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Organs of the Outlandish

The trouble with Vital, accessory, and auxiliary organs begins the moment they make themselves felt. Only
through the disavowal of organs as internal or external objects can the masters of their prosthetics exploit
them. No figure other than the prosthetic master encapsulates the unsteady compound of anxiety and hubiris,
loss and compensation, narcissistic wounds, and phallic fantasies. The trouble with the magnificence of the
organ happens as it quickly turns awry once it founders or reveals its exteriority. Like the fetish, the
organ-turned-intruder enslaves its subject.

Mahmoud Obaidi's Hidden Messages trace sketched maps that situate the dispossessed landscapes
previously inhabited by indigenous tribes in North America. The transformed and colonized lands threaten
incorporation into their engulfing darkness.

Obaidi anxiously outlines narratives of originary dispossession and racial exploitation from the North
American context that recall forms of class exploitation in the levant. Chalky outlines of tribal huts and
vernacular landscapes are admixed with severed animal parts, human heads and organs. These are all
incorporated into infrastructural networks, technological apparatuses and war machinery. These chalky maps
threatened to be swallowed by the inky darkness of their photographic technological landscapes serve to
pervert the history of capitalist dispossession and accumulation. While the uncanny organistic figurations tell
the story of civilizations turned abject at the same time as subjects are exploited as objects in the machinery
of progress, the indexical imprints of infrastructural landscapes turned monumental at the level of the canvas
reveal the barbarism of colonial histories.

Like several origin myths in the autogenetic history of capitalism, Obaidi's work structures its own as a rebirth
and a death at once. It is a death necessary to rebirth as a technological subject, a colonized and colonizing
centaur, part men part object, part animal, part machine and part organ. The metaphor of rebirth returns in
the fantasy of the cloacal. Intestinal links conjoin abject orifices with technological landscapes and bodies.
At the level of the unconscious, it allows his man-machine conjunction to appear as a return to a pre-oedipal
state — a release from all sexual, and racial difference from any division or lack. The technological fantasy of
origin that fuels the fascism and capitalist barbarism Obaidi objectifies, is redoubled with the primitivist
fantasy that furnishes a twofold release from lack, freed from human castration. This sets the space for purely
phallic enjoyment of the headless exploiting capitalist structure.

Above the abyssal black of the canvas's tabula rasa, Obaidi plunges into the ditch of a primal past in Make
War Not Love. These works reveal inklings of primal scenes that are short-circuited. Human body parts drop
in and out in favor of phallic organs, orifices, accessory organs, prostheses, tanks, weapons and machines.
Crossings of the unnatural in the human and in technology reveals their their disjunctive suturing. They are



all forced together in an organistic hybrid that confuses the creative and the destructive. What results is an
un-corporated body of objects at once exalted and violated technologically. Obaidi's Make War Not Love
works take up the violent narrative of the colonizing intruder trans-mutated onto the register of externalized
organs. The intruder enters by force through surprise or ruse, without the right and without having first been
admitted. Consonant to the intruder, the stranger is strange because they do not belong, they are seemingly
outsiders, trespassing in the space of another. The stranger is itself an intruder, a foreign subject or thing
who, if like the colonizer, is then unexpected and unwelcome. The intrusion of the stranger never ceases to
be a disturbance until the moment it disavows its foreignness and becomes naturalized. Mahmoud Obaidi's
works deal with the strangeness of the intruder before the disavowal of colonization. The experience of the
intrusion of the stranger as a foreigner stands against the violent disavowed histories of foreign colonization.
Through painterly marks against drawn traces, Obaidi presents the theme of the intruder by rendering it
strange again. The dispossessed colonizer and the possessing colonized appear as extruded organs and
foreign body parts — objects that can only be felt once they falter.

Ultimately, the extruded parts and organs extrapolate the human toward the inorganic and technological in
the context of military-industrial capitalism. Life is rendered beyond its mere death and incorporates its own
destruction. In this sense, the subject-less outlandish organs and bodies appear more vital than humans. Just
as capitalism fragments laborers, colonization subsumes bodies and shatters them. Each part becomes an
empty fetish and techno-colonial phallic prostheses such that the phallus's totalizing logic wins over the
objects' individuated fetishistic logic.

Andrea Comair
Beirut, 2022




Born in Irag and living in exile, Mahmoud Obaidi has built an ceuvre characterized by themes of displacement,
longing for home, and the loss of one's identity, made of poignant and thought-provoking works that
simultaneously denounce cruelty and constitute a vehicle to cure his own trauma. In his latest show at Saleh
Barakat gallery, meaning lies in what the artwork conceals. There is no ready key to pierce to mystery of what
we're looking at, no evident iconography, few familiar forms and structures. Whatever substance we think we
can grasp is unsettled, fragmentary, and instinctively moving in a way that transcends the artist's biography.
Here, the large-scale paintings on show speak not only of his people, but also of many others struck by
tragedy, now, then, and a long, long, time ago.

The series of paintings Make War not Love display an obscure symbolism, and little identifiable referents.
Filled with quasi-humans, they bring to mind the primal, visceral, stylization present in prehistoric cave
paintings, the first expressions of the human experience of violence. In nightmare situations where human
meets machine, silhouettes float awkwardly. Dismembered and anonymous, they connect to nefarious
mechanisms, neither medieval nor futuristic. Eyes and mouths challenge us menacingly or with a look of
horror. Allusions to death, fragmentation, and sadism abound, with little hope of redemption. The
counterculture slogan, Make Love not War, turned on its head, is rendered obsolete. But was it ever the
rallying call of all but a few?

Then, Hidden Messages series force looking between the labyrinth of lines, patterns, shapes and dots that
obscure scenes of horror. The works are overwhelmingly black, a color that's always a violent, provocative,
radical choice — think Goya's Black Paintings, Malevich's Black Square. After disorientation subsides, one
can discern people engaged in struggles with no issue against monsters and beasts, or stuck in
claustrophobic labyrinths. Some scenes bring to mind European medieval conceptions of hell. Incongruous
machinery returns menacingly. An imposing triptych representing parts of a locomotive and wagons
suggests a one-way ticket to a certain death.

The echoes of familiar spaces and objects emerge intermittently. There is a town or a village, as if from behind
a screen, suggesting a native land long left behind. There are also the corner of an American flag, hanging
near a faceless individual, and the flattened Starbucks mermaid turned upside down, melting within the layers
of paint. There is, presumably, a link to be made between casualties and perpetrators, i.e., global capitalism.

Obaidi speaks of violence where words have failed to express pain and suffering. In this show, he asks
fundamental questions surrounding the representation of violence and its limits, and the taboos around
showing death, by demanding of viewers to dig beneath their first glance and participate in his investigation
into the most spectacular manifestations of human cruelty: mass killings and genocides. He suggests,
instead of exhibiting. He avoids the outright disgusting and the abject, making violence less visible while still
forcefully evoking it, as well as suggesting post-violence scenes of loss and dehumanization. The
overwhelming tragic works spur an ethical reflection around justice and revenge, reparation and acceptance,
beyond the simple denunciation of repugnant historical events.

Marie Tomb
Beirut, 2022

“What you see here is the beginning of a lifelong investigation
of the far reaching catastrophic effects of deep seeded
ideology; that of one Promised Land harking to another,
and then getting lost in its own reflection.” - Mahmoud Obaidi
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Mixed media on canvas | 180 x 200 c¢m | 2019
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Mixed media on canvas | 270 x 270 c¢m | 2019



Mixed media on canvas | 180 x 200 c¢m | 2019
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this very day: “I will drive them out from before thee, until

thou be increased, and inherit the land.” - Mahmoud Obaidi : t,f A
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Mixed media on canvas | 270 x 810 c¢m | 2017




Mixed media on canvas | 140 x 160 c¢m | 2019

29



Mixed media on canvas | 140 x 160 cm | 2021
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Mixed media on canvas | 100 x 100 c¢m - each | 2019
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Mixed media on canvas | 100 x 120 cm - each | 2021




Mixed media on canvas | 120 x 100 cm - each | 2020



Mixed media on canvas | 120 x 100 c¢m | 2022
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When people entered Auguste Rodin’s temporary
gallery space, Place de I'Alma, during Paris’ Expo-
sition Universelle at the turn of the previous
century, they saw a defaced vertical slab of
gypsum; for the night prior the artist had taken
the chisel to it. His life’s work, that started as a
homage to Michelangelo’s Gates of Paradise, and
that spun stand alone works like the Thinker or
the Kiss, which by the way had not made it into
the final work, ended up rearranged into some-
thing unrecognizable, when the artist, recog-
nized at the last minute, that all that he did up to
his Balzac, was no longer worthy of his art.

There are seminal moments in some artists’ lives
when they realize they need to leave the past
behind, and go to the heart of the matter. For my
part, this happened in a summer’s day of 2017 in
Venice. | had just finished installing my work,
along with other fellow artists, and took a stroll in
the city, and came up on merchant stalls where
something caught my eye. A small, seeming
meaningless toy figurine. But that little toy put all
my life’s work into perspective, not to mention
the serendipity of my taking part in that collec-
tive exhibition at the Grenada national pavilion.
A cowboy fighting locked in a mortal embrace
with an’Indian; as they used to call them in“West-
erns, this small toy figurine | bought that day in
Venice, will be the first thing you see as you enter
my show, for | realized that day that | needed to
address in my art the issue of the American geno-
cide in order to come to terms with all that has
happened in my personal life, as well as the narra-
tive of my country of origin, the region’s history,
and that of my country of adoption, and the
American continent, from North to South.

- Mahmoud Obaidi
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Mixed media on canvas | 270 x 270 c¢m | 2019



Mixed media on canvas | 270 x 270 c¢m | 2019
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Mixed media on canvas | 270 x 270 c¢m | 2019



Mixed media on canvas | 270 x 270 c¢m | 2019
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Mixed media on canvas | 200 x 250 c¢m | 2022
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Mixed media on canvas | 200 x 250 cm | 2022
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Mixed media on canvas | 200 x 250 c¢m | 2022




Mixed media on canvas | 180x200 cm | 2022



Mixed media on canvas | 180x200 cm | 2022



| 120 x 100 cm | 2021

Mixed media on canvas
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EVACHVISNIN QATAR MUSEUMS









Mosquito Effect | Bronze and corten steel | 885x412x220 cm | 2016

Operation Iragi Freedom Family | Recycled American weapons & Humvees used in Iraq mixed with bronze | 180x150x140 cm | 2016

Hangover | Bronze and Corten steel | 885x412x220 cm | 2016

Ford 71 | Bronze and Corten steel | 405x190x225 cm | 2016
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Untitled | Bronze and Corten steel | 885x250x100 cm | 2016

Farewell Kiss | | Bronze | 93x93x20 cm | 2016

Farewell Kiss IV | Bronze | 80x80x30 cm | 2016
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Mahmoud Obaidi

Mahmoud Obaidi (b. 1966, Baghdad) is an Iraqgi-Canadian artist whose work has been exhibited in museums and
galleries around the world. After leaving Iraq in 1991, he obtained his masters of Fine Arts at the University of Guelph in
Canada, & completed diplomas in new media and film from Toronto & Los Angeles, respectively. His work has been
exhibited extensively at MOMA PS1, NYC; British Museum, London; Venice Biennale, Venice; Qatar Museums Gallery,
Doha; MATHAF, Arab Museum of Modern Art, Doha; Saatchi Gallery, London; The National Museum of Bahrain, Bahrain;
Institut du Monde Arabe, Paris; The National Gallery of Fine Arts, Amman; Station Museum of Contemporary Art, Texas &
Musée d'Art Contemporain de Baie-Saint-Paul, Quebec, among others. Curated more than 40 shows in different spaces
around the world including Saatchi Gallery and Nabu Museum. Architect of Fire Station artist in residency; Doha, Qatar
& Nabu Museum, lebanon.

Selected Group and Solo Exhibitions

2019 MOMA PS1 compact home project, New York, USA.
2017 British Museum group show (compact home), London, UK.
2017 57th Venice Biennale Grenada pavilion.
2016 Fragments: An Exhibition by Mahmoud Obaidi, Qatar Museums Gallery, Katara, Doha, Qatar.
Fair Skies, Project Space, Mathaf: Arab Museum of Modern Art, Doha, Qatar.
Baghdad Manifesto, Saatchi Gallery, London, UK.
2015 The Imposter, 56th Venice Biennale, Venice.
2014 The Replacement, Meem Gallery, Dubai and Contemporary Art Platform, Kuwait City.
2013 Contemporary Arab Art: How Do You Sleep at Night?, Meem Gallery, Dubai, UAE.
Fair Skies — 25 Years of Arab Creativity, National Museum of Bahrain, Manama.
The Cubes — Hajj: The Journey Through Art, Museum of Islamic Art, Doha, Qatar.
Dress Code, Abu Dhabi Music and Arts Foundation, Abu Dhabi, UAE.
Confusionism, Katara Art Centre, Doha, Qatar.
2012 Fair Skies — 25 years of Arab Creativity, Institut du Monde Arabe, Paris, France.
2011 200 Gigabytes of My Memory — Art in Iraq Today, Meem Gallery, Dubai, and Beirut Exhibition
Center, Beirut, Lebanon.
2010 Fair Skies, Agial Art Gallery, Beirut, Lebanon.
My Homeland, Art Sawa Gallery, Dubai.
Beyond the War: Contemporary Iraqi Artists of the Diaspora, LTHM Gallery, New York, USA.
2009 Turtles — Iraqi Artists in Exile, Station Museum of Contemporary Art, Houston, Texas, USA.
Modernism and Iraq, Wallach Art Gallery, Columbia University, New York, USA.
2006 Golden Leaves Book, Gallery Jouy, Switzerland, and T Cazacrou Foundation, Frankfurt.
2005 Dafatir: Contemporary Iragi Book Art, University of North Texas Art Gallery, Denton and other
locations (travelling exhibition).
Improvisation: Seven Iraqi Artists, Bissan Gallery, Doha, Al-Riwaq Gallery, Manama, and 4
Walls Gallery, Amman, Jordan.
Paris — Baghdad: Iraqi Artists, Musée du Montparnasse, Paris, France.
2003 Iraqi Art Now: Looking Out, Looking In, De Paul Art Museum, Chicago, USA.
2002 The Ramona Project, 4 Wallls Gallery, Amman.
1998 The Dome Project, Zavitz Gallery, Toronto.
The Dome Project, Public Art, India.
1994 Obaidi, Darat Al Funun, Amman.
1990 Cats' Factory, Museum of Modern Art, Baghdad, Irag.
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