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a This publication documents different perspectives on Adel Abidin’s four-part proj-
ect, which reflects the artist’s reaction to the horrific incident in Baghdad in March 
2012, in which young people were stoned to death by religious extremists for emu-
lating the ‘emo’1 style. The project is the accumulation of a year long process of 
research and production with two separate phases. It began to take shape im-
mediately after the incident and emerged first as a two-part project presented in 
different media. This first phase consisted of a sculpture-based installation and a 
video installation as part of the artist’s solo exhibition at Arter, Istanbul in Novem-
ber 2012. In the second phase, additional research led Abidin to discover fresh 
sources and new points of departure, bringing him deeper into his subject. Now he 
presents the second and final phase of the journey in a different location, in Lawrie 
Shabibi, Dubai.

In this book, writers and curators such as Nat Muller, Arie Amaya-Akkermans, Dani-
ella Rose King, Didem Yazici, and the curator of the project, Basak Senova discuss 
and respond to this specific project. Through different viewpoints, they focus on 
Abidin’s artistic approach and working methodology, the works that the project 
inhabits, the curatorial approach and spatial design of the presentation along with 
the conceptual basis in a critical framework. The book starts with an interview with 
Abidin which reveals the evolution of his motives, ideas, and objectives.

1  Emo is a style of rock music characterized by melodic musicianship and expressive, often 
confessional lyrics. It originated in the mid-1980s hardcore punk movement of Washington, 
D.C., where it was known as ‘emotional hardcore’ or ‘emocore’ and pioneered by bands... In 
recent years the term ‘emo’ has been applied by critics and journalists to a variety of artists, 
including multiplatinum acts and groups with disparate styles and sounds... Today emo is 
commonly tied to both music and fashion as well as the emo subculture. Usually among 
teens, the term ‘emo’ is stereotyped with wearing slim-fit jeans, sometimes in bright colours, 
and tight T-shirts (usually short-sleeved) which often bear the names of emo bands. Stud-
ded belts and black wristbands are common accessories in emo fashion. Some males also 
wear thick, black horn rimmed glasses... The emo fashion is also recognised for its hairstyles. 
Popular looks include long side-swept bangs, sometimes covering one or both eyes. Also 
popular is hair that is straightened and dyed black. Bright colours, such as blue, pink, red, 
or bleached blond, are also typical as highlights in emo hairstyles. Short, choppy layers of 
hair are also common. This fashion has at times been characterized as a fad... Emo has been 
associated with a stereotype that includes being particularly emotional, sensitive, shy, intro-
verted, or angst-ridden. Source: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Emo
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Episode 1 1

2 November 2012

In March, 2012, Al Akhbar2 reported that at least 90 Iraqi teenagers with ‘emo’ ap-
pearances were stoned to death by religious extremists in Baghdad.
 
Iraqi artist Adel Abidin, who resides in Helsinki, produced a new work in the sum-
mer of 2012 in response to these regrettable events. Entitled Symphony, it is an 
homage to these young people. The production took place in Amman and the 
work was recently presented in Istanbul at Arter.3  
 
Abidin’s works reflect on the cruel realities of socio-political situations in differ-
ent geographies, utilising a refined aesthetic expression that creates frequently 
shocking paradoxes. Often oscillating between opposite poles, his works challenge 
viewers, enveloping them and, forcing them to become witnesses. Symphony was 
presented as a sculpture and video-based installation at Arter. The sculpture-based 
installation featured 90 small white doors in the walls, which evoked a morgue. 
Some of them were closed, while some were open. When the viewer pulled open 
the doors, small white statues of these young people, came into view on the slid-
ing drawers.
 
The video installation depicts the aftermath of the massacre of these young peo-
ple, with statues from the installation standing in for their bodies. A thread con-
nects each of the statues’ mouths to the leg of a white dove. The flock of doves flap 
their wings in vain, attempting to escape, but are anchored by the weight of death. 
The fluttering wings form a white cloud in the sky, registering the only movement 
in the work. The stillness of death is juxtaposed with the frantically flapping wings. 
The whistling cries and rustling wings of the doves create a soothing yet terrifying 
white noise. It is a symphony of death. In this interview with Başak Şenova, Abidin 
recounts how he heard about this terrible event and how it moved him to make a 
work in response to it.
 
 
Başak Şenova  When and how did you learn about the killings of these young 
people?
 
Adel Abidin  I was with my friends at a bar in Helsinki, when the topic randomly 
came up in March 2012. It was very shocking.
 
Başak Şenova  What did you feel when you first heard about it?
 

1  Episode 1, “The Symphony of Death Adel Abidin in Conversation with Basak Senova” was 
first published in ibraaz.org, 2 November, 2012, edited by Anthony Downey. Ibraaz is an on-
line publishing forum initiated by the Kamel Lazaar Foundation. Its primary goal is to publish 
material on visual culture in North Africa and the Middle East.
2  http://english.al-akhbar.com/node/4990
3  “The Move” exhibition, curated by the author, opened on the 5th of October, 2012, at 
Arter, Istanbul and brought together three solo exhibitions by Adel Abidin, Rosa Barba and 
Runa Islam together. Symphony (2012) was presented in Adel Abidin’s solo exhibition, titled” 
beyond ...”
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Adel Abidin  I felt very sad. I am disgusted that there are people who discrimi-
nate against others according to their physical appearance, sexual orientation or 
for whatever other reason. I don’t think that anyone on this earth has the right to 
judge and furthermore execute another person.
 
Başak Şenova  So, after hearing this news, you started to research the event.
 
Adel Abidin  Yes, I was traumatized once I started reading further about the issue 
and watching interviews with some officials who were against the killings. What 
further shocked me was that the same officials were at the same time stating that 
emos are bad for Iraqi society, as their ideology is imported from the west. This 
made me laugh, given their clearly westernized attire. Some clerics even suggested 
that ‘emos’ should be sent to court and put in jail.
 
Başak Şenova  As I read it, underneath all the accusations levelled against emos 
by the Moral Police of adversely affecting the society through devil worshiping and 
bizarre appearances, was the implication that these kids were gay.
 
Adel Abidin  It is true: it was not only about killing young people because they 
had bizarre appearances or because it was feared they were into devil worshipping. 
They were simply killed on the suspicion that they were gay.
 
Başak Şenova  How do you deal with homophobia? Is this incident simply about 
the closed culture in Iraq or do you perceive it as symptomatic of rising intolerance 
across the entire globe?
 
Adel Abidin  I believe that we should learn how to respect and accept other people 
for who they are and the choices they make. The young people who were stoned to 
death were honest about their choices and chose to express themselves through 
their appearance, and were punished horribly. However, I think the reason for this 
cruel crime was not solely homophobia. The perpetrators were likely shaken by this 
confrontation with the ‘other’ and tried to eliminate it. As I see it, it is the path to 
fundamentalism. In reality, the issue is actually much more widespread than just 
this incident. If we look at the bigger picture, we will see other such stories in dif-
ferent parts of the world.
 
Başak Şenova  When exactly did you decide to produce a work about it?
 
Adel Abidin  I immediately decided to do something about this, but didn’t hit on 
the final idea right away. As I read and researched, the concept began to material-
ize.
 
Başak Şenova  In the production of the work, you took two different routes: sculp-
ture and video. While having their own characteristics and plot organizations, they 
complement each other. Nonetheless, the sculptures form the basis of these two 
works. How do you relate sculpture with the memory of these young people?
 
Adel Abidin  I never claimed to be a sculptor, and haven’t previously explored that 
field, specifically with realistic realizations. But I felt that I needed to make an iconic 
figure of the emos and use them as symbols of every victim that has been discrimi-
nated against. It was a real challenge. However, what led me to do the sculpting 
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myself was that I wanted to be connected with these figures personally, regardless 
of where they were from.
 
Başak Şenova  For the sculptures, you applied a technique of carving and mould-
ing gypsum, but you processed them in such a way that they look like mossy and 
cracked old stones. Is there a specific reason behind this aesthetic?
 
Adel Abidin  These young people were not hanged or shot. They were stoned 
to death, their skulls actually smashed. I wanted to express this dimension in the 
work and therefore chose to make the sculptures from cheap gypsum, as it has the 
colour and feel of stones.
 
Başak Şenova  In the video, these sculptures depict a massacre.
 
Adel Abidin  From the beginning, I was certain that I wanted to create the scene 
of a massacre, as a tribute. Then, I thought the right path for it was to try to convey 
the vision of the soul and the body in Sufism. Ibn Sina [the eleventh-century phi-
losopher] posited that the soul is a free materialistic thing, belongs to no time and 
that there is nothing before it.
 
Başak Şenova  Could you elaborate the reference of Ibn Sina in the work further?
 
Adel Abidin  Ibn Sina made an analogy between the soul and a dove in one of 
his poems. He believed that the spirit is ancient and eternal and it landed from the 
highest truth onto humans by force. This idea always attracted me. I always won-
dered: When the body is gone, what happens to the soul? Does it stay near the 
dead body; does it wait for something to happen? Does it vanish with it? Or, does it 
return to where it came from? In this imagined massacre, the doves are connected 
to the dead bodies with thin threads so they cannot fly away. Yet this experience is 
accompanied by a symphony, performed by the desperate fluttering wings of the 
doves.
 
Başak Şenova  How do you read this symphony?
 
Adel Abidin  The concept of death and the cruelty of discrimination form its notes. 
It is a symphony of people, countries, and hopes that have died. By taking its point 
of departure from the story of these young people, the work actually depicts a 
scene and sorrow that takes place in different locations and times in the world. 
However, how we react to this scene is either by standing still and watching it ( just 
like the position in which I put the viewer who watches my work) or expressing our 
feelings in different and impulsive forms. So, this symphony expressed my feelings 
and reactions to this particular disaster that took place in my homeland. I tried to 
articulate my reaction with aesthetic elements; hence, I translated a tragic event as 
a poetic scene.
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Episode 2
7 February 2013

Adel Abidin continued to work on the same incident after his solo exhibition “be-
yond..” at Arter (November 2012, Istanbul). As a result, he produced two more 
works to exhibit at Lawrie Shabibi (March, 2013, Dubai). The exhibition, once again 
curated by Başak Şenova, lent its title from his first piece Symphony, dedicated to 
the young Iraqi boys, who were stoned to death as a consequence of discrimina-
tion, bigotry and prejudice that exist in many guises all over the world. 

The exhibition featured Symphony I (2012), a video installation and Symphony II 
(2012), a sculpture-based installation along with Al-Warqaa (2013), a large-scale 
sculptural installation and Mass (2013) a video piece. A big photographic image as 
an extract from Mass accompanied the exhibition as an outdoor piece.

Başak Şenova  The exhibition inhabits two works, which reflected your first reac-
tion to the killings of these young people, and then exactly a year after the incident, 
you are presenting these works along with new productions. In this context, how 
do you define and position these new two works in the exhibition? 

Adel Abidin  I see these two projects, Al-Warqaa and Mass as the continuation of 
the first two works titled Symphony I and Symphony II as three points of views of 
one reflection.

Başak Şenova  So, all of these perspectives resonate with your reaction towards 
discrimination.  

Adel Abidin  Yes, I wanted to study what freedom means for us as ‘free souls’ and 
how in reality we are always discriminated in a way or another. Discrimination, in 
some cases, goes over the limit by casing death to innocent people just because 
of their sexual orientation, appearance and going as far as being killed because of 
their hairstyle. 

Başak Şenova  How do you define the relationship between the terms ‘free soul’ 
and ‘discrimination’, Is this going to reveal the line of thought you are talking about?

Adel Abidin  I went through the history of human beings, and found there was 
no era that has ever been discussed in history books, where humans were really 
free from discrimination. The term ‘free soul’ is simply just a religious reflection to 
manipulate others. How can we be ‘free souls’ when we agree on the discrimina-
tion of others and even go to the extent of performing that act of discrimination? 

I made the piece Symphony with its two sections inspired by an actual event that 
took place in what I call the ‘light age’, the age of technology and the spread of 
both good and bad information. The time we live in requires some real attention, 
as it should be easy to know right from wrong. I think we need to pack up our 
knowledge, as it is not beyond our reach. What we are experiencing is a very high 
level of discrimination that could be equated to the Holocaust: Young people in 
the age of wisdom and pure production got stoned to death by people who think 
living life according to 1500 year-old ideologies.



Başak Şenova  How does this line of thinking reveal in these new works in particu-
lar and in the exhibition in general?

Adel Abidin  I took my inspiration of using the dove from Ibn Sina’s poem, and 
did the video piece Symphony II as a symbol of the ‘free souls’. Indeed, I see that 
discrimination goes way back in history, even to the Mesozoic Era (Age of the Rep-
tiles) in which dinosaurs lived (which began 245 million years ago and lasted for 
180 million years). So, when I stripped the dove and wanted to capture its own soul, 
I realized that my reference point could even be the Age of the Reptiles. 

In between these two stages, my field of research was metaphysics. I sincerely be-
lieve what Ibn Sina argues: the soul is incorporeal, it can be rewarded or punished, 
but it cannot be destroyed.  This is the main focus of this exhibition. 
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a Adel  Abidin’s works oscillate between opposite poles and create a frozen moment 
in which the viewer cannot position him or herself on stable ground; a tidal situ-
ation of witnessing and experiencing at the same time; a silent acceptance or a 
deliberate unresponsiveness. Each work leaves the viewer with a range of possible 
interpretations: his work is perceived by each viewer differently. 

Abidin’s method to decide on such an action is quite accidental; yet, the execution 
of his solution is always designed to the smallest detail. In the same vein, his works 
retain symbolism in every element. Symbolism adds lay-
ers of ambiguity and excitement to the process of ex-
ploring the work. While this lends a work a certain ease 
of understanding, at the same time it adds complexity. In 
this way, Abidin creates both a mental and psychologi-
cal relationship between the viewer and his work. Since 
this relationship is based on basic human instincts and 
conditions, the work finds channels to communicate in 
any context and location. 

Regardless of its medium or the form of its visual lan-
guage, each work takes its point of reference from re-
cent history and plays out the concealed realities of the 
current situation through the aspects of duration, speed, 
and discontinuity. Therefore, these aspects are essential variables to generate a 
shifting sense of time in his creative process. For Abidin, this process contains the 
seeds of past, present and future within them.

It descended upon thee from out of the regions above,
That exalted, ineffable, glorious, heavenly Dove.

Twas concealed from the eyes of all those who its nature would ken
Yet it wears not a veil, and is ever apparent to men. 

Unwilling it sought thee and joined thee, and yet, though it grieve,
It is like to be still more unwilling thy body to leave.

It resisted and struggled, and would not be tamed in haste.

Extracted from Ode to the Human Soul by Ibn Sina (Avicenna) 

Abidin dedicated the four-part project Symphony to the young Iraqi people who 
were stoned to death by religious extremists in Baghdad in March 2012, just be-
cause of their ‘emo’ appearance. 

The exhibition at Lawrie Shabibi comprises a wall-based sculptural installation, a 
suspended light-based sculptural installation, two one-channel video installations, 
(one on an LED screen), and a photographic image, mounted on the front facade 
of the gallery. 

The exhibition begins with the sculpture-based installation titled Symphony I, dis-
playing a set of white doors on the walls; some of them are closed, while others 
are open with drawers in them. The sliding drawers are pulled out to reveal little 
white stone-like statues of young people with an emo appearance. These figurines 
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of deceased beautiful young people combined with the sterile, almost blinding 
whiteness, leaves no room for ignorance: It is a morgue accenting a shocking per-
formance.

A suspended object radiates light from the gallery taking away the viewers at-
tention from this gloomy experience. The viewer then walks towards an object 
that depicts an intangible outline of a dove. Ibn Sina (Avicenna) makes an analogy 
between ‘soul’ and ‘dove’ by comparing the journey of the soul with the flight of a 
dove. In his verses the soul is a timeless non-materialistic thing, unwilling to come 
down to the body. It signifies eternity, which will possibly be detached from the 
heavenly sphere. This enchanting work, entitled Al-Warqaa, is a visual analogue of 
this concept. It comprises subtly-lit white cubes and pyramids made from Plexiglas 
over a metal skeleton. Its spiky feathers contrast with the solid appearance of the 
cubes to create a tensional accord which is amplified by the thread pulling the claw 
of the bird to a stone on the floor. The one-channel video Symphony II located in 
a separate section of the gallery, engages with the same concept. This video is a 
painterly scene in portrait format depicting the aftermath of an imaginary massa-
cre of the young Iraqis. The corpses in the video are juxtaposed as statues, icons, 
and even sacred figures. In the video, a thread connects each body by its mouth 
to the leg of a white dove. The flock of birds flap their wings in vain, attempting to 
escape. However, they are anchored by the weight of death. The fluttering wings 
form a white cloud in the sky, registering the only movement in the work. 

Above and beyond, it is possible to draw parallels between the act of the phoenix 
bursting into flames and then reborn from the ashes on the altar of the temple at 
Heliopolis, and the doves’ efforts to escape and to recall those young people’s pas-
sion for another possible world in a continuous landscape. Nevertheless, the loop-
ing scene of this analogy in the video runs like an incomplete stanza of a poem, as 
it depicts the climax of the phoenix’s death, but not the rebirth process. The viewer 
is left to watch the stillness of death against the frantically flapping wings. The 
sound of the birds, their whistling cries and rustling wings, creates a soothing yet 
terrifying soundtrack of white noise.

Abidin articulates the aural attribute of the white noise with a visual pun: white 
noise flows on a portrait-format LED screen. A closer look at this work entitled 
Mass uncovers countless doves, creating the noise on the screen. The doves dis-
solve in dot patterns and random flickering, recalling the desperate and hopeless 
resistance of the young Iraqis while they were being stoned and killed.

The same image statically echoes on the facade of the gallery, interfering white 
noise of the dark corners and hazy zones of the city, Dubai.
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The first encounter with the sculptural component of Adel Abidin’s four-part proj-
ect Symphony, is striking for its stillness, and its clinical serenity. A series of small 
drawers are hewn into the gallery wall, some with their doors closed, others with 
their doors opened, displaying small gypsum statuettes. It a takes a moment to 
register that we are actually looking at morgue refrigeration units containing min-
iature corpses, carefully crafted into the architecture of the exhibition space. Here 
is a spatial installation that works with the features of the exhibition venue, rather 
than in it. These small, yet meticulously executed incisions in the white cube ex-
hibition space foreground the strong aesthetics present in the artwork, but also 
lay bare art’s struggle to capture a brutal event. Instead of overriding the horrors 
of violent deaths through a flat representation, it is precisely the aesthetics of the 
piece that augment what comes after the act of violence, namely the terrible si-
lence of death and voids of emptiness. Leaving some of the nooks closed suggests 
that we can insert our own projections onto whatever is behind the closed doors, 
but it also hints at an end point, a final stop. The installation layers whiteness on 
whiteness; the white of the white cube and its pristine walls melts with the pale-
ness of the installation’s little drawers and the statuettes, which on their own terms 
echo the skeletal colour of bone. The undoing of colour signifies a loss of life, but 
it also brings in a certain uniformity that erases any individual trait. In death we are 
all equals.

Though in this installation Abidin references the 2012 murder of dozens of ‘emo’ 
youths in Iraq, killed at the hand of extremist militias, the uniform whiteness of 
the piece transcends the specific event into something far more universal, related 
to a deeply ingrained fear of the Other. Indeed, these youths were killed because 
they represented something ‘other’ in terms of their life style, but more particular 
their outward appearance, their dress, hairstyle, and other visual traits of masculin-
ity. It calls into question how narrow the norm of acceptable masculinities is in a 
religious and ethnically divided society 
like contemporary Iraq, or any other 
(conservative) society for that matter. 
The Iraqi emos were attacked for being 
westernized,  effeminate, homosexual, 
devil worshippers, but it does not re-
ally matter what they were accused of. 
What matters is that these youths were 
murdered for an image they repre-
sented; an image that was not desired, 
nor accepted by their society. Stoned 
to death by their assailants, their fate 
can be seen as a form of modern-day 
iconoclasm. A desire to destroy any 
image that does not answer to a very 
dogmatic idea of that what an image - 
a vehicle of representation - should be. 
It is perhaps surprising then, that for a 
work so embroiled with the image, Abi-
din would choose to name it according to a musical piece - a symphony - as if he 
were nodding to the fragile state of images. Symphony engages with the destruc-
tion of the image, but its title is also a marker of a lyrical beauty, albeit one of 
an uncomfortable, if not terrible kind. If anything, it insists that art has a voice in 
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speaking out about heinous crimes, and has the ability to make us pause, and re-
flect. Nevertheless, the moment Abidin creates is first and foremost poetic, before 
it makes a political statement. And though the piece has a commemorating quality 
to it, it is not a monument or a memorial. Its form is too delicate and fleeting, the 
whiteness of it too self-erasing to become a lasting material tribute. 

The tragedy of the individual deaths is amplified in the video component of the 
project. We see mounds of statuettes stretching endlessly towards the horizon, as 
if they perished on a battle field, their mouths threaded to flapping white doves 
that cannot seem to free themselves. This is the one and only time we actually 
hear sound: the fruitless flapping of wings and the ominous acoustics it produces. 
It is a scene of Sisyphean inertia: the doves flap their wings in vain, the statuettes/
youths remain lifeless. The sensibility is one of desolation and tragedy: flesh upon 
flesh, bone upon bone, stone upon stone. The broken promises of youth and free-
dom seem to be transcribed literally into this piece. Whereas the wall piece sets 
apart each statuette as an individual - we can clearly see the different details or 
personalities in the figurines, the video installation suggests the scale and the re-
peated drama of these deaths. There is no closure to this looped video. As long as 
prejudices and preconceived ideas reign, the cycle of harassment and violence is 
unlikely to be broken.

The iconoclastic properties of Symphony are brought to the fore by the banner 
gracing the gallery’s façade. What appears to be white noise is in effect a still of an 
animation shown on an LED screen indoors: an endless amount of pixel-like doves 
flapping their wings, unable to fly away. We can discern movement, but in the end 
the image collapses and does not transmit any information to the viewer. Is this 
how we, saturated by the abundance of violent media images on our TVs, twitter 
and rss feeds, react to the death of these young Iraqis? Do we register the severity 
of these atrocious acts at all? If this is a symphony, or rather a requiem, then who 
is listening? Abidin has certainly managed to capture our attention. Gone is the 
humour, wry sarcasm or lush imagery that dots much of his oeuvre. In this project, 
it seems, he wants us to listen.

In much of this project the artists veers between volume and singularity, the col-
lective and the individual, the micro and the macro, as if he were continuously 
reminding us that when dealing with discriminatory hate crimes individuals, as well 
as a larger idea, are targeted. It is also a soft call to recognize our own agency in 
the light of these matters, and take a stand.

The final addition to Symphony is a huge light-based sculpture suspended from 
the ceiling. In the darkened gallery space a wireframe model of a dove hovers over 
us, its flight weighed down by a stone pulling it to the ground, similar to the doves 
in the video and the animation. However, here the bird’s magnitude does lend it 
an element of monumentality. Its glowing appearance inspires awe. Even if it is 
weighed down, this dove also resembles a phoenix rising from the flames. In other 
words, there is still a window of opportunity here for escape. As such Abidin has 
instilled a speck of hope in this otherwise sombre and subdued installation. 
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To kill, like to die, is to seek an escape from being, to go where freedom and nega-
tion operate. Horror is the event of being which returns in the heart of this nega-

tion, as though nothing had happened.

 Emmanuel Levinas

Contemporary art is replete with allusions to death. This contemporary fascination 
with death nevertheless has little to do with the sublime aspect thereof with which 
the death of the tragic hero was coated in classical drama, sculpture and painting; 
here one could recall the statue of the Laocoön and His Sons, attributed by Pliny the 
Elder to three sculptors from the island of Rhodes. Based on a lost play of Sopho-
cles, the sculpture presents the Trojan priest Laocoön and his offspring as they are 
being devoured by sea serpents sent by Poseidon, after the priest attempted to 
expose the ruse of the Trojan Horse. In the 18th century, the German critic Lessing 
was profoundly impressed by the paradox embodied in the work, in which beauty, 
death and failure blend into a single piece. According to Lessing, the artist could 
not realistically translate the physical suffering of the victims, as this would be too 
painful. Rather, he had to express suffering while retaining beauty.

Expressions of suffering in art were never considered contradictory as it is said – 
this time by Schopenhauer – that tragedy is a tonic. The Crucifixion as a tradition 
of representation in Western art is but one example of the duplicitously affirmative 
value of tragic art. The philosopher Sarah Kofman asserts that while on the one 
hand, “Rigorously speaking, an art that is harmful to life, that negates life, destroys 
itself as art and can only abusively be called art”, it is also true that “Tragic art is fun-
damentally affirmative: it leads neither to pessimism nor to optimism but to a “virile 
skepticism”: it teaches us to love life the way one loves an unfaithful woman, whose 
beauty is still acknowledged despite her duplicity.” Tragedy in fact was considered a 
supreme aesthetic category in that – now more or less defunct – tradition of think-
ing about art that ran between Plato and Hegel. But the situation of contemporary 
art is rather different, where death is dislocated from the traditional hierarchy of 
correlations between things, meanings and representations.

While it is all too tempting for contemporary artists to shatter the aesthetic me-
diation of dealing with death that was once afforded by classical aesthetics, it is 
also true that the proliferation of photography and video as documentary forms 
– whether art or not – has made it imperative for art to perform yet another trans-
gression. It is not because death is no longer a subject of inquiry and contempla-
tion but because the essential qualities associated with death have been eroded 
in the course of the violent history of modernity, in particular the quality of its 
individuality. Thus, death is not necessarily the personal experience of leaving life 
and entering an unknown realm. Sublime or not, the technological possibilities af-
forded by the modern era has brought us into direct confrontation with deathless 
death: A death that is not personal or individual. Genocides, massacres, extermina-
tions, wars and more wars. An impossible death.

Contemporary artists that have confronted the question of death have resorted 
to symbolic transitions whose common denominator is asking the question, “Was 
this his/her/mine own death?” or was it simply a bureaucratic operation, a politi-
cal calculation, a biological task performed without the essential meaning or lack 
thereof which is associated with dying? The shift of the 20th century in which the 
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distinction between art objects and crass objects per-
functorily evaporated – not without adding complex 
layers of subversion – allowed artists to explore death 
through objects, traces and self-referential symbolic 
orders. 

Iraqi artist Adel Abidin’s work pays homage to the 
‘emo’ teenagers stoned to death in Baghdad in March, 
2012. “Of what one cannot speak”. That is the main 
question begot by the work. To talk about death un-
mediated and without the access to certain symbolic 
orders, is that not a way to de-humanize the victims 
and take away their dignity as much as the autonomy 
and dignity of the work of art itself? 

A conversation between Hannah Arendt and Eric 
Voegelin about the horrors of the concentration 
camps in the 1950’s revealed the perils of such a jour-
ney: The fact of simply recounting the cold facts of 
the concentration camps is making them speakable, 
and insofar as they are speakable, they are also un-
derstandable and therefore, condonable: A semantic 
distance ought to be established. The work of Abi-
din is characterized by a subtle gesture that makes 
a tragic event incomprehensibly poetic and therefore 
unforgettable in memorializing spatially, but yet clean 
from references: The work is an extension also of a 
clean white, so clean that it almost blinding and inef-
fable to the eye.

A group of teenagers were kidnapped, tortured and 
murdered in Baghdad in March, 2012, because of 
their emo dress style that has been associated with 
Satanism and homosexuality. After the Iraqi Morality 
Police issued a statement, criticizing the emo lifestyle, 
and threatened to eliminate those associated with the 
phenomenon, the dead bodies were found in dump-
sters after being beaten to death with cement blocks. 

In an interview with Başak Şenova, the artist spoke 
about how he started researching the event: “I was 
traumatized once I started reading further about the 
issue and watching interviews with some officials who 
were against the killings. What further shocked me was 
that the same officials were at the same time stating 
that ‘emos’ are bad for Iraqi society, as their ideology 
is imported from the west. This made me laugh, given 
their clearly westernized attire. Some clerics even sug-
gested that ‘emos’ should be sent to court and put in 
jail.” 
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As it is often the case with victims of violence in the Middle East, the perpetrators 
are on the run and an investigation is said to be open, which will never materialize.

One of the pieces of the work is composed of a sculpture-based installation with a 
number of doors built-in on the wall giving the effect of entering a morgue – white 
is often a metaphor for being de-sensitized to horror – some of which open in the 
direction of the viewer and contain small white gypsum-statues of the young men, 
resembling the texture of stone and in their pristine whiteness, bereft of any of 
the commonplace references associated with the narrative of death: There are no 
IDs, no traces, no names, no photographs, no signs of mourning, no traces of life. 
Another piece of the work is a video-installation with the same statues of the in-
stallation standing in lieu of their bodies. The mouths of the heavy-looking statues 
are threaded to the legs of white doves in a moving stand-still frame, pulling in two 
different directions: As the doves attempt to escape and flee into higher realms, 
the weight of the stone reminds the viewer of deathless deaths, and the frapping 
sounds of the doves attempting to escape, though somewhat soothing, recreate 
an inescapable confrontation with an unmastered past that is yet not passing; it is 
made of stone.

In the interview with Şenova, the artist speaks about his choice of material: “These 
young people were not hanged or shot. They were stoned to death, their skulls actu-
ally smashed. I wanted to express this dimension in the work and therefore chose to 
make the sculptures from cheap gypsum, as it has the color and feel of stones.” In 
the making of the video-installation he speaks about the vision of 17th century 
philosopher Ibn Sina that he adopted: “Ibn Sina made an analogy between the soul 
and a dove in one of his poems. He believed that the spirit is ancient and eternal and 
it landed from the highest truth onto humans by force. This idea always attracted 
me. I always wondered: When the body is gone, what happens to the soul? Does it 
stay near the dead body; does it wait for something to happen? Does it vanish with 
it? Or, does it return to where it came from? In this imagined massacre, the doves are 
connected to the dead bodies with thin threads so that they cannot fly away. Yet this 
experience is accompanied by a symphony, performed by the desperate fluttering 
wings of the doves.”

Abidin expresses his personal reaction to this tragedy interwoven in distinct aes-
thetic elements, creating a poetic scenario that reinforces the nature of the atrocity 
– it leaves it in the hands of the viewer as an open field from which it is impossible 
to withdraw one’s gaze. To listen to this transparent and colorless symphony is to 
recognize that what is paralyzing about death is not the occurrence of the event, 
but rather, the metamorphosis of death into a cyclical, nameless and predictable 
discontinuity of the flow between life and death that we receive as a gift at birth. 
It is this discontinuity that we have to bear witness to, or in the words of Mascha 
Kaleko, from her poem Memento: “Going away does not hurt half as staying does.” 
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“Sing me something soft
Sad and delicate

Or loud and out of key
Sing me anything

…
We’re glad for what we’ve got

Done with what we’ve lost
Our whole lives laid out right in front of us”

Existentialism on Prom Night, Straylight Run, 2004

These lyrics ring true for Adel Abidin’s multi-media installation Symphony, shown 
at Lawrie Shabibi in Dubai’s Al-Quoz district. Written by a definitive American ‘emo’ 
band in the early noughties, ostensibly it speaks of an existential crisis millions of 
teens share across the USA, brought on by that defining moment – Prom Night 
– that marks the end of high school and the beginning of adulthood. It sadly reso-
nates on another level – the untimely deaths of almost one hundred youths, mas-
sacred for their appearance. Their adherence to an ‘emo’ lifestyle angered religious 
extremists to such an extent they engaged in a spree of stonings and beatings in 
Baghdad during March 2012. 

‘Emo’ (deriving from emotional hardcore or emotional rock), refers to a style of in-
die rock music characterised by emotional lyrics and melodies pioneered by bands 
such as Jimmy Eat World, Dashboard Confessional, My Chemical Romance and 
Straylight Run. Their music inspired a generation of youths that ascribed to its 
confessional, introverted, darkly emotional perspective, developing their own sub-
culture of behaviours, fashion, hairstyles and makeup. Often clothed in black, with 
skinny jeans and thick black eyeliner, this androgynous style has been ignorantly 
conflated by conservative society – as with most non-mainstream cultures of this 
type – with a disconcerting refutation of the status quo, homosexuality and at the 
extreme, devil worship. When ‘emos’ became noticeable in Baghdad, extremists 
issued leaflets warning that individuals who associate themselves with this fash-
ion would be killed on the grounds of heresy and nonconformity. This declaration 
briefly preceded reports of ninety murdered teens, which was met with widespread 
global outrage. Meanwhile Baghdad-raised Adel Abidin formed his own, multi-
layered critique of the events, enabling his viewers to take part in his mediated 
experience of commemorating and remembering these innocent victims of misin-
formed moral outrage and bigotry.

“Done with what we’ve lost
Our whole lives laid out right in front of us”

In Symphony the artist currently based in Helsinki, takes the aftermath of the mo-
ment of violence, articulating his poetic imagining of the event through video, 
installation and sound. Before entering the gallery the viewer is presented with a 
huge, 2 x 3 metre image that appears from a distance to be a LED screen. But on 
closer inspection, as one moves closer to the work, it reveals itself as a printed ban-
ner depicting a still from a video work featured inside the exhibition. It shows noise; 
the seemingly random flickering of black and white dots on a television screen that 
appears when a transmission is lost. Yet the white dots are actually countless doves. 
The artist silently introduces us to his futile doves with wings that beat incessantly 
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but are unable escape; a presence that ominously fills the exhibition. 

On the wall of the corridor that leads into the gallery is Symphony Part I (2012):  forty 
hatches, some closed and some open, revealing mortuary drawers that hold min-
iature statues of youths dressed in emo attire in the characteristic posture (hands 
in pockets, shoulders sunk). These statues, according to the artist, become icons 
for not just the Iraqi emos, but ‘symbols of every victim that has been discriminated 
against’.1  Made of moulded and aged gypsum, they reveal the artist’s hand in the 
process and tie him, inextricably, to each victim. The stone-like appearance of the 
figures elliptically draws our attention to the manner of the teens’ execution, by 
stoning, while referencing public memorials. Moving past the corridor of doors the 
exhibition continues into an open, darkened room. Shown on a large wall-mounted 
LED screen is Mass (2013), a looped feed of the shimmering doves – the moving 
image counterpart of the print first encountered upon entering the installation. Ac-
companying this, dominating the space is Al-Warqaa (2013), a great, suspended, 
bird-shaped metal form. A delicate thread connects the bird to a stone on the floor, 
anchoring and trapping it within the gallery. This halcyon, skeletal structure binds 
the individual works in the exhibition, forming an endless, inescapable circuit. From 
the minuscule doves presented on both banner and LED screen and the smaller-
than-life-size plaster figurines to the gigantic bird sculpture; the artist manipulates 
scale throughout, confounding and disorienting the viewer. In the final work, Abi-
din draws fragments from each proceeding piece into a video, the height of which 
is in proportion to a human frame. The video, Symphony II (2012), portrays the 
aftermath in its entirety in a single, seemingly static image. Ninety plaster statues 
are depicted heaped upon each other as in a mass grave with sinewy strings issu-
ing forth their mouths. These strings are held aloft by doves whose flapping wings 
produce a deafening ‘symphony of death’2 that echoes throughout the gallery. 

The title of the exhibition alludes to the concordance of sound and harmony of 
instruments in an orchestra. The victims portrayed in the work, singled out as they 
were in reality, and heaped upon each other in the purgatorial wasteland of Abi-
din’s video, come to form a purposefully silent critical mass. The profound pathos 
at the heart of emo music – “Sing me something soft and sad, or loud and out of key” 
– whether this resonated with those Iraqi teenagers, or was transient – nonetheless 
characterised, through Symphony their eulogy.

At every stage, the spatial construction of the installation creates a sense of em-
pathy between the viewer and the work, and the event that forms its subject. Fur-
ther, it implicates her/him in the violence of this situation. Abidin ultimately denies 
aggression through its exclusion in the creation of a meditative, contemplative 
environment. Yet the violent act is latent throughout, and inevitably made more 
tangible through its absence. Using the unsaid, and manipulating the emotion-
al capacities of the viewer, he forces us to recognise the parallels between this 
example of cruelty and other similar acts that manifest across the socio-political 
spectrum. The artist positions the viewer at an uncomfortable proximity to such an 
event that makes our complicity difficult to disavow.
 
 
1  “The Symphony of Death, Adel Abidin in Conversation with Başak Şenova”, 
Ibraaz, 2 November 2012 (http://www.ibraaz.org/interviews/46)
2  ibid.
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What could be the challenges one encounters when trying to produce an artwork 
whose subject matter is a group of people who have passed away during an unjust 
attack? Perhaps falling into the trap of re-positioning and thus exploiting already 
‘victimized’ and massacred people in the name of art? 

Adel Abidin picks up this already quite sensitive subject in an uncanny way, open-
ing up new ways of reading and production. Symphony (2012) is a work that aims 
at a subtle lament. The work is based on ‘emo’ youths in Iraq who were stoned to 
death in 2012 solely because of their attire, hair gel, sunglasses and close-fitting 
clothes, devoid of any ideological impulse on their part, thus displaying the most 
extreme form of discrimination and intolerance in the society they lived in. The 
installation, which was displayed for the first time within “The Move” exhibition 
(Arter, Istanbul, 2012), was a work comprising of sculpture and video, presented in 
two settings, which the spectator had to follow in order to discover the full work. 
The method and process of the work operated in tandem with the content.

A few months prior to the opening, Adel Abidin focused solely on each of the 
sculptures that were to appear in the exhibition, in a dedication not unlike ascetic 
worship. The reason to draw attention to this is not to eulogize the artist’s labour, 
but rather to underscore the way in which the relationship between the narrative 
lying behind the work and the artistic method followed is outlined. To a certain ex-
tent, one could read Symphony as a way for the artist to cope with the pain that the 
massacre has left in him. The video is depicts only one frame from the massacre: 
What remains after violence. It re-creates a symphonic farewell by tying the strings 
that issue forth from the victims’ mouths to the foot of a dove.

Unfortunately, it is not only radical groups that generate those minute instances 
where these people are arrogantly sneered at, but there are also a significant num-
ber of people from all walks of life who fall into the fallacy of a lazy mind that can-
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not tolerate the tiniest speck of variation in their daily lives, all the while presuming 
and professing that they respect individual differences. In this society that borders 
on lunacy where individuals are not only discriminated against due to the kind of 
music they listen to or the lifestyle they have chosen as in the case with the emos, 
but are under the threat of persecution against their right to live solely on the basis 
of their political, ethnic, sexual, religious identities or choice of partners, Symphony 
resonates with all its gravity and severity.

The text was first published in Hamle/The Move, Ed. by Başak Şenova and İlkay Baliç, İstanbul, 
Arter, 2012, ISBN 978-975-6959-60-2
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munication of the works. For that reason, the spatial 
design focuses on the object titled Al-Warqaa as the 
central point of the exhibition. All of the other works 
–a sculpture-based installation, Symphony I, a video 
installation, Symphony II, an animation on an LED 
screen, Mass- are placed around this object. Whilst 
each work claims its own spatial territory through 
separating plaster walls, regardless of the separating 
walls, Al-Warqaa can be partially viewed from every 
corner of the gallery space. The architectural adjust-
ments are limited with these separating walls. Thus, 
the overall spatial design of the exhibition allows the 
viewer to identify the spatial characteristics of Lawrie 
Shabibi’s structural space.
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General View of Al-Warqaa

Rear View of Al-Warqaa
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Side View of Al-Warqaa

Bird’s Eye View of Al-Warqaa
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Symphony I, 2012
Installation view
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Symphony II, 2012
Video Still
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Symphony II, 2012
Installation view
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Al-Warqaa, 2013
Installation view
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Mass, 2013
Installation view
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Adel Abidin is a video, installation and photography artist. His multi-media practice 
explores the complex relationships between culture, politics, and identity. Using a 
sharp palette of irony and humor, Abidin gravitates towards social situations dealing 
with elusive experiences and cultural alienation. Abidin uses his cross-cultural back-
ground to create a distinct visual language often laced with sarcasm and paradox, 
while maintaining his ultimately humanistic approach.

Abidin was born in Baghdad in 1973 and currently lives and works in Helsinki, Fin-
land. He has exhibited widely in group and solo exhibitions at renowned galleries 
and museums worldwide including Kiasma Museum of Contemporary Art, Helsinki, 
The Centre of Contemporary Art, Salamanca, the 10th Sharjah Biennale, and 52nd 
Venice Biennale. In 2011, he presented new work in a string of solo exhibitions at 
Darat al-Funun in Amman, Gallerie Anne de Villepoix in Paris, and Wharf: Centre D’art 
Contemporain De Basse, Normandy. Amongst his critically acclaimed works are Three 
Love Songs at Mathaf, Doha, and The Consumption of War, at the Iraqi Pavilion of the 
54th Venice Biennale.

Adel’s exhibitions in 2012 included: L’institut du Monde Arabe, a major solo show at 
Arter – space for art in Istanbul, Kunsthalle Winterthur in Switzerland and in an exhibi-
tion entitled Arab Express at The Mori Art Museum in Tokyo. In 2013, Adel’s work was 
part of a group exhibition at the Mead Gallery in the UK. Participation in upcoming 
exhibitions includes: the Museum of Anthropology in Vancouver, and the 10th an-
niversary exhibition of The Mori Art Museum.
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