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The maritime drawings by the artist Adel Ab-
dessemed impress with their simplicity. Black lines
on white paper. The pictures show a man reading
a hewspaper or a single boat with crowded people
on it. Only the silhouettes of the people are shown.
Neither the man reading nor the people crowd-
ed in the boat show individual characteristics. The
black smeared lines on white paper appear sinister.
Not much is needed to explain what we are seeing:
crowded boats with people fleeing to Europe. These
are pictures we know from the newspapers in the
West today.

Lampedusa is the name of this series of maritime
images that Adel Abdessemed drew between 2012
and 2014. The name is a reference to the small, Ital-
ian island of Lampedusa, which was until recently a
tourist resort for Europeans. In the 21st century the
former resort has become a refugee destination for
many boat people coming from Africa and the Mid-
dle East.

Stefano Boeri, architect and author of the project
Solid Sea, formulated the bitter truth at the Docu-
menta 11 (Kassel, 2002) about the boat people on the

Sicilian coast, when he said: “This place is the largest
Mediterranean mass grave after the Second World
War.”

Adel Abdessemed'’s pictures and installations mirror
the current affairs of the 21st century;

he questioned sad realities in the language of art.

His art installation Who's Afraid of the Big Bad Wolf
shows a boat full of garbage bags, which represent
people on refugee boats. This associative juxtaposi-

tion of refugees and garbage bags provides the fun-

Who's Afraid of the Big Bad Wolf,
by Adel Abdessemed,
2012.

Lampedusa

1 | by Adel Abdessemd,
1 2014.

damental question of the value of people. Are the
refugees as worthless as the contents of the gar-
bage bags? Of what value are these people?

The current political discussion of the 21st century
about the “emigrants - a burden on wealthy and
prosperous societies in Europe” - puts the achieve-

ments of civilization and of humanity into question.

In the last century literature discussed the same
topic, for example in the famous radio drama Das
Schiff Esperanza (The ship Esperanza) (Fred von
Hoerschelmann / 1901-1976). Migration caused by
poverty in Europe in the late 19th and early 20th
centuries led to a flow of refugees from Europe to

America.

The text Das Schiff Esperanza deals with a captain
who onboards European emigrants and earns a for-
tune from them. However, due to fear of prosecu-
tion, he leaves the European migrants on a sand-
bank rather than keeping his promise; they drown in

the next flood.
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From patriotic art to social
criticism

What is the main topic of “old”
oil painting of the 19th century?
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Another famous painting, The Raft of the Medusa,
has a critical social point of view and is displayed in
the Louvre museum in Paris. The painter Théodore
Géricault was allowed to exhibit the picture in the
Salon de Paris, but he was required to modify the

title of the painting, due to the pressure of the gov-

ernment, to Scenes of a Shipwreck.

Lampedusa

by Adel Abdessemd,
2014.

The Salon de Paris was an important institution for
art exhibitions of the government and thus the cul-
tural pride of the respective regimes in the 19th cen-
tury. Because Gericault painted the picture in heroi-
cal, naturalistic way, at first the government did not
notice the criticism. Shortly before the exhibition at
the Salon, the artist changed the image and added
new characters into the scenery, whose explosive-
ness was probably recognized only later.




What happened? What
I historical event is behind it?

The painting takes a position on an event that actu-
ally occurred, and the public was very aware of, in
the 19th century.

A French frigate, Medusa, was on its way to Senegal,
at the time a French colony in West Africa. Because
of a disagreement between the officers on board,

the ship had run aground.

Those responsible for the capsizing of the ship sur-
vived because they occupied the only seaworthy
emergency boat; the remaining 147 passengers
were left on a raft that floated down the ocean cur-
rents. Soldiers from Italy, Arabia, Guadeloupe, San
Domingo, India, Asia, America, Poland and Ireland
were placed on the raft. Only 15 men survived; their

reports shocked the public.
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“We could not believe we were left until the boat
disappeared from our sight, but then we fell into a

deep despair”, said one of the survivors.

The sinking of the Medusa was seen as a symbol
of the unjust conditions in France, where only the
interests of the rich were pursued.The incident be-
came a political scandal and forced a minister and
many officers to resign.

Théodore Géricault, inspired by the public discourse,
created a masterpiece in the Old Masters’ tradition
of paintings: the courageous survivors as heroes in a
scene. But the new heroes did not correspond with
the social ideas of the time. In the picture a black Af-
rican, probably a slave, stands at the forefront of the
heroic survivors. A slave is the central hero, who is
supported and uplifted by the survivors. The picture
shows an open criticism of the ruling class and the

states where slavery had not been abolished.
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This European event has a predecessor in the Islam-
ic miniature of the Turkish epic Siyer-i Nebi about
the life of Muhammad, 1388, written by al-Darir . On
the miniature, the former slave Bilal is at the Kaaba
and calls for prayer. Again, a change in society is dis-
played. Bilal ibn Rabah, an Afro-Arab former slave,
becomes a hero in the Islamic world and one of the
most loyal supporters of the Prophet Muhammad.
Bilal is a 7th-century symbol against racism and sup-
pression in the Arabian Peninsula.

The English painter Joseph Mallord William Turn-
er also belongs to the socially critical painters of
his time. In 1840, similar to his French and German
counterparts, he uses the canvas to criticize the in-

human conditions in society imposed by its rulers.

The Slave Ship (originally titled Slavers Throwing
Overboard the Dead and Dying - Typhoon Coming
On), painted by Turner and displayed at the Muse-
um of Fine Arts, Boston, shows a dramatic maritime

scene. In the foreground are extended arms and

Lampedusa

by Adel Abdessemd,
2014.
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