—KHADIM ALI
INVISIBLE BORDER

Khadim Ali is one of Australia’s most acclaimed artists, known for his
masterful works that poetically explore the experience of displaced
people across the globe. A member of the persecuted Hazara ethnic
minority, Ali is the third generation of his family to be exiled from his
homeland of Afghanistan.

‘Invisible Border’ is the artist’s largest ever solo exhibition in his
adopted country. Comprising sound installation, miniature painting
and intricately constructed textiles, the exhibition features new works
that have been created in collaboration with a community of men and
women in Afghanistan, some who have lost family members in war.

Ali’s interest in tapestries developed soon after his parents’ home in
Quetta was destroyed by a car bomb. Amongst the rubble and debris
left from the blast, a collection of rugs and weavings remained the only
items intact: miraculously able to withstand the reign of terror inflicted
upon his family and community. In these new large-scale tapestries, Ali
makes comment on war, geo-politics and personal trauma, drawing
from a range of historical and contemporary influences including the
recent Black Summer bushfires, Persian literary masterpieces,
children’s fables and the Mughal Dynasty.

Expressing the profound horror, grief and loss experienced under

modern-day warfare, ‘Invisible Border’ is testament to the climate of
propaganda, violence, and fear that pervades global relations.

Curator: Liz Nowell

An Institute of Modern Art touring exhibition
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Sermon on the Mount 2020

Linen, cotton, nylon, ink, natural dye, synthetic dye, acrylic paint; painting, hand
and machine embroidery, appliqué

Collection: National Gallery of Australia, Canberra. Purchased 2021

Since relocating to Sydney twelve years ago, Ali has begun
incorporating quotidian Australian iconography such as
eucalyptus, currency and kangaroos into his work. Sermon on the
Mount is an example of the artist’s evolving visual language. A
direct response to the 2020 Black Summer bushfires — which
devasted much of Australia’s bushland — the work depicts a cast of
animals and mythical creatures seeking refuge atop a mountain
engulfed in flames. The work’s title references a series of teachings
attributed to Jesus Christ and widely considered to contain some of
his most important messages.

Initially constructed as a digital collage, this composite tapestry is
the artist’s reimagining of a 15th-century illustration from the
Anwar-i Suhayli. Widely considered a masterpiece of world
literature, the Anwar-i Suhayli (also known as Kalila wa-Dimna, in
Arabic, or Panchatantra in Sanskrit) is a collection of fables
describing animals as heroic creatures.

In the original drawing, held in the collection of the British
Museum, a crow addresses a group of birds to rally their support
against a leader of the owls. In Ali’s version, the crow is replaced by
a koala, who is seen towering above a cluster of animals as she
delivers a prophecy that foretells the destruction of mother nature
at the hands of humankind.

While watching the fires unfold on the evening news, Ali was
overcome with a deep and pervasive fear, which he likens to his
experience living in a conflict zone. As the artist himself states,
“The bushfires reminded me of the violence I spent my life trying
to escape. At the same time as the Taliban burns people and their
homes to the ground, a fire — only 4okm from my house in
Sydney— decimated whole species and blackened thousands of
hectares of bushland. As the newsreader described animals feeling
for their lives, I recalled whole villages hysterical and panicked as
they tried to escape fire. So, what then, should we call these people
— these corporations — who are destroying our natural world and
quite literally scorching the ground we walk on?”
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Untitled 1
(from ‘Sermon on the Mount’ series) 2020

Gouache, ink and gold leaf on paper

Collection of the artist and Milani Gallery, Brisbane

After graduating from the National College of Arts in
Lahore, Ali gained global attention for his miniature
paintings that combined traditional techniques with
contemporary subject matter. Inspired by his grandfather,
a Shahnameh singer, Ali’s early works connected the
plight of exiled people with the angels and demons found
in Shahnameh (The Book of Kings), a Persian literary
masterpiece written between c. 977 and 1010 CE and
comprising of 50,000 couplets.

Presented as small works on paper, traditional miniature
painting employs fine brush strokes, at times utilising
brushes made from kitten hair. Often layered with
calligraphy and delicately pressed gold leaf, Ali’s training
has continued to inform his work, as he has expanded in
both scale and materiality. Untitled 1 marks an evolution
in the artist’s painting style, with detailed forms
contrasted against vivid blocks of colour. A response to
the Black Summer bushfires, Untitled 1 embodies our
collective fear around the growing climate catastrophe and
the shared outrage felt over Government inaction.
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Urbicide 2 2020

11-channel sound: steel, metal, gold leaf; nylon thread on machine, woven rug

Collection of the artist and Milani Gallery, Brisbane

Urbicide is a term that translates to ‘violence inflicted upon a city’.
Taken from the Latin words ‘urb’ (city) and ‘cide’ (to kill), the expression
is often used to describe rapidly changing urban environments in the age
of globalisation and late-stage capitalism. In Ali’s Urbicide 2, the
destruction of a city is framed within the context of the global war on
terror. Here, eleven ornately crafted horns are set against a collection of
small prayer rugs, each individually embellished with yellow circuitry
patterns.

This interconnected network, joined together like a sprawling
underground map, speaks to Afghanistan’s systemic and widespread
corruption, brought about in part by foreign intervention. With a
population where more than 50% of people live below the poverty line —
workers, including master craftspeople such as weavers, are increasingly
using their skills to build circuitry, homemade explosives and electronics
as a means to earn income. In a country entangled in conflict, war
becomes a lucrative industry for those who trade on the lives and
livelihoods of others.

Emblazoned on each horn are Persian poems, printed in characteristic
Arabic font — the artist’s comment on the historical and ongoing
Islamisation of the Middle East and South Asia. Between 1996 and 2001,
the Taliban expanded its power over most of Afghanistan, enforcing a
strict interpretation of Sharia, or Islamic law. Following the September
11 attacks on the United States, an American-led invasion of Afghanistan
resulted in the Taliban being overthrown. Since then, the group has
reformed as an insurgency movement, carrying out repeated militia
attacks and massacres on civilians, in particular the Hazara community,
of which Ali is a member.

Spilling out across eleven audio channels, Urbicide 2’s soundtrack of
Talibani propaganda engulfs the space, transporting the viewer to a
world far away from the cool ambience of the gallery. Lyrics that
translate to “Another respected suicide bomber is going towards its
target. I sacrifice my life for you!” offer a glimpse into the normalisation
of war in a country that has been at the centre of conflict for decades.

Urbicide 2 offers a horrifying and haunting insight into the many ways
that warfare can pervade everyday life, resulting in the destruction of a
city and its people.
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Invisible Border 4 2020

Hand and machine embroidered, stitched and dye ink on fabric

Courtesy: the artist and Milani Gallery, Brisbane

In the exhibition’s most overtly political work, Ali directs
his aim at the global leaders profiting from the twenty
year-long war in Afghanistan. Invisible Border 4 takes
inspiration from Jahangir, the fourth Mughal Emperor of
India, who ruled from 1605 until he died in 1627. On his
son Khurram’s fifteenth birthday, the Emperor ordered
the young Prince to be weighed in gold and silver coins.
Depicted in numerous classical paintings, including one
held in the collection of the British Museum, Jahangir
then distributed the coins to the poor.

Unlike the actual event itself, which was considered to be
an act of charity and celebration, Ali’s interpretation takes
on a more cynical tone, depicting a senior Taliban leader
being weighed by Donald Trump, as other world leaders
look on.

A blunt commentary on war profiteering, Invisible Border 4
is an indictment against the many heads of state who have
benefited economically from the declaration and
maintenance of war. In one final violent act, the artist
decided to stitch the red nose and bright hair of a clown
over each leader, unable to look at their faces any longer.
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Invisible Border I 2020

Hand and machine embroidered, stitched and dye ink on fabric

Collection: Kiran Nadar Museum of New Delhi

In the wake of Donald Trump’s presidency, disinformation
and social media, our world has never been more polarised.
Invisible Border I draws attention to this growing divide,
comparing a historical example of tolerance to our present
day and increasingly common expression of difference. In
vivid technicolour, Ali recreates an illustration of a Hindi
religious story commissioned by a Muslim sultan, despite
his opposing faith. Unfolding beneath this lively tableau
of demons, gods and mortals is an ominous and violent
scene depicting Christian and Muslim men mid-conflict.

A work that perceptively addresses our rising intolerance
of one another, Invisible Border I recollects a time where
difference was met with benevolence.

Invisible Border I forms part of Otherness, which has been developed in
partnership with the Lahore Biennale Foundation. This project has been
assisted by the Australian Government through the Australia Council,
its arts funding and advisory body.
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Invisible Border 1 2020

Acrylic paint and dye, hand and machine embroidery stitched on fabric

Collection: Sharjah Art Foundation

The largest tapestry in the exhibition, Invisible Border 1,
draws inspiration from Afghan war rugs, a popular ‘tourist’
item sold to international troops. Emerging during the
Soviet occupation of Afghanistan in the late 1970s, war
rugs draw on the country’s long-standing tradition of
weaving to produce contemporary designs that portray the
apparatus of war. Coveted collectors’ items, war rugs
continue to be manufactured to this day and chart the
ever-advancing technology of warfare in the Middle East.
Contemporary rugs, for example, incorporate drone
elements and scenes from the September 11 attacks.

Taking a cue from this cultural tradition, Invisible Border 1
depicts planes and military troops, outlined and
superimposed over a finely embroidered pastiche of
mythical animals and heroic figures. Set against the
backdrop of the opulent Lahore Fort, this monumental
tapestry reflects the artist’s fragmented memories of
Pakistan’s cultural capital before the Taliban decimated it.

Invisible Border 1 forms part of Otherness, which has been developed in
partnership with the Lahore Biennale Foundation. This project has been
assisted by the Australian Government through the Australia Council,
its arts funding and advisory body.
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