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Over the past decade, Chou� has explored a broad range of concerns, including the
colonization of deserts and space, speculative histories, science �ction, and human
fantasies of mastery over other humans and more-than-humans. Many of his earlier
works were produced when he was living in Beirut, before his move to Amsterdam
in 2023 to attend Jan van Eyck Academie. This text focuses on a connected triptych
of works produced since then. To me, they are deeply seductive thanks to their
power to challenge notions of progress and probe our a�ective relationship with the
language of diplomacy and world relations.

Diplomatic Bestiary (2023)and And I woke up one morning screaming (2024)are two
series “where the diplomacy enacted on bodies, landscapes, and bones materializes
in their skin.” Both are characterized by an inherent feeling of attractive pleasure
and desire, of bodies suspended in space and time. Diplomatic Bestiaryconsists of a
group of sculptures made from synthetic leather, steel, silicone, and goat hair,
which represent chairs, tables, and other furniture, transformed and manipulated
to look like alien, distorted �gures. Inspired by sites and manifestations of power
such as “conference halls, handshakes, speeches, and overall ‘polite’ progress,”
these works are �erce, sensual, and carry an eerie sense of danger. The sculptures
collectively titled Tailored land to be admitted into negotiating its own rights,from the
same series, resemble a family of shiny stingrays, each suspended over a mid-
century wooden table—the organic and the inorganic clashing. They defy neat
categorization, becoming “an encyclopedia of beasts” and a refusal of “diplomatic
time,” by which the artist means the rules of the world that govern us.

In And I woke up one morning screaming,Chou� carves, splices, and reorients the very
structures on which power makers sit, namely models of chairs from the United
Nations Security Council chamber. Their material is rewoven into otherworldly
and animalistic beings. Compared to Diplomatic Bestiary, where the objects seem
quieter, more contained and constrained in some way, these works express a sense
of freedom. The colors are brighter—blues and reds streak through the space,
seemingly inviting our touch. Three sculptures in particular—Tail Bite, Emerging
from the Sky, and Dance (all part of Sand Curtain Series, 2024)—seem to sweep across
the �oor, as if about to ascend toward the sky. The modernist discourse and
infrastructure that determines much of contemporary architecture is also
responsible for destroying some bodies for the bene�t of others. Chou�’s reweaving
of these �gures is not just a cut and a rupture, but also a suturing, indicating a
possibility as well as latent impossibility of repair. 

For his upcoming solo show at SculptureCenter, New York, Chou� has created a
book titled In The Face of the Dragon. The work takes the form of a cento poem, where
all lyrical verses are borrowing from a di�erent Arab poet, so that the meaning of
their original language is completely remade by their interrelation. The work will
be installed in the darkened basement of the institution. Much in the same way
that di�erent lines of poetry may be reoriented into new conversations, I imagine
that to experience the book in such a setting will generate a sense of disorientation,
given that the room will be di�cult to navigate in the dark. This, to me, echoes not
just the work, but our experience of the world. My mind is drawn to the book with
desire. The verses speak of love and revolution, even annihilation. I hear echoes of
captive beasts raging to be free. While each verse of the poem is distinctly
borrowed, in synchronous concert they seem like a chorus, speaking truths about
the reality we collectively inhabit.

Chou� told me how, while creating this work, he was reading Arabic poems from
the 1960s and 1970s in which animals are o�en deployed as metaphors for love and
desire, blurring the line between human and beast yet holding their duality.  His
deep knowledge of this poetic tradition continues to inform not just his artistic
practice, but also his work as an editor.  To explain the cento poem’s cover, Chou�
pointed to Mural for Peace (1952), a large painting by the Norwegian artist Per Krohg
that was donated to the United Nations. While claiming to depict humanity’s
achievement of peace from the ashes of World War II, upon closer examination, the
work seems eerily prescient for its centering of white heteronormative �gures while
marginalizing other bodies. Within the same painting, however, one sees a dragon
in the under-chamber, a �gure representing war and all that is wrong with the
world. The cover of Chou�’s book frees this dragon and reassigns its symbolism. He
discusses how the language of desire,
as used by Arabic poets, where the animal is embraced and welcomed, contrasts
with the language of diplomacy, where the “civilized” human is positioned in
opposition to the animal. In these works, then, the artist queers our understanding
of what these �gures and objects might mean. 

I write about Chou�’s work amid an ongoing onslaught of mediatized genocide and
violence, where language seems to lose meaning. When Chou� and I speak about
his practice, we discuss our shared positionality of coming from majority-world and
previously colonized homelands (Lebanon and Pakistan, respectively), then moving
to countries that champion human rights and are more powerful, namely the
Netherlands and Australia. We speak about the hypocrisy we feel living in these
places, and simultaneously our attachment and complicity as art workers within
systems.

I cannot help but think of Lauren Berlant’s concept of “cruel optimism.” As Berlant
notes, “A relation of cruel optimism exists when something you desire is an obstacle
to your �ourishing.”  Optimism is a positive feeling, but bound to failure for the
impossibility of ever fully satisfying our desires. As a non-Arabic speaker, I am
unable to fully understand Chou�’s references to history and poetry. Nonetheless, I
have an a�ective relationship to his texts, as a Muslim and queer person, and
through our shared values, recalling Berlant’s assertion that perhaps a “nearness
will help you or the world to become di�erent in just the right way.”  I read
Chou�’s use of language as an architecture, a container through which meaning is
rewoven and new and evocative relations are imagined.
On the second page of his new work, the poem goes: 

Before songs collapse and lyrics implode
I will tell you of my existence
with love, love, love . . .

I think of those lost to violence, whose words and lives are in dust. In this time,
then, what else de�nes us but love and desire, an embrace perhaps of the animal
within us, so that we imagine new worlds anew, even in our ashes?

Originally published in Mousse 93

Nadim Chou� (b. 1994, Lebanon) is an artist and editor. Recent shows include Land Marked,
Moderna Museet, Malmö (2025); Moderate tear, refurbished to be heard, Josilda da Conceição
Gallery, Amsterdam (2025); Thinking Like a Mountain, GAMeC, Bergamo (2024); and the Biennale
Gherdëina 9, Val Gardena (2024). He is the coeditor of I Will Always Be Looking for You: A Queer
Anthology on Arab Art (Lighthouse, 2025). In October 2025, Chou� is presenting a solo exhibition
at SculptureCenter, New York.

Aziz Sohail (b. 1990, Karachi) is a Pakistani-passport-holding curator and writer whose work builds
interdisciplinary connections between art, history, archives, literature, theory, and biography and
supports new cultural and pedagogical infrastructures. Their research and resultant projects honor
and recognize the power of queer and feminist collectivity, sociability, joy, and wayward encounter,
and unfold through slowness, collaboration, and tentacularity. They founded Queer Unschool
South Asia, a month-long residential experiment, the inaugural edition of which took place in
Nepal in 2024.
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Nadim Chou�: Reweaving Language, Remaking Worlds
by Aziz Sohail

Nadim Chou�, Day and Yas (detail), 2025. Courtesy: the artist

How to make sense of a world where those in power deploy linguistic and logistical maneuvers that render the
human miniscule? How to grapple with their sense of grandness, in contrast to our own feelings of smallness?
The works by Lebanese-born, Netherlands-based artist Nadim Chou� keep contending with such questions in
a wide-ranging practice spanning sculpture, �lm, installation, performance, and text.
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