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Sha Sarwari’s work responds to both
the experience and representation
of refugees in Australia. Language
is a crucial force and is the raw
material for the creation of works
that use newspaper clippings,
postcards and charcoal renderings
of Nastaliq calligraphy to express
Sarwari’s journey as a refugee from
Afghanistan.

Life as a refugee is a ‘liminal’
existence, where one is
simultaneously on both sides of a
threshold, where the transitional
becomes continual: a life between
two worlds. Reflecting on his
experience, Sarwari has described
the way that, as a refugee, one can
feel alienated from their host country,
but also feel as if they don’t belong
in their home country.! The title of
the exhibition pairs ‘liminal’ with the
Farsi term, “w__¢”, or Barzakh, which
similarly refers to the experience of
being in limbo, a place of lingering
between death and resurrection. The
terms are similar, but not completely
reconcilable. This exhibition,

Liminal <)z, extends the meeting
of languages, and these concepts,

to understand refugee experience

as being between pasts and

futures, alienation and acceptance,
remembrance and forgetting.

Sarwari’s work does not settle a
singular meaning and this extends

to his approach to the format of
exhibition-making itself, where often
his exhibitions, including Liminal
<)¢ , combine old and new works in
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various configurations. Each iteration
is unique in its constellation of works,
which remain unsettled, gathering
new meanings as they encounter each
other, and audiences, both old and
new.

The earliest work here is National
Icon (2015), which reimagines

Max Dupain’s iconic photograph
Sunbaker (1937). Sarwari’s work
presents a similarly posed figure
lying on a beach, though here the
figure is wearing a bright orange
life jacket. Sunbaker is revered for
symbolizing a version of Australia
defined by sunshine, health and
carefree days on the beach.? With
this work, Sarwari enters a longer
lineage of artists reimagining
Dupain’s work to demythologize
and to expand on, or question, its
definitions of nationhood.? National
Icon is saturated with ambiguity; we
wonder if the figure is alive or dead.
[f the Australian beach is marked

as a space of leisure in the popular
imagination, it is a site of life or death
for asylum seekers arriving by boat.
As a geographic place, the beach
itself is ambiguous, liminal, moving
ceaselessly with the tides, between
land and sea.

In its ambiguity and intertextuality
National Icon connects to art historian
Veronica Tello’s identification of

what she labels ‘counter-memorial
aesthetics.” In analysing examples of
the intersection of refugee histories
and contemporary art, Tello finds
work that brings repressed histories






to the fore, but in doing this is open
to ambiguity and heterogeneity, often
combining seemingly incongruous or
incompatible references.* National
Icon can be understood within this
realm of the ‘counter-memorial’,
reaching from Dupain’s work through
to asylum seeker tragedies, the work
compresses multiple temporalities
and opposing sentiments into a single
image. National Icon does not seek

to define a newly stable history or
national identity. The work is not

a resolved affirmation, but instead
reveals the messy polysemy and
ongoing struggle in any definition of
the national, and the impossibility of
a singular ‘icon’.

Ashes to Ashes (2017) presents a
video of a large boat made from paper
burning on a beach. The burning boat
is constructed from paper printed
with numerous Australian newspaper
and media articles about asylum
seekers. Over the top of this Sarwari
has painted, in Nastaliq script and

in his own words, his story as a
refugee.” Here Sarwari sifts through
these media archives to assert an
alternative, personal narrative.

The fragile ephemeral sculpture,
burning in Ashes to Ashes, suggests
the ongoing construction of the self
in the clash of personal experience
against dominating and powerful
media archives: a counter-memory.
As Tello writes, “counter-memory is
an intervention into the archive for
the purposes of re-formatting how the
visual field disrupts what images can
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be thought to constitute a particular
life narrative; it makes plain that the
self is constructed through a private
intervention in the archive.”®

Another work included in Liminal
<_J¢, Like a Moth to a Flame (2019),
gathers newspaper articles about
refugees dated around 2003, when
Sarwari was living on a Temporary
Protection Visa. These are reprinted
on silk, which is stitched together to
create an outfit. The outfit is given
form through its placement, draped
over a chair, alluding perhaps to the
absent people who are the subject of
these articles.”

In both Ashes to Ashes and A Moth to
a Flame, Sarwari collects a mass of
fragments, using these to compress
pasts and futures, and incongruous
worldviews and perspectives, into

a single artwork.® For Tello, the
significance of this approach is that

it opens itself to ambiguity, to the
unknown. In an environment flooded
with media images that aim to strictly
circumscribe their meaning, Sarwari’s
work sits with uncertainty. As a
counter-memorial art practice, his
work produces heterogeneity instead
of certainty, drawing attention to
repressed histories in a manner

that is often personal, idiosyncratic
and open-ended, creating space for
conversation and reflection.

Ashes to Ashes is an endless loop,
with the footage of the burning boat
playing forwards and backwards,
without end. There is a tension here



between remembering and forgetting
that is never resolved. In the texts
and scripts that are being burnt

in this video, language is linked

to fire and its remnants: charcoal,
cinders. This merging of fire and
language is further developed in
Liminal <,)¢ , via the works Untitled
12(2023) and Untitled 13 (2023).
Part of Sarwari’s Archaeology of
Memory series, these works use
charcoal to render Nastaliq scripts.
Jacques Derrida, a philosopher

of the undecidable, ruminates on
cinders; they are liminal, a material
presence that speaks to an absence
(of what has been burnt). Cinders

are an in-between object, marking
the extinguished, yet holding what
remains; charcoal marks fire, but also
its retreat.® Words and cinders come
together for Derrida as traces that are
never quite captured: “But the urn of
language is so fragile. It crumbles and
immediately you blow into the dust of
words that are the cinder itself.”1°

The cinder is fragile, yet also resilient,
representing what has not been
destroyed. Language, in Sarwari’s
Archaeology of Memory works, is
understood similarly. The works

hold onto the language of home,
rising from the ashes, it is both
fragile and resilient.!! Reflecting on
Sarwari’s work, among others, and
their own experience of language in
the context of Nastaliq script, Nadia
Niaz writes, “language isn’t just script
or vocabulary or sound. It is the
practiced inherited gestures that are

inscribed on us and that we in turn
leave traces of behind us. Without
this weaving of self and story, these
lines and shapes would be lifeless,
meaningless.”'? Language is woven
into the self, but, I would add, to have
meaning it must also be cast away
from the self.

Silent Conversation (2015), another
work exhibited as part of Liminal
<L)z , presents hundreds of
postcards, in a spiral on the floor
and lined-up along the walls of the
gallery. To create this work, Sarwari
sent thousands of postcards asking,
“What do you think of asylum
seekers?” Initially, he received

just fifteen responses.'® Over the
intervening years, more postcards
have been returned to Sarwari, having
been distributed as part of various
exhibitions of his work, and are
displayed here. Silent Conversation
emphasises the unsaid, as much

as the said, speaking clearly to the
invisibility of the plight of refugees
and, perhaps, to the indifference
towards this. What these postcards
also exemplify (and to return to
Derrida) is that language is always
cast into unknowable futures. The
potential for lack of understanding,
for postcards to go missing, to never
be received, or to be misunderstood,
is not supplemental to language, but
what makes it possible. Language

is never purely self-present but
moves ceaselessly between clarity
and obfuscation, past and future,
remembrance and expectation.



Elsewhere, Derrida has ruminated

on the idea that language acts like a
home, a home that travels with us and
never leaves us.* Derrida introduces
this idea only to complicate it, “For
that which doesn’t leave me in this
way, language, is also, in reality, in
necessity, beyond the fantasy, that
which never ceases to depart from
me.”!> Language, by definition, only

functions as a language, when it
leaves us, whether as speech, or
scripts in charcoal, or indeed as
words on a postcard. Language exists
as language only if it moves beyond
our intention, beyond our control, and
into the unknown, and unknowable,
potentiality of exchange.

Kyle Weise
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