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A SHARED SPACE / SWEDISH, ICELANDIC AND NORWEGIAN ART
ENCOUNTERS AT SOMETHING ELSE Ill OFF BIENNALE, CAIRO

With the true dedication that only comes from a gen-
uine love for Cairo and its scene, the organizer and
artist Moataz Nasr and chief curator Simon Njami
have initiated and insisted on a recurring interna-
tional contemporary art event of high caliber here.

The first edition of the biennial happened in 2015,
the second in 2018, and has somehow managed to
grow despite numerous setbacks and even a pan-
demic. The third edition of Something Else Off Bien-
nale, 2024, is named What Then? by Njami, who has
invited numerous international curators to create
hubs under this umbrella. While the responsibility to
pick up on the question “What then?” ultimately lies
on the audience, the invited curators from the Nordic
region have each formulated their take on it.

The curators from Iceland, Norway, and Sweden
have all had different approaches and opportunities
to present three separate exhibitions and a perform-
ative space within the biennial. The collaboration be-
tween the Nordic curators is made possible through
a common interest and engagement in an exchange
within the event and the possibility of uniting in ex-
pressions of celebration of art and its boundless and
nationless strength.

In this joint catalog, curators Power Ekroth, Sara
Rossling, Birta Gudjonsdottir, and Leif-Magne Tan-
gen each present their curatorial approach to the bi-
ennial theme and introduce their collaborating art-
ists with bios and installation images. The catalog
also includes a separate performance program with
Swedish artists organized by artist Hanna Wildow.
Additionally, there a list of Nordic-based artists in-
vited by Simon Njami, with the aim to join forces and
cover the Nordic presence in Cairo.

We all express our sincere gratitude to the efforts
and strides by Moataz Nasr and Simon Njami and to
all participating artists — without you, there would
be nothing!

Power Ekroth and Sara Rossling
Editors



WHAT THEN?
SOMETHING ELSE, 2023
SIMON NJAMI

The work is done,” grown old he thought,
‘According to my boyish plan;

Let the fools rage, | swerved in nought,
Something to perfection brought’;

But louder sang that ghost, ‘What then?’

The world has been through a lot of challenges. May-
be more than ever, we feel how fragile we are. Wars,
global warming... And Covid 19 came. And we thought,
like in all those moments we were reminded of our
fate, that things would change. That things would
never be the same anymore. That we have learned
our lessons. But we learned nothing. After all those
millennial fears, we went back to business. As usu-
al. Showing our very nature, made of hypocrisy and
greed.

Art did not wait for Covid 19 to react. It did not wait for
any war to express all of human nature, in its beau-
ty and in its weakness. From the dawn of our earth,
some people have been trying to decipher what lies
inside our unconscious. What is the very nature of
our desire, fear and pride? The first paintings in pa-
rietal caves were meant to address something that
could not physically be reached. It meant to sing a
song never heard before. That very song Ernst Bloch
was referring to:

This book introduces us to our figure and to our
unity in germ; their song is already heard de-
ciphered on the sides of a simple pitcher, deci-
phered as the a priori latent theme of all “plastic”
art and the central theme of all magic of music,
deciphered finally in the last encounter with one-
self, in the elucidated darkness of the lived mo-
ment, as it suddenly opens up and perceives it-
self in the unconstructable question, the absolute
question, the very problem of the We.

If art has a function, it is probably to rebuild the con-
nections between people, above all ideologies, reli-
gions and politics. Itis to reach out and bring together
all positive energies in the world in order to recon-
sider our engagements and our priorities. Art, as a
universal language, is the only field of activity that
speaks to all, without preconception. It has always
started from the beginning. From the first breath and
the first question. From the first smile and the first
gaze. From the first sign painted ever.

In this historical site, we are going to convey ancient
memories in order to dream of new futures. It has
always been foolish, as suggested by the poet W.B.
Yeats, to ever think that the work was done. The work
is never done. On the contrary. It is a never-ending
process of awareness and actions. There is always
something else to be discovered, something else to
be formulated, something else to be invented. This is
our commitment.

We shall respond to the question posed by the poet.
What Then? Our answer will be Something Else.
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PERSISTENCE
THROUGH JOY
SARA ROSSLING

The joy of collectively coming together around
a table, sharing food, a political manifestation,
or a festival is a yearning for togetherness and
curiosity, celebrating a joint moment without
necessarily sharing the same perspectives.
Large-scale cultural events are commonly
described as transformative experiences by
those participating, bringing feelings of con-
nectedness and a willingness to help others.
In a period of abrupt changes, uncertainty,
and media scaremongering about the future,
gatherings in public are more crucial than ever
to fuel a plural society, meet others, and dis-
seminate thoughts. Following a pandemic, the
worst thing we can do to ourselves is to contin-
ue to ‘keep our distance’ and stay in isolation.

On a deeply female and spiritual plane, writer,
philosopher, and activist Audre Lorde writes
in Uses of the Erotic: The Erotic as Power,
“The sharing of joy, whether physical, emo-
tional, psychic, or intellectual, forms a bridge
between the sharers which can be the basis
for understanding much of what is not shared
between them, and lessens the threat of their
difference.” Lorde acknowledges the trans-
formative nature of collective joy and how it
builds relationships beyond place and culture.
Something Else Off Biennale, Cairo operates
on a similar logic of what community in art can
do by bringing artists, curators, and audienc-
es from all over together at the medieval Is-
lamic Citadel of Saladin. Overviewing the city,
on top of the Mokattam mountain, the historic
fortress Citadel resembles a town on its own.
Inviting the off-biennial to this landmark site
says something important about trust. The
city hosting the biennial allows the Citadel
and its architecture to become something else
that brings forth new ways of being, artistic vi-
sions, and future imaginations.

From a Swedish perspective, in autumn 2023,
trust is at stake, as individuals’ trust in pub-
lic society is threatened. The Swedish govern-
ment has proposed a new law that requires
public employees to report individuals without

aresidence permit. The law will restrict undoc-
umented migrants’ access to their fundamen-
tal human rights. If implemented, this will un-
dermine democracy and significantly diminish
trust in state institutions. It will scare people
from joining public events and visiting pub-
lic hospitals, schools, and libraries, thus not
having the possibility to get aid, education, or
meet others. The social exclusion will worsen
for these people, already ‘invisible’ and fragile
in society.

In ancient Egypt, inspired by the cycles of na-
ture, the Egyptians saw time in the present
as a series of recurring patterns. The myths
describe the actions of the Egyptian gods as
a means of understanding the world around
them. Festivals and religious ritual offerings
to the gods were essential to handling the un-
known future. From a secular view, we know
it is not gods who rule the future. With a large
portion of imagination and simultaneously an
understanding of the smallness of humanityj, it
lies in our hands to push for social justice and
change. Looking back at our ancestors’ deci-
sions and actions from where we are standing
in our current time of several new global chal-
lenges, the biennial asks us: What then?

Our task is to encourage each new gener-
ation never to stop taking their rights to the
commons and speak up for everyone’s right
to public space — go out, see with your own
eyes, seek answers to your questions, make
acquaintances with strangers, and share joy.
Persistence in the cultural sphere is not about
protecting conservative traditions. Rather, it is
about the importance of recurrent creativity in
the public as a strategy despite difficulty or
opposition. So, let’s call out our inherent pow-
er that Lorde refers to as “a resource that lies
within each of us, firmly rooted in the power
of our unexpressed or unrecognized feeling.”
And let’s collectively celebrate the potential
of an unknown tomorrow to withstand dark
speculations about the future.

PERSISTENCE
THROUGH JOY
POWER EKROTH

Cockroaches not only possess extraordinary
survival abilities, such as enduring nuclear ra-
diation, living headless for weeks, and holding
their breath for up to five or seven minutes, but
they also have the remarkable capacity to sig-
nal fellow cockroaches about potential food
sources, enabling them to assist one another.
This concept is undeniably inspiring. Among
our circle of friends and family, we now use the
term ‘cockroach’ as a verb. For instance, when
someone suggests, ‘With the government’s
impending implementation of slimmed-down
cultural policies, we should start “cockroach-
ing” right away,’ it implies that we, including
our fellow cultural workers in the country in
question, must find ways to fund our work,
even if it means tighten our budgets. Most im-
portantly: we must persist doing what we do
and let nothing stop us. This simply because
we have to in order to mentally survive, and
because it is the only—and right—thing to do.
Once one commits to the idea of “cockroach-
ing”, surrendering is simply not an option. In-
stead, we adapt with resilience and resistance,
and, most crucially: to help each other out.

In the cultural sphere, we grapple not only with
survival instincts, but also with the very es-
sence of humanity, harnessing both our intel-
lect and emotions. Thus we require something
beyond, something that transcends and am-
plifies our resistance and resilience. Personal,
systemic, or structural hardships should not
merely be endured; they must be overcome,
or at least partially so. While the strategy of
unwavering persistence can be a triumph in it-
self, mere survival often lacks vivaciousness.
We need to get angry, we need to get loud, we
need to be smart and respond to obstacles
in a way that will help rectify things but we
also need to live. An exemplary model is the
LGBTQ+ community, which seamlessly inter-
twines politically charged protest with expres-
sions of joy, as seen in their triumphant PRIDE
parades. In these parades, all are welcome,
and discrimination is forbidden. Solidarity,
protest, and joy are woven into a tapestry that
embodies the core of collective strength, forg-

ing a transformative empowerment in the face
of adversity.

Artists and cultural workers’ commitment to
art is about their commitment to life and hu-
manity, to never underestimate the importance
of the right to imagine, create, and distribute
diverse cultural expressions free of censor-
ship or interference. This is exactly what we
come together to celebrate at Something Else.
The joy of dreaming about what is not there
(yet), about finding new ways though the un-
imaginable, to inspire and envision hope and
utopia - together.

The unique platform of the Off Biennale Some-
thing Else transcends barriers of language,
culture, and background, making it a power-
ful tool for promoting inclusivity and building
bridges across diverse communities. It allows
artists from different corners of the world,
with very different backgrounds and walks of
life to come together to celebrate art and life.
This is a joy that can provide a potent source
of inspiration that fuels creativity and allows
artists to produce work that speaks to the hu-
man experience — or even challenges societal
norms.

Like the resilient cockroach, cultural workers
come together, signaling to one another, shar-
ing resources, and finding ways to not only
survive, but thrive. This exhibition is a testa-
ment to the commitment to our shared cause,
and a celebration of the human spirit’s capac-
ity to find joy, even in the most challenging
circumstances. ‘Persistence Through Joy’ is
a reminder that in unity and joy, we find the
strength to overcome, to imagine, and to in-
spire.
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UNTITLED (FAMILY RE-
SEMBLANCE)

The first question is: Where?

This text is written on the island of Dursey, at
the southwestern tip of the Beara Peninsula.
It’s a small island, in the ocean, connected to
Ireland only via a cable car. Outside there is a
storm. In general, there is lots of wind here. My
initial reaction is ‘why and how does anybody
live here?’ (there are only a handful of people
doing so). And this is not that extreme, an en-
vironment just more rustic and in the middle of
the ocean than what | am used to. This | find
typical for us humans. We are not only able, but
at times also willing to live in places that others
would perceive as hostile and uninhabitable.

This is the start of a white, middle class
north-european man who discovers, much like
a four year old, that there are other perspec-
tives than their own. For too long people like
myself have taken their own lack of knowledge
as a moral high ground to judge others and their
ways.

Now, | did grow up on a small island, as a part
of the Lofoten archipelago, in a town today
known for scenic tourist photos. Back in the
1980s there was only fishery. The largest sea-
son wise cod fishery in the world. The export
of dried and half dried cod to other countries
was for many hundred years one of the most
important export incomes of the state of Nor-
way. One of the neighboring islands has one of
the largest viking museums in the world. This
| learned about in school, the fishery, and the
vikings. No one ever mentioned the fact that if
we go back beyond the 18th century, the west-
ern part of the archipelago was mainly inhab-
ited by a sea-sami population.

The second question is: Why?

As philosopher Arne Naess once claimed, «it
hurts to think», because we humans have an
urge to try to understand what we yet have un-
derstood - or even ‘seen’. | would explain it as
the discomfort or pain that arises when indi-
viduals deeply contemplate complex and chal-

lenging ideas, especially those related to the
environment, ethics, and the human-nature
relationship. It reflects the cognitive and emo-
tional strain that can come with questioning
deeply ingrained beliefs and societal norms.
As the title of this exhibition suggests, the
meanings of words often do not have a sin-
gle, precise definition. Instead, words in a lan-
guage are connected to each other through a
network of overlapping similarities, like the
members of a family who share certain traits
but not a set of defining characteristics. This
is borrowed from Ludwig Wittgenstein’s Philo-
sophical Investigations.

So, this ambiguity and the discomfort asso-
ciated with it align with both Wittgenstein’s
notion of family resemblance (where concepts
are interconnected through overlapping sim-
ilarities) and Naess’ idea that it can be men-
tally taxing to grapple with these intricate and
multifaceted concepts. Wittgenstein’s ‘family
resemblance’ emphasizes the interconnect-
edness of concepts through overlapping sim-
ilarities, while Naess’ “it hurts to think” un-
derscores the discomfort experienced when
deeply contemplating complex ideas. When
applied together, these concepts highlight the
challenging nature of grappling with abstract
and multifaceted concepts, especially in are-
as like philosophy, ethics, and environmental
thought.

These two, maybe combined, is a like a guide
to how to maneuver this exhibition | hope that
we are able to put together for the biennale, of
works by Matti Aikio (Sapmi), Lene Berg (Ber-
lin/Oslo), Lutz-Rainer Miiller (Leipzig/Oslo),
Marita Isobel Solberg (Tromsg) and Eva Svane-
blom (Tromsg).

Dursey Island/Dublin/Tromso
Leif Magne Tangen
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MORPHING
MASSES

morphing masses is a performative space that search-
es for various modes of collective transformation.
Nine Swedish artists meet in the gap between visual
and performance art to connect and diverge matter,
bodies, time, and space. Individual works are per-
formed, leaving traces and tangling through each oth-
er, gradually unfolding into a spatial exhibition that
will remain during the biennale’s exhibition period.
morphing masses has been initiated and organized by
artist Hanna Wildow and is created collectively by the
participating artists.
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Editors: Power Ekroth and Sara Rossling
Graphic design: Engy Aly and Hanna Bergman
Fonts: GT America and Lyon Arabic Text
Arabic translations: Rami Alkhoury
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Simon Njami, Sara Rossling, Leif Magne Tan-
gen, and Hanna Wildow.

Photography: Juan-Pedro Fabra Guemberena
and the artists.
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