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A pertinent question when
considering Mona Hatoum’s diverse
body of work is surely “where to
begin?” especially when taking
into account an oeuvre that has
incorporated, amongst others,
sculpture, performance, video, and
installation art. Pertinent also is the
recent twelve-year retrospective,
Present Tense, which ran at the
Parasol Unit,1 and plainly illustrates
the importance of themes such as
travel and movement as sources of
inspiration. Hatoum has long been
established on the international art
scene and many of the works on
display illustrate this, being made
in countries as diverse as Israel,
Stockholm, France, and North
America.
Movement across borders and
enforced migration has also played
a fundamental role in Hatoum’s

private life and so not surprisingly
is seen as a recurrent theme in
her work. Born in Beirut in 1952,
Hatoum was already aware of a
household in which displacement
was no stranger. Before her birth,
Hatoum’s Palestinian family were
forced to flee their home in Nablus,
Israel, in 1948, to settle in Lebanon
and on a visit to London in 1975,
Hatoum experienced another
displacement. Being unable to
return home to Lebanon due to the
outbreak of civil war, she found
herself exiled, a foreigner twice
over and so remained in Britain,
where she enrolled in art school
and began her journey as an artist.
The title of this retrospective,
Present Tense, offers an insight
into the complexity of the works
on display. Shuttling between
no past and no future, Hatoum
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of the exiles world, in which an
identity of enforced uncertainty and
irredeemable loss has spectacularly
spread out over the entire planet,
consuming all in its way.
The language of cartography
with its stylized complexities of
color, symbol, and sign has been
adopted by Hatoum in many of
her pieces and can be seen in
her textile piece “Bukhara” of
2008 (see Figure 2). A map’s
primary function as “a tool for
emplacement, of clarity and
illumination” (Rogoff 2000: 74) is
surely rendered dysfunctional in the
wake of enforced dislocation, for
what maps would serve the needs
of the exile, who lives and has
experienced an identity of displaced
origins. Hatoum references this
condition of imposed homelessness
with “Bukhara”; however, in this
instance the traditional aesthetic of
the map is used in a more domestic
context. Positioned on the floor,
just beyond the threshold as you
move from one space to another,
we are humbly invited to gaze down
at this mat, its placement within the
gallery succinctly acknowledging its
function, referencing similar rugs
we may have at home. However,
any association with the familiar
are made instantly problematic;
for here the everyday wear and
tear of this carpet has rubbed away
the pile to reveal a bare warp and
weft, fashioned into an unfamiliar
map of the world. Unfamiliar partly
because Hatoum has used the
Peters Projection, a representation
of the world’s landmasses which
Figure 1
uses true proportions as opposed
“Globe,” 2007. Mild steel. Diameter:
to the conventional Western-centric
6615⁄16 in. (diam. 170 cm). Source: http://
view of the world. But unfamiliar
openmagazinepictures.wordpress.
also when considering why such
com/2008/06/16/mona-hatoum-aterosion has taken place. It could
parasol-unit/
delivers a vision of the state of
exile, of an identity of uncertainty
and non-fixity. It would be difficult
to pinpoint a home on Hatoum’s
sculpture “Globe” of 2007, for
example (see Figure 1); confronted
with this celestial map we are
all foreigners. As the title of this
piece would suggest the elegant
construction of this geometric
form veils a terrifying reading of
a world in which the body of the
earth is eaten away. There are
no distinctions made between
landmasses or seascapes, all
topographic difference has been
expunged, and arguably as a tool
for navigation, this globe has lost all
agency. What remains is a precisionmade, prison-like cage, a skeletal
corpse of engorged steel—the fixed
markers of longitude and latitude
that make up the margins of this
sphere. We are left with a hollowed
shell, powerfully conspicuous
through its materiality and as a
vision of a planetary prison, a view
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Figure 2
“Bukhara,” 2008. Wool. H 143 × w 225
cm. Source: http://www.artnet.com/
artwork/425644366/114501/bukharared-and-white.html.

be suggested that Hatoum makes
reference to the physical reality of
exile and other forced migrations,
of an endless Diaspora, arranging
and rearranging the material
body of the earth in its search for
belonging. Poetically rendered in
this humble piece: for how many
feet would it take to rub away a
world? The material distress of this
woven carpet bears witness to a
world stripped away, a universal
state of alienation in which there
is no homeland, no borders to
cross, and where we are cast into
a world emptied of all difference.
“Bukhara” is one of many rugs that
Hatoum has made in her career, the
symbol of this unassuming carpet,
in the form of welcome mats and
prayer rugs, has been spectacularly
transformed by the use of such
diverse materials as nails and cast
intestines. With “Bukhara” the
ascetic act of unpicking and hence
the labor of the artist, mirrors not
only the textile process of weaving
but also makes manifest the very
material body of this piece, an
important element of Hatoum’s
practice, as she asserts:

blocks, which could no doubt,
be rearranged ad infinitum to
produce just as confusing an
arrangement. The sheer scale of
this map also confounds, for here
we are presented with a substrate,
a literal land mass, exhibited at our
feet. However, Hatoum’s political
awareness and sharp wit comes
The title piece of this
immediately into play, for there
retrospective, “Present Tense”
is no sure footedness to be found
made in 1996 (see Figure 3)
on this slippery ground, echoing
during Hatoum’s first visit to
the real life uncertainty of these
Jerusalem, would no doubt have
drawn out an immediate physical disputed territories. Furthermore,
Hatoum’s choice of red beads
response from its audience.
and the flesh tones of this soap,
Made from over two thousand
combined with the organic pattern
blocks of pure olive oil soap,
of these beads, bring to mind the
the olfactory assault from this
aftermath of some horrifically
seam of fat would have been
instantly recognizable to the local violent situation, which has left a
trail of bloody droplets. Once again,
inhabitants. Pressed into the
Hatoum illustrates how the familiar,
surface of this sensuous carpet
are red glass beads (see Figure 4) once decontextualized, can offer
a new potency. This everyday
which make up the outline of a
material, which has been in
map, drawn up in 1993, at the
production relatively unchanged for
Oslo Peace Agreement, of lands
to be returned to the Palestinians. centuries by the Palestinian people,
has been transformed into a visual
What immediately strikes is
the apparent randomness of these metaphor for place and belonging.
The personal nature of its use, next
demarcated areas, intensified
to the body to cleanse and purify,
by the sheer number of soap
I want the work in the first
instance to have a strong formal
presence, and through the
physical experience to activate
a psychological and emotional
response. (Cited in Hatoum
2000: 28)
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Figure 3
“Present Tense,” 1996. Soap and
glass beads. 4.5 × 229 × 241 cm.
Source: http://universes-in-universe.
org/eng/nafas/articles/2005/
al_ma_mal_foundation/photos/
mona_hatoum.

Figure 4
“Present Tense,” 1996. Detail.
Source: http://www.artfacts.net/
index.php/pageType/exhibitionInfo/
exhibition/7026/lang/1.

cannot go unnoticed. “Present
Tense” poignantly alludes to the
intimate relationship between the
body and land, of how identities are
shaped by place, and of how the
political has entered and shaped
the private sanctity of home.
The idea of home as a disputed
territory is also explored with
“Mobile Home II” of 2006 (see
Figure 5), a large-scale sculptural
installation. With this piece
Hatoum has created a domestic
setting, bringing together a
collection of everyday objects:
tables and chairs, pots and pans,
toys and textiles, which have
been arranged and fixed along
parallel wires. These wires in
turn are fixed to two temporary
barriers, between which a process
of perpetual motion ensues. A
poetic display of order and chaos
is played out before us, as these
objects are brought together,
creating a scene of domestic order,
only to be torn asunder moments
later. This shuttling process
of backwards and forwards is
unnervingly captivating, a mobile

trompe-l’oeil perhaps, in which
the desired moment of domestic
certainty is never quite attained.
A form of harmony does prevail
however, the immobile barriers,
between which this domestic ballet
is played, resolutely maintain their
function and do not give way. By
marrying these utilitarian barriers,
which bring disturbing echoes
of the temporary boundaries of
public demonstrations and police
barricades, with the instantly
recognizable objects of this homely
scene, Hatoum has created an
uncanny space. The familiar is
turned on its head and contexts are
torn apart only to be reassembled
in terrifying outcomes. Even the
home has become a battleground,
a place of continual flux and
change, nothing is fixed; all is
mobile.
With “Mobile Home” the exile’s
uncertainty has come full circle.
From the universal, arrested
motion of “Globe,” which sits
silently barren, as if fallen from
its axis, to the very heart of our
private domestic spaces. What is
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Figure 5
“Mobile Home II,” 2006. Furniture,
household objects, suitcases,
galvanized steel barriers, three electric
motors, and pulley system. 467⁄8 ×
865⁄8 × 2361⁄4 in. Source: http://www.
yatzer.com/1091_mona_hatoum_at_
parasol_unit.

person, mass migration … (Said Note
1984: 159)
1. Present Tense ran from June
13 to August 8, 2008, at
With these works Hatoum opens
The Parasol Unit, a privately
a dialogue with which we can all
funded charity and not-forrelate, offering a glimpse of a
profit gallery space in central
“perilous territory of not belonging”
London.
(Said 1984: 162), especially for
those who have not experienced
displacement. For it could be
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most apparent is a provocative
aesthetic language, played out
through the acute manipulation of
familiar materials and unfamiliar
contexts. The potency and power
of this is seemingly never ending;
a Present Tense that echoes
beyond the confines of the gallery
in its capacity to deliver its
message across time, cultures,
and place. The critical theoretician,
Edward Said, writes on the subject
of exile:

