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Want to see new art in New York this weekend? Check out a Picasso
tribute or Duane Linklater’s panited textiles in TriBeCa; works by
Nicole Eisenman and Rosemarie Trockel on the Upper East Side and

Ali Cherri’s mud sculptures on the Lower East Side.
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Ali Cherri

Through Jan. 7. Swiss Institute, 38 St. Marks Place, Manhattan; 212-925-2035;
swissinstitute.net.
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Still from “Of Men and Gods and Mud,” 2022, a three-channel video installation in Ali
Cherri’s show “Humble and Quiet and Soothing as Mud.” Daniel Pérez/Swiss Institute

On the second floor of Ali Cherri’s exhibition “Humble and Quiet and Soothing as Mud,” there
is a video projected onto three screens. Titled “Of Men and Gods and Mud” (2022), it shows
laborers fashioning mud into bricks who toil in the shadow of the Merowe Dam in northern
Sudan, the construction of which displaced about 50,000 people and caused significant social

and environmental upheaval.

Women’s voices (one speaking English, one Arabic) narrate: “Somewhere, by the banks of a
great river, on the banks of a gargantuan dam, a man stands waist deep in mud. ...” The language
seems less documentary than mythic, akin to the many creation stories (Sumerian, Abrahamic,
Maori, Hindu, Yoruba) in which the material plays a central role. The effect is to telescope time,
so that contemporary geopolitical and environmental catastrophes are read against primeval
creation and destruction — perhaps, the Lebanese-born Cherri suggests, we are living in another

antediluvian moment, just before the dam breaks.

Mud — as material and symbol — is also explored in four sculptures on the ground floor related

to the ancient Sumerian hero Gilgamesh and the molding of his companion, Enkidu, who was



molded from clay. Despite their seeming fragility, these figures cast fierce-looking shadows on
the walls. Standing in for their faces are archaeological relics — from Egypt, Mali, the Kongo
kingdom, France — that the artist bought from auctions, their prices reflecting current monetary
and cultural valuations. In Cherri’s work, past and present are never separate or even distant — a
gently devastating argument against the idea that as a species, we’ve progressed. ARUNA
D’SOUZA



