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Ali Cherri, To Save What Can Be Saved, 2025. Courtesy of the artist 
and Almine Rech Gallery



Soul Witness takes its title from a lone figure 
that recurs across Ali Cherri’s practice: someone 
posted to watch, made to wait, and in that waiting 
drawn into what they witness. A soldier at a border, 
a weeping mourner and a brickmaker within 
sight of a dam under construction: these ‘waiting 
witnesses’ structure the exhibition in the form of 
three audio-visual works, sculptures, watercolour 
drawings and installation. Across these different 
media, the exhibition questions how power relations 
vested in the nation-state, the military or the 
museum shape what history remembers.

Born in Beirut in 1976, Cherri grew up during the 
Lebanese Civil War, a period of extreme violence 
that, along with the post-war Beirut art scene, has 
shaped his practice and ethics. Currently based 
in Paris, he devotes his work to exploring the 
ways in which systemic violence and resistance 
to it leave traces in artefacts, bodies and the 
physical landscape, elements that often take 
on an allegorical meaning in his work. Although 
Beirut remains his ‘centre of gravity’, as he calls 
it, over time he has included in his work other 
contested landscapes, from Cyprus to Sudan, 
similarly imprinted with past and present conflicts. 
His recurrent question remains, ‘What can 
representation do to a place of constant disaster?’



Room 1

The three-channel video installation Of Men and Gods 
and Mud (2022) follows the daily work of seasonal 
brickmakers who spend the day turning mud into bricks 
at the Merowe Dam, one of the largest hydropower 
plants in Africa, on the Nile River in Northern Sudan. 
Seen from afar, their bodies seem to disappear into the 
mud itself, gradually covered by the same matter they 
shape. Cherri is drawn to mud, as it appears frequently 
in myths of human origin, from the ancient Sumerian 
flood and Greek mythology to Adam formed from clay 
and Chinese creation myths. Mud is born in the place 
where earth and water meet and becomes, for Cherri, 
the material of imagination. 

The film talks about creation and transformation but 
also destruction and devastation. A woman’s voice-over 
returns the work to a single question: ‘If mud had its 
own memory, what might it deem worth remembering?’ 
The construction of the dam led to the displacement 
of more than 50,000 people to arid desert locations, 
environmental destruction and the loss of Nubian 
archeological sites and artefacts.

Room 2

In this group of hybrid sculptures, Cherri combines 
sculpted bodies of clay and other materials with masks 
and fragments of found objects. He buys such objects 
at auction-houses, choosing them for aesthetic reasons, 
regardless of their authenticity: ‘I have become increas-
ingly drawn to fragile items – objects that have been 
excluded from dominant histories, often appearing in 
markets.’ By reintroducing these otherwise disregarded 
pieces, considered insufficiently valuable or worthy, 
he questions long-established signifiers of value in 
museums, bound up with histories of colonial violence.

The sculptures are placed together with The Earth 
Heard Their Lament (2026), a newly made work 
premiered here. Rather than fixed monuments, the work 

Second Floor



shows two gestural figures caught in the act of mourning. 
The mourners, or the weepers, make it possible to show 
grief and lament as a public act, and thus as a form of 
witnessing. By making the effects of violence visible, 
they resist its erasure from history. 

Ali Cherri, The Earth Heard Their Lament, 2026. Courtesy of 
the artist and Galerie Imane Farès



Room 3

The Watchman (2023) is set on Cyprus, divided since 
1974 between Greek Cypriot and Turkish Cypriot 
communities. This film follows the daily life of a soldier 
guarding the division line of the unrecognised Turkish 
Republic of Northern Cyprus. On the watchtower, he 
spends his days and nights waiting for an enemy that 
never arrives. The surveillance vigil traps him in a liminal 
state, between alertness and sleep, reality and fantasy.

Cherri chose Cyprus partly for its echo of Lebanon: the 
capitals Nicosia and Beirut both have histories of divi-
sion and bear the spatial scars of conflicts shaped along 
ethnic and sectarian lines. The work resonates with the 
violence unfolding in the region today and reflects more 
broadly on how borders are fixed and what effects they 
have on the landscapes.

The same liminal space returns in the watercolours 
To Save What Can Be Saved (2025), where soldiers 
appear suspended in a void – somewhere between 
falling asleep, dreaming or dying. As in The Watchman, 
constant alertness leads to exhaustion. For Cherri, 
this surrender to sleep is itself a form of subconscious 
resistance against the authority of the military and what 
it demands of the bodies and minds of its soldiers.

Ali Cherri, still from The Sentinel, 2026. Courtesy of the artist



Room 1

The work The Sentinel (2026) continues Cherri’s inves-
tigation into state-sanctioned violence. The film follows 
a day in the life of Sergeant Lafleur, a soldier at a French 
military base. During this time, we see how extreme 
discipline and surveillance can destroy the individual. 
Throughout the film, Lafleur, who by virtue of his role 
entrusts the decision over life and death to the military 
apparatus, gradually begins to shape his own fate.

The film moves through a series of fictional settings 
that drift away from reality, at one point passing across 
what seems to be a theatre stage. In this staged world, 
where Cherri’s other works emerge as props or sets, 
Lafleur encounters neon lights leading to a bar called 
Les Survivants (The Survivors). Cherri has long returned 
to the notion of survival: ‘What does that do to how you 
perceive the world? It really requires this superpower 
of being over. It’s not only living; you become someone 
who overlives.’ The Sentinel suggests that as long as 
cycles of violence continue, life is reduced to survival.

Facing the video installation stands the bas-relief 
Counter-Monument (For the Fallen) (2025). Made of 
wood and earth instead of bronze, the work challenges 
the aesthetics of commemorative monuments. Cherri 
further questions this convention by replacing the 
traditional depiction of the glorious soldier with the call 
to sleep. Above the soldier, three generations of women 
stand watching over him in a gesture of care. For Cherri, 
weakness, sleepiness and doubt ‘are traits of bodies 
that try to counter dogmas and impositions that we are 
suffering today’.
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Room 2	

Motifs from The Watchman reappear here as sculpture 
and painting. A grouping of oversize heads recalls the 
nightmarish figures from the film’s closing sequence. 
With eyes closed and faces slack, they resemble histor-
ical death-masks while their surface points to moulded 
plastic toy soldiers. They are arranged on stands, calling 
up a longer history of displaying heads, from the prac-
tice of mounting them on spikes to showing them in 
vitrines at ethnographic and archaeological museums.

The monumental painting No Man's Land (Theatre 
Backdrop) (2023) simulates a theatre backdrop and 
evokes the film’s narrative, in which the fabrication of a 
fictitious enemy is the condition of existence for the mili-
tary apparatus at the border. Prickly pear cacti have long 
been planted as living fences across the Mediterranean. 
In The Prickly Pear Garden (2023), Cherri casts them in 
resin, immobilising a plant that marks and divides land.

Ali Cherri, No Man's Land (Theatre Backdrop), 2023.  
Courtesy of the artist and Galerie Imane Farès



Panorama Room

The exhibition concludes with Listening Room  
(Kel Rejjel / Each Man) (2026), inviting us to consider 
the music and lyrics of the song performed by Loula, 
the singer at Les Survivants, the bar in The Sentinel. The 
song is an adaptation of Oscar Wilde’s poem The Ballad 
of Reading Gaol (1898) into Arabic by Lebanese artist 
and performer Rabih Mroué. Wilde wrote it after his 
imprisonment for ‘gross indecency’. Its refrain ‘each man 
kills the thing he loves’ returns throughout the poem in 
the different forms that killing or loving may take: a look, 
a lie, a kiss or silence. The choice of text also evokes 
Jeanne Moreau’s celebrated rendition of the same poem 
in Rainer Werner Fassbinder’s 1982 film Querelle, set to 
music by Peer Raben. 

Three bronze Nocturnal Lights (2025), at once animal, 
human and spectral, emerge from the shadows to haunt 
the space they inhabit, just as they do at the bar in The 
Sentinel, watching over Loula and Lafleur as they talk of 
life and death. 

Bronze, for Cherri, carries top-down history: ‘We’re 
used to seeing male heroes in bronze.’ The Dreamer 
(2023), made mostly of clay, carries history from below. 
He is rooted where he stands, while his face is slightly 
tilted towards the sky. The work, which Cherri tends to 
show as an isolated figure, stands with his back to us, 
observing the city.

Curator: Helena Kritis

Curatorial intern: Magdalena de la Barrera



About the artist 

Born in Beirut in 1976, Ali Cherri lives and works in 
Paris. In 2022, he received the Silver Lion for his 
participation in the Venice Biennale International Art 
Exhibition, The Milk of Dreams, with his work Of Men 
and Gods and Mud. His work has been presented in 
solo and group exhibitions internationally and is held 
in collections including the Museum of Modern Art 
(New York), Centre Pompidou (Paris), British Museum 
(London), Bonnefanten Museum (Maastricht), MACBA 
(Barcelona), Pinault Collection (Paris/Venice), Sharjah 
Art Foundation (Sharjah) and Sursock Museum (Beirut). 

With the generous support of: FABA Fundación 
Almine y Bernard Ruiz Picasso, Mercedes Vilardell, 
Peter & Nathalie Hrechdakian-Oghlian

In collaboration with: Almine Rech Gallery,  
Galerie Imane Farès, Cherri Studio



Events

11/09 	� 17:00 — Artist Talk
Ali Cherri in conversation with Helena Kritis (EN) 
at Salon de RendezVous 

02/10 	 19:00	�— Lecture
HYDROGRAPHIES: Ancestors, Waters, 
Infrastructures. With Ifor Duncan & Adelita 
Husni Bey, moderated by Silvia Franceschini 
(EN) 

07/10  	 19:00 �— Guided Tour
Look Who’s Talking with Louma Salamé (FR) 

24/10 	 15:00 — Guided Tour
Look Who's Talking with Helena Kritis (NL)

04/11 	 19:00 �— Guided Tour	�
Look Who’s Talking with Laura Herman (NL)

11-14/11  	Screening	�
BAFF Brussels Art Film Festival: Ali Cherri — 
Somniculus (2017), The Disquiet (2013) and 
Petrified (2016) at CINEMATEK.

02/12 	 19:00 �— Guided Tour	�
Look Who’s Talking with Daniel Blanga  
Gubbay (EN)

09/12 	 19:00 — Lecture  
What Can be Saved? Lina Mounzer on the 
work of Ali Cherri (EN)    

07/10, 04/11, 02/12   18:00–21:00 
Free nocturnes with guided tours, lectures, 
screening & workshops.

Stay updated on public programmes or book a guided 
tour via wiels.org.



Ali Cherri, Counter-Monument (For the Fallen), 2025. Courtesy of the artist and 
Almine Rech Gallery


