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Kabul with her older

brother. It was the mid-
1980s, the Russians had invaded
and the Afghan people were los-
ing their legs and lives in bomb
attacks. People were hanged
from trees, she says, speaking
during an interview recently con-
ducted within the sleek angular
walls of the Australian Centre for
Contemporary Art.

Abdul and her brother settled
in New Delhi for a couple of
years and then flew to Germany
where, being without passports
and visas, they languished at the
Frankfurt airport for a couple of
weeks before being admitted
into refugee camps.

“I couldn’t go to school, I was
not allowed to go anywhere,” she

intense moment in history, I
could feel it. On the news, I
would watch people get killed in
Afghanistan and everything was
so personal even though it was
such a global event.”

When Abdul was almost 17,
her parents (her mother was a
teacher and her father, an intel-
lectual under surveillance) and
younger brother managed to
leave Kabul and join her and her
brother in Germany, with the
family later given residency in
the United States.

By the time Abdul was 22 she
had studied philosophy, political
science and political theory in
Los Angeles and felt “completely

”. “But when I took my first
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As a young adult, she did her
master’s in art and now, at 32,
has been making work for a dec-
ade. Last year, she represented
Afghanistan at the Venice Bien-
nale and those works, as well as
an earlier piece made before she
started going back to Kabul, are
part of a group exhibition, The
Unquiet World, which opened at
ACCA last weekend.

The key Venice work is a
16mm film called The White
House, which slowly and poeti-
cally unfolds across a wall at
ACCA. In it, Abdul can be seen
painting white the ruin of a
once-grand residence related to
the presidential palace. Fighting
has reduced the place to cracked
columns and dusty rubble and

to articulate what are ruins and
what are monuments, and what
is our relationship to them. How
do we understand history after
catastrophe and, as artists, how
do we move on?”’

The other film here that went
to Venice has a man methodi-
cally hacking ‘into the earth
around a lush green tree, which
is about to fruit. The camera
pans the blue sky, the pretty foli-
age and the rugged landscape.
“Our people were hanged from
this tree,” the man wielding the
axe tells another man, who then
asks why he doesn’t cut it from
the base. “Because I want to get
all the roots out,” is the answer.

Abdul is currently splitting
her time between France and

but at‘the end of the day it all
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&When | took my first
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On her forays into the country
she drives around looking for
places to use in her work. Not so
long ago, she found a Russian
fighter plane that had been shot
down years ago and she is cur-
rently making a work that has
young children stuffing the hun-
dreds of bullet holes through its
body with white cotton.

.

really feminine and like a paint-
ing almost.”” She always works
with the same German camera-
man, whose loyalty was sorely
tested in Afghanistan a couple of
weeks ago when the two of them
were held at gunpoint and he
had his passport taken away.

But Abdul insists that working
outside the country of her birth
doesn’t have the same meaning:
“I don’t have the same relation-
ship to these things like I did in
Afghanistan; it’s part of my his-
tory, part of my people and I can
really feel the suffering. I
internalised years of war and I
think I am still dealing with it.”

The Unquiet World is at the Australian
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