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When archaeology is manipulated for political ends
Karen Dabrowska

London

L 

arissa Sansour’s first solo 
London exhibition — In the 
Future They Ate from the 
Finest Porcelain — is a sur-
real reflection on the polit-

icisation of archaeology in contem-
porary Israel and the Palestinian 
territories where the material past 
is used to justify territorial claims 
and fabricate historic entitlement.

It is an exhibition in three parts, 
ideally suited to London’s Mosaic 
Rooms. Visitors begin the journey 
into the crossover between the fic-
tional and the factual in a small gal-
lery with three large-format pho-
tographs in which figures from the 
past blend with characters from the 
future.

A 29-minute, science fiction film, 
In the Future They Ate from the Fin-
est Porcelain, is shown in the large 
gallery opposite and the downstairs 
gallery is used for object-based in-
stallations.

The photographs are derived 
from the film. They feature archi-
val images from the US Library of 
Congress and UN Relief and Works 
Agency for Palestine Refugees in 
the Near East (UNRWA) to create 
pan-historical images of private in-
dividuals and representatives from 
various occupying forces in the Pal-
estinian territories from the time of 
the Ottomans through the British 
Mandate and the present era under 
Israel.

“The new body of work presented 
at the Mosaic Rooms is inspired by 
the archaeological warfare taking 
place in Israel/Palestine,” said San-
sour, a Jerusalem-born Palestinian 
screenwriter.

“In the absence of a meaning-
ful peace process, archaeology has 
long since become the battleground 
for settling territorial disputes. This 
topic started intriguing me about 
four years ago, just as I became in-
creasingly interested in the impact 
of fiction, narrative and myth on 
nation-building and history writ-
ing. I spent a while researching 
these concepts before deciding that 
developing this idea in a fictional 
setting would be the best way to 
embellish the topics at hand.”

The result is a film that tells the 
story of a resistance group devoting 
their lives to challenging the colo-
nialist/nationalist narrative of their 
rulers.

“Support for this narrative, which 
is partly based on folklore, myth 
and fiction, relies on archaeologi-
cal evidence,” Sansour said. “So my 
resistance group set out to create a 
counter-narrative based on the ex-
act same components and decides 
to make underground deposits of 
elaborate porcelain. Their aim is to 
influence history and support fu-
ture claims to their vanishing lands. 
By implementing a myth of its own, 
their work becomes a historical in-
tervention — de facto creating a na-
tion.”

“The film takes the form of a fic-
tional video essay. A voice-over 
based on an interview between a 
psychiatrist and the female leader 
of the narrative resistance group re-
veals the philosophy and ideas be-
hind the group’s actions,” she said.

“The leader’s thoughts on myth 
and fiction as constitutive for fact; 
history and documentary translate 
into poetic and science fiction-

based visuals. The film resides in 
the cross-section between sci-fi, ar-
chaeology and politics. In essence, 
it explores the role of myth for his-
tory, fact and national identity.”

As the film progresses, the narra-
tive and visuals alternate between 
the theoretical and the personal. 
The resistance leader’s deceased 
twin sister makes a crucial appear-
ance as the story takes the viewer 
deeper and deeper into the resist-
ance leader’s subconscious.

“Time’s ability to distort often 
ends up conflating shared and per-
sonal memories,” the resistance 
leader says. “In my memory the 
image of my sister and me together 

has been replaced by a famous ar-
chival photo of two girls in folkloric 
dresses. Everyone here knows this 
photo. Yet my mind has annexed 
these girls as if to remind me that 
the distinction between the per-
sonal and the public has long since 
been erased.”

In the Revisionist Production 
Line installation, porcelain plates 
printed with the keffiyeh symbol are 
mass produced. The Archaeology 
in Absentia installation features a 
series of exquisitely crafted bronze 
bombs. Inside each is a metal disc 
inscribed with coordinates referring 
to a site in Israel or the Palestinian 
territories where Sansour recently 
buried porcelain.

Sansour said “archaeological war-
fare” is taking place in Israel and 
the Palestinian territories, where 
archaeology has long since become 
a method for settling land disputes 
and the discipline has long since 
lost its innocence as a sub-branch of 
historical studies.

“Archaeological finds are used in 
support of the colonialist narrative 
and this narrative lends weight to 
the ideas of continued presence and 

historical entitlement,” she said. 
“In practical terms, this means that 
a narrative shaped partly by myth 
and fiction and then supported by a 
perverted form of archaeology out-
does any legal claims and interna-
tional rights, fiction wins over fact 
any day.”

Sansour emphasised that this 
point is important when trying to 
understand the situation and the 
opposing forces not only in Israel 
and the Palestinian territories but 
universally. “The stronger narrative 
has a bigger chance of beating all 
competition regardless of whether 
it is based on truth or fiction,” she 
said.

Sansour said that it is impossible 
for an engaged artist to not relate 
to the context they find themselves 
in, adding: “I do think that art is a 
highly malleable discipline that of-
fers a new dimension for political 
discourse unrestrained by present 
day political rhetoric.”

Karen Dabrowska is a 
London-based contributor to the 
Culture and Society sections of The 
Arab Weekly.

The resistance leader and her sister in Larissa Sansour’s film In the Future They Ate from the Finest Porcelain.
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Cairo’s Sultan Hassan mosque stands as symbol of unity
Mohamed Zain

Cairo
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hen it was built 
almost 800 years 
ago, Sultan Hassan 
mosque in southern 
Cairo was a symbol 

of Muslim unity.
The mosque, which was con-

structed between 1256-63, has four 
sitting rooms where the followers 
of the four schools of Sunni Islamic 
thought — Hanafi, Maliki, Shafi’i 
and Hanbali — would assemble, 
study and debate Islamic issues.

It was meant for the mosque, 
considered the most compact and 
unified of all Cairo’s monuments, 
to be a meeting place, a role it filled 
for years.

“Gathering the followers of the 
four schools of Islamic thought was 
a very important step at the time of 
the construction of the mosque,” 
antiquities expert Mukhtar al-

Kasbani said. “This move was 
meant to prevent friction and divi-
sion among the followers of these 
schools.”

Nothing remains of the four 
schools and the nature of relations 
between them is changing with 
current Islamic thought becoming 
more encompassing of different in-
terpretations and ideas.

There is a small school for teach-
ing children the Quran and prin-
ciples of Islam. Nevertheless, the 
awe-inspiring mosque is unparal-
leled Islamic art.

The mosque, of Bahri Mamluk 
origin, is built of stone. Its court-
yard opens from each of its sides 
into a separate sitting room and 
each of the rooms is an enormous 
vaulted hall.

Sultan Hassan, the Mamluk ruler 
who ordered construction of the 
mosque, was assassinated two 
years before the structure’s com-
pletion.

From the outside, the mosque is 
very impressive, with its cornice 
and the protruding verticals of its 
facade, even though it stands in 
the shadow of the massive Saladin 
citadel. Upon entering the mosque, 
one gets an impression of height, 
especially from the towering doors 
decorated in a Mamluk fashion.

Even during the Mamluk era, 
building space was at a premium. 
Thus, the outer walls are some-
what askew to fit the available lot 
but mosque designers still had a 
wonderful way of creating the im-

pression of uniform cubistic effect 
inside.

It was said that the construc-
tion of the mosque nearly emptied 
the vast treasury of the state. The 
mosque covers 7,906 sq. metres. Its 
walls rise 36 metres and its tallest 
minaret is 68 metres.

“I have admired this place since 
I was young,” said Ahmed Abdel-
Hadi, a mosque preacher and an Is-
lamic theology researcher. “It em-
bodies everything that is beautiful 
in Mamluk architecture.”

Visitors enter the mosque 
through a tall portal, a work of art 
itself. A dark and relatively low-
ceilinged passageway leads to a 

brightly lit courtyard, a standard 
cruciform-plan.

The courtyard centres on a 
domed ablutions fountain, be-
lieved to be an Ottoman addition. 
Soaring on four sides of the court-
yard are the vaulted sitting rooms, 
accented by hanging lamp chains 
and red-and-black rims.

Skillfully fitted between and be-
hind each sitting room is a school, 
complete with its own courtyard 
and four storeys of cells for stu-
dents and teachers.

One of the sitting rooms func-
tions as a sanctuary, containing the 
pulpit and the mihrab, a niche in 
the wall that indicates the direction 

that Muslims should face when 
praying.

To the right of the pulpit is a 
bronze door, exquisitely decorated 
with radiating stars in gold and 
silver, which leads into the mau-
soleum of Sultan Hassan. Its loca-
tion benefits from prayers to Mecca 
and overlooks the sultan’s stomp-
ing grounds on the nearby Saladin 
square.

The mausoleum, covered by a 
restored dome, is exquisitely beau-
tiful, particularly in the morning 
when the rising sun filters through 
grilled windows.

Such beauty has functioned as a 
magnet for people from all parts of 
the world, from the very rich to the 
very poor and from the very impor-
tant to the most ordinary.

When he visited Egypt in 2009, 
US President Barack Obama and 
then secretary of State Hillary Clin-
ton were keen to visit Sultan Has-
san mosque.

Sameh al-Saban, 37, was one of 
many ordinary people drawn to the 
mosque. Saban said he used to go 
to the mosque as a visitor but he 
now works as a tour guide and is 
keen to include it in his list of must-
visit Cairo sites for foreign tourists.

“The people who come here are 
always dazzled by the history and 
beauty of the place,” Saban said. 
“It is the pride of all Islamic sites in 
Cairo.”

Mohamed Zain is an Egyptian 
reporter based in Cairo.

The Sultan Hassan mosque and Madrassa in Cairo.
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