justice as we sense, surveil, 
and break the contract with their colonial presences.

21 Boulevard Mustapha Benboulaïd (salon), 2021. Photography by 
Hichem Merouche. Courtesy of the artist and the family of Mrs. 
Tissira.  

OPPOSITE:
Barzakh, 2021. Production shot. Photography by Yanis Ouabadi. 
Courtesy of the artist and the family of Mrs. Tissira.  
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Lydia Ourahmane’s “Barzakh” will be presented at Triangle-Astérides, 
Centre d’art contemporain, Marseille, from June 5 to October 24, 2021. 

Carlos Kong is a writer and art historian based in Berlin.

21 Boulevard Mustapha Benboulaïd (office), 2021. 
Photography by Hichem Merouche. Courtesy of the 
artist and the family of Mrs. Tissira.   
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33 
Installation view of Finitude, 2018, ash, chalk, steel, and looped sound, dimensions variable. Photo by Maris 
Hutchinson / EPW Studio. Courtesy of the artist. 

Lydia Ourahmane by Ben Blackmore 
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34 
The Third Choir, 2014, twenty Naftal oil barrels imported from Algeria, CZ-5HE radio transmitter, twenty Samsung 
E2121B phones, and sound. 

In Finitude, Lydia Ourahmane’s installation at the 2018 
New Museum Triennial, the vibrations of a cacopho-
nous sound cause a wall made of ash, chalk, and steel 
to shake invisibly. Bits fall to the floor, collecting in a 
pile of fragments and dust. Over the course of the exhi-
bition, the entire wall will crumble away. Like many of 
Ourahmane’s works, it ends in disappearance. Others 
are more permanent, like two gold teeth she produced 
after melting a necklace bought from an Algerian 
migrant for the price of a seat on a smuggling ship to 
Spain. One tooth has been implanted in her mouth, 
an irreversible action she chose in recognition of the 
countless, often far more extreme actions taken by her 
countrymen, out of necessity and in order to live on 
their own terms. 
 The artist’s research-driven practice tests the 
permeability of boundaries and the state of being in-
between. She archives, stages, and animates the many 
restrictions placed on the freedom of movement of 
colonized bodies, drawing on stories from her home 

country of Algeria—from land made toxic by foreign 
oil companies and chemical plants to public squares 
where only fictional protests receive police protection. 
Born in Saïda, she now divides her time between Oran 
and London. 
 When BOMB approached Ourahmane about an 
interview, she suggested as an interlocutor her friend 
Ben Blackmore, a writer she’s known since their days 
at Goldsmiths, University of London, and with whom 
she shares an ongoing dialogue about her work. 
Blackmore and Ourahmane convened in Florence and 
later London on the occasion of her exhibitions Crater 
at Spazio Veda and The You in Us at Chisenhale Gallery. 
 —Chantal McStay
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BEN BLACKMORE  The very first work I saw of yours 
  was your degree show in 2014, The Third Choir, and I 

had only met you a few weeks prior to the opening. 
Something I came to learn about your creative pro-
cess, as seen in The Third Choir, is that the works often 
involve an incredibly arduous lead-up, taking months or 
years. You go away to Algeria to do the base research 
or begin to develop your work, and you’re out there for 
protracted periods of time. But your work isn’t shown 
in Algeria. It’s exhibited mostly in London and on the 
continent, which fuels a rigmarole of physical process 
just to get the work to its venue. Why do you do that?

LYDIA OURAHMANE  I’m often asked that. I think the 
  materials I use need a certain amount of distance. 

They’re invisible within the context that they’re refer-
encing. Because when you live in a particular culture 
or society you exist within it situationally, and your 
ability to relate is stifled. Repetition makes everything 
become mundane. I’ve always lived between places. 
My family emigrated from Algeria to the UK when 
I was a girl. I received my art education in London. 
And it’s only from this distance that I have learned to 
understand my background.  

BB  That adds up. You grow complacent toward everyday 
things because they’re familiar, and after a certain 
point, they’re no longer objects in a foreign sense at 
all; they’re just the accepted furnishings of your world. 
Exporting them is a loaded act because it rids objects 
of that complacency. So is it the lifting of these com-
monplace objects from their native state that creates 
the dialogue you’re looking for? Presenting them 
beyond that realm of context enables a level of dis-
cussion that was hitherto denied them.

LO  I would say so. By granting the objects a freedom of 
movement, I make possible for them what is system-
atically denied humans. It feels as though this leads 
to the bigger picture, reinforcing the complex social 
ramifications of immigration. 

BB  But in relocating these items you’re not exoticizing 
them per se; they’re not exalted in the way they’re pre-
sented. You’re explicitly not imbuing the object with 
meaning.

LO  Very true, and that’s a common misconception. The 
materials I use often have lived through social, politi-
cal, or economic tensions, and they do carry that 
weight. I don’t think they can be charged with any-
thing more than what they are. They can’t be mounted. 
I’m interested in the weighted state of objects, but it 
isn’t me that charges them with that state; rather, they 
become charged through their distribution.  

BB  Well, in that way what you’re doing is more like inves-
tigative journalism than any one artistic pursuit. You’ve 

never reduced what you do to a singular definition. 
Your work has more to do with the question of rede-
fining what we as observers can infer from a closed 
situation. Does that still hold true in the work you’re 
making today?

LO  I’ve definitely grown more confident in the object’s 
capacity to circumvent its system of language. 

BB  And yet so too do these objects have the capacity to 
elude. Your exhibitions often go unaccompanied by 
any kind of descriptive text. For example, in your cur-
rent solo show, The You in Us, at London’s Chisenhale 
Gallery, the work is incredibly well-travelled. I’m aware 
of the whole backstory but only because we literally 
live on two sides of the same Styrofoam wall. How do 
you expect your audience to comprehend the multi-
plicity of voices and histories present there?

LO  I suppose I can’t, but I can try to place the work in 
the context of its narrative. In the Absence of Our 
Mothers (2015–18) began as a gold chain that I bought 
from a twenty-three-year-old guy in a market in Oran, 
Algeria, while researching illegal immigration from 
Algeria to Europe in 2015. I later found out he sold 
me that gold chain for the exact price of a seat on a 
smuggler’s boat to Spain. When I asked him where he 
got it, he said it was his mom’s and that she’d asked 
him to sell it for her. 

   That gold chain first became part of a show in 
2015—it was carried around the room by a performer. 
He’d hold it or take it out of his pocket every now and 
then, and eventually it would end up draped over a 
chair. But I felt like that wasn’t the right medium. Then, 
this past summer when I went to see my uncle he told 
me all about my grandfather, whom I never met. He 
died a long time ago. He was a high-ranking sniper in 
the French-Algerian military, and they kept him on for 
thirteen years beyond his compulsory military service 
to train other soldiers. 

   The French lost 1.4 million soldiers in World War 
I, including 97,000 colonial soldiers, 26,000 of them 
Algerians. They continued to pull from the empire for 
World War II. When my grandfather was called upon to 
go fight, he knew that if he left, he’d never come back. 
A friend of his was like, “If you pull out all of your teeth, 
then you’ll be dismissed from the army as physically 
unfit.” So, according to family legend, he pulled them 
out one by one in a single day, without anesthetic, 
and only then was dismissed from duty. His military 
records and French passport feature as annexes to my 
new work, titled Droit du Sang (Blood right) (2018), 
documenting his dismissal from the army. There are 
also his identification cards as a resistance fighter in 
the War for Independence against the French. 

   He became very active from 1954 until 1962, 
when Algeria gained its independence. His main job 
was smuggling arms between the Moroccan and 
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Algerian borders, which was an extremely risky act. 
He refused our family name to be formally honored, as 
he wanted his fight to remain pure. Learning about his 
dedication was truly humbling, but it also returned me 
to the story of the gold chain. Both actions are finite 
and definite: this guy stealing a gold chain from his 
mom in order to pay for his escape, and my grandfa-
ther pulling out his teeth as a means to escape fighting 
for the French. In that common spirit of defiance, these 
two stories converge in a pair of gold teeth, made 
of the gold from the chain I bought, melted down. 
One tooth is in the Chisenhale exhibition, installed at 
the exact same height as the other, which has been 
implanted in my mouth. The tooth implantation proce-
dure permanently altered the structure of my bone, by 
drilling into it—an action that cannot be reversed. This 
is a good illustration of how I think about my work.

BB  Wow. And yet the tooth carries that story so serenely, 
just sitting there, mounted on the wall, unadorned and 
looking indescribably chill. It makes me think about 
Keats’s “Ode on a Grecian Urn,” in its meditation on 
the purpose of representational art: The narrator sees 
this urn as a thing of absolute beauty yet a perfect 
mystery, a “Sylvan historian” reluctant to divulge its 
innermost secrets. The work precludes total under-
standing, and in the end the narrator comes to terms 
with the fact that he will never be able to know it 
absolutely.

    “What mad pursuit? What struggle to escape? / 
What pipes and timbrels? What wild ecstasy?”

 
LO  I’ve never read it. But I get where you’re going with 

this.

BB  Someone could easily walk into the Chisenhale and 
see these remarkable oxidized silver doors, growing 
ever more silver by the day, opening onto a large, 
minimally furnished space with a vibrating wooden 
floor and that solitary gold tooth mounted on the wall, 
and think that these three pieces occupy that space 
together and separately. It seems funny to frame a 
show with so rich and variegated a story as this within 
a vacuum whereby language is impossible. Well, not 
entirely impossible. I remember on the opening night 
people were coming up to you, asking in polite yet 
highly curious terms if you could possibly explain 
what this was all about. And you could, of course, and 
you did, because you are the sole arbiter of that pro-
found narrative, the only person in any way qualified 
to reconcile these seemingly nebulous works. It puts 
you in a very powerful position. Is it your intention that 
your work should need you as mediator, not neces-
sarily for completion but as a means of honoring its 
allegiance to spoken history?

LO  I recount stories, as anyone does, as a way of sharing 
lived experience. It would be very difficult for me to 

differentiate my work from the act of me speaking it 
into existence, or my plotting the trajectory of these 
stories, which otherwise wouldn’t exist. 

   I’ve always been interested in oral history as a 
way of passing on information and recording events 
within history, which rely on interpretation as mean-
ing and truth. Only recently have we become able to 
record events, but the idea of proof is also extremely 
flawed. 

BB  There’s something distinctly old-world in the things 
you recount, or maybe the manner in which you’re 
telling these stories, which feel to me like folklore, in 
that they contain all the emblems of myths yet also 
relate to lore’s traditional function, which is the jus-
tification of earlier history. It’s this stoic and dutiful 
act of remembrance against the fear of forgetting. 
I describe your works as palimpsests. You’re telling 
stories that relate to you personally, but there’s often 
this immense generational ache attached. And the 
way you harness and modernize that arcane ability is 
speaking from a profound, decidedly national sense of 
an identity in decline. 

LO  Totally.

BB  Often, your work then counterpoints that chimeric 
quality with very real, official documentation as a 
means of legitimizing the experience. Like the usage 
of receipts as proof. In the case of the former, it’s 
relayed in your grandfather’s passport and papers. In 
The Third Choir, it was reams and reams of paperwork 
documenting your various attempts to export twenty 
empty oil barrels, which were thwarted over and over 
by the authorities. It’s a process of trial and error. 
Having witnessed the making of that project, I can’t 
even begin to describe how chaotic it was. The barrels 
arrived—

LO   —on my birthday. I was sobbing. (laughter)

BB  I was worried for you. But in hindsight that frenzy was 
also kind of the spark itself, the catalyst that piece 
needed to achieve completion. It was a very real pos-
sibility that the barrels would not arrive in time for the 
show, and you were creating this contingency plan. 
Which begs the question: Is showing the work the 
same as not showing it? 

LO  Yeah, I came to the conclusion that if the barrels 
didn’t arrive in time, it wouldn’t matter because it’s 
not about them being there physically. This process 
has all happened and it exists. And that’s as tangible 
as it is with the objects being present. It’s not even 
about the objects at all. I would have come up with a 
different configuration of presentation, which would 
have been . . . nothing! (laughter) There’s very little that 
is nothing. 
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37 (i, ii, and iii) In the Absence of Our Mothers, 2018. Photos by Andy Keate. Courtesy of Chisenhale Gallery, London.
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38 
(i and ii) Still from and installation view of Haraga (The Burning), 2014, digital video on iPhone. Photo by Brica Wilcox. 
Courtesy of the artist and Ghebaly Gallery, Los Angeles.
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BB  Was that work driven by a specific visual end prod-
uct—that quadrant of barrels? It’s probably your most 
aesthetic work to date.

LO  Yes, that particular piece was very specific. I knew I 
wanted to make a sound work using mobile phones 
inside barrels, where the phones would simultane-
ously be playing a sound piece relayed through a 
pirate radio station I made using a radio transmitter. 
I wanted to use these barrels as a way of discussing 
their position in reference to the industry they repre-
sent. The oil industry is a common point of blame for 
the economic stagnation and perceived maldistribu-
tion of wealth in Algeria. These objects represent a 
“reason” for the economic migration that has risen 
from that region. For me, the work always spoke 
about the movement of people. I wanted the barrels 
to enact that same journey. The momentum they gath-
ered through becoming an artwork was something I 
could never have anticipated. Faced with such heavy 
bureaucratic restrictions, finding ways around that 
was what created dialogue. There were six declined 
proposals for custom clearance before they were 
granted permission by the ministry of culture to pass 
as a cultural export, and it became the first artwork to 
be legally moved from the country since 1962. 

BB  Those tribulations are crucial elements. I sometimes 
feel (needlessly) defensive of your work because it 
appears so humbly as the ambassador of something 
difficult and hard-fought. The artworks themselves 
are these muted distillations, graceful composites of 
their ability to endure tragedy and of the emotional 
rollercoaster you rode with them. I want to give them 
a voice to speak. But, of course, that would be missing 
the point. I guess what I’m trying to say is that I worry 
they will be misinterpreted. Do you worry about that 
too? 

LO  I have to accept it. The very act of showing work is 
to allow the space for misinterpretation or to give the 
viewer the right to impress their projection upon that 
object which most satisfies something within them. 
The reason I make work is for my own understanding.

BB  Some people who don’t know the backstories might 
see the objects and assume they’re these repurposed, 
loaded visual cues—

LO  But you can feel that they have come from a place.

BB  Would you say that sometimes the form a work takes 
is purely incidental? 

LO  I really don’t like to restrict myself that way—thinking 
this has to become something. And that’s the unfor-
tunate part about having deadlines or set timeframes 
in which you have to produce something. For me, the 

period of research is the most formative part of mak-
ing the work. I want to immerse myself in the process 
I’m embarking upon, or in the subject I’m researching. 
I want to be fully present in that. I don’t enjoy the pres-
sure of having to materialize in some form, but that’s 
life. (laughter)

BB  The pressure to materialize—let’s discuss that, 
because there are times when you’ve defied gallery 
convention altogether. By this I’m referring to one of 
your more intangible works, Haraga (The Burning). You 
showed this piece at Bloomberg New Contemporaries 
in 2014, which I remember was a massive deal at the 
time, a huge opportunity. Many talented young artists 
were vying for attention, and that opportunism literally 
materialized in a lot of the work, which in my opinion 
was quite sensationalized. I can say only that because 
I’m not an artist myself. (laughter)

   You opted to show your most tacit work to date, 
withdrawing from the physical space of the Institute 
of Contemporary Arts altogether. Your only footprint 
was an unassuming little card on the wall, no bigger 
than my fist, which had on it the login details for a 
Wi-Fi network, entitled Haraga (The Burning). The 
word harraga (“those who burn”) is an Arabic term 
referring to the increasing number of young Algerians 
who try to emigrate from Algeria by boat to Spain.

   As it turns out, the network had the bandwidth 
of a portaloo, and you had to stand on a table to get 
at it. It was only when one logged into this network 
that a pop-up appeared on the phone screen, show-
ing grainy footage of young men aboard a small skiff 
in open water. That short clip traced a very brief part 
of a long physical journey, but what it chartered on 
an emotional scale was huge. The viewer observes 
an extreme progression in these men as they move 
northward from Algerian into Spanish waters. In one 
moment, as they pass the border, their fear turns to 
elation, and they speak of freedom and of the new 
lives they’re about to inherit. They had done it. It was 
only by speaking to you later that I found out that they 
were arrested at sea almost immediately afterward, 
and all except one—who was granted asylum—were 
detained for forty-five days, then sent home to inevi-
table jail sentences.

 LO  That footage was never intended to be seen on a big 
screen. A twenty-five-year-old migrant named Houari 
showed it to me on his phone after we’d spoken for 
about two hours about his journey. And then he pro-
ceeded to Bluetooth it to me. I remember leaving his 
house and watching this on my phone in the car. It 
was so guttural. Experiencing that information, it 
pierced into my personal space, through my periphery, 
in a violent way. And I realized that personal, intimate 
experience is what’s lacking in the way we consume 
this kind of information. Because refugee imagery is 
so capriciously thrown around in the media, it’s like 
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(i) Installation view of Doors, 2018. Photo by Andy Keate. Courtesy of Chisenhale Gallery, London. (ii) All the way 
up to the Heavens and down to the depths of Hell, 2017, concrete, steel, water, trumpet solo, 110.25 × 157.5 × 8 
inches. Music by Ourahmane and Adam Chatterton and performed by Atakan Altug. Photo by Sahir Uğur Eren. 
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we’re completely numb to what it actually is. So I 
wanted to try and recreate what I’d felt watching that 
video on my phone to an audience. 

BB  That seems in keeping with the discussion we had 
earlier concerning objects and their relationship to 
context. You attempted to simulate through formal 
experimentation the way you felt when you first saw 
that clip, the manner in which you saw it. And that 
attempt at replication was at the expense of outward 
gallery presentation. 

LO  Yeah, a lot of people didn’t actually see it. The Wi-Fi 
could only support a few viewings simultaneously. 
And that’s fine.

BB  Rumor has it that it was best seen from the café, which 
was sadly closed the entire time. The fact that one could 
miss it, that the work was sort of hiding in the space, 
felt subversive to me and signaled a kind of negative 
curation. It existed on a politics of refusal. You had this 
wealth of physical space allocated to you, yet ultimately 
the nature of that particular work made it necessary to 
refuse it. It sounds like I’m circuitously defining what 
you did or do as minimalism, but that work felt surpris-
ingly substantial, even though you were presenting it 
invisibly. As though the work was doing everything it 
could to make itself heard against myriad setbacks.

LO  It’s a shame the technical aspects of that piece didn’t 
work so well—actually, I don’t think it’s a shame.

BB  That’s what I’m trying to say. You speak of it as though 
the work was a failure, but the sensation evoked was 
one of verisimilitude. It was responsive and corollary 
to its own limitations. It owned its imperfections. That 
made it autotelic. I don’t think many people would 
take such a risk with as fecund a platform as that. 

LO  Then it worked exactly how it should have.

BB  It existed primarily as experience. You had to be there, 
as it was nontransferable. You couldn’t go posting it 
on Instagram later. Do you actively seek to cultivate 
that singular notion of subjective experience, inex-
tricable from the present, or would you rather it was 
something that we could all share? 

LO  This is why I’m going gray. (laughter) How can I trans-
late these periods of time where there is no hierarchy 

in events? Often these feelings and observations are 
very nuanced. Sometimes I wish people could be with 
me in that. That’s why I fantasize about making a doc-
umentary or a film. But that’s another problem.

   I need a medium that puts everyone on the same 
level or in the same realm of experience. I think sound 
is the only medium that can do that; it’s not bound to 
language. It also has to be experienced in a very physi-
cal way—it’s not something you can unlearn. 

BB  In The You in Us, you placed transducers underneath 
the floorboards, which basically act like resonance 
speakers. In this case, the floor actually resonates. The 
sound piece is felt through the body as the audience 
walks throughout the space. 

LO  I became obsessed with these transducers because 
they’re intended for sound therapy. They can be 
placed directly onto the skin, and various sounds or 
vibrations are played into the body. My sound piece 
is an hour long, played from underneath the floor into 
the body of the person walking through the gallery. 
The sound spreads over eight channels and through 
twelve separate transducer speakers. You kind of have 
to be there. (laughter)

   I’m interested in the idea of respite and in people 
experiencing the same thing simultaneously; this is 
the first time I felt I’d facilitated that.  

BB  Sound here is the great leveler; it breaks down sur-
faces. The art world mostly fosters an image-based 
enjoyment of art. But the rapture of experience is 
inherently something nontransferable. It can’t be 
documented. 

   Let’s talk about the work you did for the Istanbul 
Biennial last year: All the way up to the Heavens and 
down to the depths of Hell. 

LO  It’s a sculpture, a platform made of concrete and 
steel. The measurements of the platform—roughly 
four by four meters—represented the minimum that 
people have to build on a piece of land in order to 
claim and secure that land in Algeria. A trumpet solo 
I wrote activates the sculpture or the space. When I 
developed this piece, I was working in Arzew, Algeria, 
an industrial area, close to Oran where I spent the 
first few years of my life. The area is now home to 
thirteen chemical plants, which have become notice-
ably toxic to its inhabitants. People complain about 
the pollution to no avail. They feel powerless in the 

I recount stories, as anyone does, as a way of sharing lived experience. It 
would be very difficult for me to differentiate my work from the act of me 
speaking it into existence, or plotting the trajectory of these stories, which 
otherwise wouldn’t exist. 

ART — LYDIA OURAHMANE 
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face of these foreign companies that erect plants in 
such close proximity to towns and villages. How is it 
acceptable that the right to clean air is being denied? 
The area has become chaotic; the land is useless, so 
it’s largely ungoverned. You can go there and claim 
land and build on it. But when people learn about the 
toxicity, they decide not to live there. These skeletal, 
unfinished buildings scatter the landscape—my sculp-
ture replicates this structure. And the trumpet calls to 
a different future. 

BB  Your recent Polaroid works document landscapes of 
agricultural ruin, littered with the scattered detritus of 
civilization. They chronicle the decay consuming these 
patches of land, yet the Polaroids themselves are also 
subject to a languorous entropy. Do you like the idea 
of your works serving as physical allegory for the era-
sure of collective trauma?

LO  Most of my sculptural works are destroyed after 
they’re shown, like that Istanbul Biennial piece, for 
example. All that remains is the trumpet solo, or the 
memory of that sound. Memory exists in the realm 
of interpretation, which also decays over time. And 
this holds true to what I deem important in the work, 
which isn’t its physical form. My work at the New 
Museum Triennial considers this.

BB  Let’s back up for a minute. Too Late For Ambition 
(2015) was the work you produced with the Traveling 
Award at Goldsmiths. It’s an immersive video installa-
tion with four projections, one on each of the room’s 
four walls. With the footage in this installation, you 
seemed to be at your most explicit in making a tableau 
of a people disenfranchised. In the video, a neon sign 
reading TOO LATE FOR AMBITION is switched on in 
the midst of a busy square in Ain El-Turk, Algeria. We 
see people smashing the sign with rocks. Their posi-
tion is ambiguous—with their aimless loitering they 
seem to embody the sentiment of the sign while at 
the same time adopting violent actions that seek to 
destroy it.

  
LO  When I made Too Late For Ambition, I was interested 

in the symbolic resistance to that stated sentiment, 
something that had become commonplace in Algeria. 
Protests or public gatherings of people are rep-
rimanded, so I had to use the premise of making a 
film to be granted permission for that riot scene to be 
acted out. It was amazing to see the police actually 
protecting the development of that riot. 

BB  So you achieved it but only through subterfuge. Do 
you see a solution to this geopolitical nadir? 

LO  I still can’t see a relief to this general feeling of frustra-
tion, which is very real in Algeria and has existed for 
quite a long time. Tension resonates in everything and 

colors every interaction or conversation you have. This 
feeling that people don’t know or can’t see a future, it’s 
always in the background. I’m not trying to be damn-
ing or disrespectful of the struggle that Algeria has 
gone through in order to reach its independence. I’m 
energized by the strength of the people. Every coun-
try or place has its problems, but I feel particularly 
connected to the frustration of the Algerian people 
because it so easily could have been my reality too. 
But I have a British passport now, so I’m able to move 
freely. It’s something every person wants: freedom of 
movement. That desire for freedom is driving so much 
chaos because of the many restrictions. Algeria was 
subject to colonial rule; why can’t that be remediated? 
So much has been taken from this country; surely 
it’s only fair that it gets balanced out. There’s always 
going to be that “phantom limb” sensation of a pre-
established right to Europe: “We have a right to you as 
you had a right to us,” as someone said to me once.

BB  I take from what you just said that it’s impossible for 
you to suppress the sense of trauma that permeates 
your work. It manifests in a kind of loud voicelessness. 
There’s this sense of collective frustration, of a nation 
in a state of expectant exodus. People are upset and 
indignant and they cry out in a language that won’t 
betray them. It’s heard from the hollow of empty bar-
rels, from the clarion call of a single trumpet, from 
the fated exultations of people celebrating their pas-
sage into Spanish territory. These works converge 
when they amplify a larger, more deafening choir of 
helplessness.

LO  I do feel very helpless sometimes, but only on bad 
days. I wrote my thesis on illegal immigration from 
Algeria to Spain. It was a recurring subject of conver-
sation during that time and still is now with the people 
I work with. If you ask someone in my neighborhood 
how many people they know who have crossed, 
the answer will be thirty, forty, fifty of their friends. 
They’re all getting themselves ready to leave, all of 
them. It’s a real thing that’s happening on an everyday 
basis. So I can’t ignore that frustration or not com-
ment on it in anything I’m doing. 

BB  By harnessing these feelings of abject hopelessness, 
which are very real for many Algerians, there’s a sense 
of optimism in even showing that because it reads like 
resistance.

LO  I do believe there’s another way, or at least another 
kind of relief. But what is it? We will see. 
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