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THE LIMITS OF A JOURNEY
OF RESISTANCE

BY ZOE BUTT

In the world of Rushdi Anwar, what appears abandoned,
displaced, or overlooked is given hope. He takes delight
in the imperfection of material forms — a chair that has
been left by the roadside (‘Irhal’ 2013-ongoing); an old
photograph that has lost its referent (‘A few lines of
history’ 2011); a floor carpet whose travels have created
tears and rips (‘Reframe home with patterns of displace-
ment’ 2017-ongoing) — such forms hold memory that he
seeks to bring back to life in his art.

For Rushdi, the honouring of the material world highlights
aresistance to what is deemed irrevocable. Material sub-
stance may disintegrate or transform (soap with water
erodes; fired wood becomes charcoal; colour on paper
fades with light), but for Rushdi such change meta-
phorically holds the potential for reincarnation, repair,
re-purpose, renewal. However, such potential is laced
with cynicism in Rushdi’s art, for these crucial processes
could be considered akin to human forms of survival,
such conditions too often suffered as consequence of
the repetitive nature of politically orchestrated violent
realities. The materiality of History is Rushdi’s playground
- the various versions written and popularly quoted, the
images used to argue factual valency, the objects of

post-conflict, the first-hand accounts of trauma, the
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memorabilia created to commemorate, the sounds used

to persuade.

If you ask Rushdi Anwar, a former political refugee, what
prompts him to continue his artistic practice, he has a
very particular story to share.

It was 1986. He was 15 years old and offered an oppor-
tunity to show a suite of his large-scale drawings at his
local cultural centre in Halabja, his hometown, in the
Kurdistan region of northern Iraq. He was excited. His
uncle thought him good enough. But first, he had to seek
permission from the ‘Secret Service’ department of the
Iragi government. Rushdi trundled his drawings to the
office somewhat nervous, as this building, he knew, was
trouble. It housed the military who were setting Kurdish
villages alight in the mountains surrounding Halabja at the
time — indeed the scenes of pain and suffering of those

villagers who survived were the subject of his drawings.

The inspecting officer begrudgingly saunters over to
Rushdi, a cigarette hanging from his mouth, as he interro-
gates angrily in Arabic. ‘Why are you painting such images?
This is the era of Saddam Hussein! We have provided

peace and security! We have food! Who teaches you these



kind of things? Who is your father? Tell me!” Rushdi did not
understand a word he said, but the ‘Director of the
Ministry of Culture’ whispered translation and Rushdi
shook with fear. He knew what they would do to his family.
He remained silent. He was only allowed to show 4 of 16

drawings. He chose not to do the show.

Ever since, this memory burns as reminder of the power of
Art as a form of resistance — that to be able to document
reality is a gift and a responsibility, for its record can be
of great evidence in a world determined to annihilate the
truth (his consequent drawings of victims of Saddam
Hussein's 1988 Chemical Attack on Halabja were indeed
amongst the only visual record of what and who remained,
for many)."

The 1980s saw Saddam Hussein's regime viciously
attack countless Kurdish villages in northern Iraq, burning
communities with fire and chemicals, in what has come to
be known as part of the ‘Anfal Campaign’. 2This systemic
attempt to exterminate the Kurdish population of Iraq

arose in retaliation for the Kurds seeking sovereignty,

whom Saddam also claimed were helping Iran in its war
with to Iraq (such violence particularly ‘disappearing’ men,
like Rushdi, who were of ‘battle age’).®

During this time, Rushdi recalls drawing and painting by
candlelight. Power outages were a regular occurrence, as
were the sounds of gunfire and B52s. Rushdi sought the
confidence of senior painter Ismail Khayat (1944-2022),
considered the grandfather of Kurdish contemporary art
today, whose own exploration of Kurdish folklore delved
into the political isolation of his people. Rushdi found
resonance in Khayat's use of symbolic representation
- who often painted birds in flight as a sign of freedom -
drawn to the power of metaphor as vehicle for expressing
what words could not. Such gestures of solace in paint
Rushdi also found in the work of German Expressionism,
particularly the art of Emile Nolde and Erich Heckel. Their
heavy figurative lines in black and white ached with in-
credulity in the aftermath of World War | (which Rushdi
found pictured in second-hand books). Such helplessness
spoke loudly to Rushdi of his own experiences of post-war

conflict and the crisis he felt in human morality.

THalabja is Rushdi’s birthplace and hometown.. On 16 March 1988, Saddam Hussein carried out the largest chemical weapons attack in
history against a civilian-populated area. This genocidal massacre in Halabja against the Kurds saw Rushdi lose family and loved ones,
this tragedy is a trauma he carries to this day.

2'Anfal’ in the Qur'an does not refer to genocide, but the word was used as a code name by the former Iragi Ba'athist regime for the sys-
tematic attacks against the Kurdish population. The campaign also targeted the villages of minority communities including Christians. But
the Kurdish genocide began decades before the Anfal and has claimed countless victims. The genocide perpetrated over decades began
with the Arabisation of villages around Kirkuk in 1963. It involved the deportation and disappearances of Faylee Kurds in the 1970s-80s,
the murder of 8,000 male Barzanis in 1983, the use of chemical weapons in the late 1980s, most notably against Halabja, and finally the
Anfal campaign of 1988. Hundreds of thousands of innocent people perished, families were torn apart, many still live with severe health
problems. At the same time, 4,500 villages were razed to the ground between 1976 and 1988 undermining the potential of Iragi Kurdistan’s
agricultural resources and destroying Kurdistan’s rural way of life and heritage. See here for further background: https://us.gov.krd/en/
issues/anfal-campaign-and-kurdish-genocide/

3The Iran—Iraq War was an armed conflict between Iran and Iraq that lasted from September 1980 to August 1988.
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After three clandestine attempts to smuggle himself out
of Iraq (supported by his family who wished him safe),
Rushdi succeeded in seeking asylum in Turkey in 1997,
at the age of 26. Following his interview with the UN in
Ankara, seeking Australia’s sponsorship of him as a
political refugee, he was asked if there was anything he
needed. His response was ‘paper and ink’. He urgently
needed to record what he had seen and heard. Upon his
further study of art in Australia, it was via his research of
philosophical ideas of displacement, ruin, and decay, of
the irreversibility of material and psychological trauma,
that held him and continues to compel his experimen-
tation with differing media. Nails rust (‘Monuments of
Sorrow’ 2009-2014). Fire melts metal (‘'Kingdom of Dust
Ruled by Stones’ 2023). Chemicals fix chaos (‘We have
found in the ashes what we have lost in the fire’ 2018).
For Rushdi, these transformations are all a form of
violence akin to the human condition, where its own
understanding of itself as agent of change is in denial of
its unique consciousness. The fallibility of humanity he
believes lacks respect of its conscience, its arrogance
preventing learning from its mistakes, thus lacking care
for the impact of its cyclical violence that it inculcates on
its own kind and its habitat.

In Australia, due to his limited English, Rushdi found
himself buried in language lessons, design/architecture

and visual art studies amongst the washing of dishes,

chopping boards, fast food preparation and eventually
duties as a chef. He crammed his few spare late-night
hours with books and images, determined not to ignore
his need of Art. And all the while, there was this ache for
family and Kurdistan. And a sense of shame and guilt
for being the one privileged enough to study without the
fear of death.

His greatest ally in this was Dr Mohammad Kamal,
a Kurdish philosopher and teacher who had emigrated
to Australia several years before. Referring to him as
mentor, Kamal became a critical sparring partner in all
things existential, where roving discussions about
German philosopher Martin Heidegger’s ideas of the
impact of time on ‘Being’#, and Persian-Iranian philo-
sopher Mulla Sadra Shirazi’'s concepts of change, were
of particular persistence. ‘(Sadra’s) philosophy was
particularly controversial for his ideas about substance’,
says Rushdi, ‘... as according to the doctrines of Islam,
matter cannot change. On this point, Mulla Sadra dis-
agreed with many revered Muslim thinkers and earlier
philosophers like Aristotle who advocated that a sub-
stance always fundamentally remains the same and is
inherently unchangeable. Because of his unorthodox
views, Sadra lived a reclusive life. Today, this immov-
able concept remains a central tenet of Islam.® And it
remains a central tenant Rushdi seeks to thwart, as did

Heidegger, in his own artistic criticality.

4*...the philosophical argument of Martin Heidegger in “The Origin of the Work of Art”, ... (states) that the work of art is a “thing”, and

therefore it is “being”. According to him, any “thing” that has physical existence, is classified as “being”. Any physical thing, which is in

place and time is “being”, including artworks. Hence, the work of art as a “thing” is located in place and time; for this reason, it is “being”.

It is the characteristic of artworks to open up a new world. For Heidegger, the artwork is no longer simply embedded in aesthetic values,

but rather in revealing the “truth” of being.” Rushdi Anwar ‘Being, Change and Politics: The Search for Meaning: Material and Form in the
Context of Socio-Political Art’. PhD Thesis (unpublished), RMIT Melbourne, 2016.
5 Rushdi Anwar. ‘Rushdi Anwar on Mulla Sadra Shirazi'. Art Asia Pacific #129, July/August 2022.
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In need of visually processing his cynicism of the world,
Rushdi again turned to Art for answers, finding under-
standing in the metal installations of Lebanese artist
Mona Hatoum, in the architectural fragility of Colombian
artist Doris Salcedo, in the animated and performative
paintings of South African artist William Kentridge. Such
artistic practices are anchored in their social worlds, deeply
responsive to the metaphorical symbols their materiality
evince and reflect of the pain, suffering and injustice their
communities endure and witness. Their psychological
ingenuity in transmitting ideas of displacement, erasure,
and loss via experimentation of material forms was of
great influence on Rushdi who came to regard the task
of being a ‘contemporary’ artist as one committed to the
transmission of a social world. He thus turned even more

to the study of his own.

At the end of nearly every evening, you will find Rushdi
plugged into the social realities of the day, watching and
listening to the calamities reported (and not reported)
across the world, particularly attuned to the geo-political
tensions of his people, and his adopted communities
in Australia and Thailand. He takes heart in his local
community, learning from and with them and their everyday
struggle, appreciating the daily struggles that inform
responsibility and care, deeply respectful of their own lived
experience as a form of knowledge. Rushdi’s social world
is sensitive to injustice, disrespect, and social alienation,
and is deeply critical of religion and politics in its historical
patriarchal repetitive hypocrisy in strategy, dictum, and
policy. As a member of one of the world’s oldest and
largest stateless nations — Kurdistan — Rushdi grew up
intrinsically aware that his family’s survival was in con-

stant jeopardy because of their ethnicity. ¢ The political

¢ See page 20, for further background on the history of the Kurds.

rights of the Kurds have been continuously historically
denied and thus Rushdi has never assumed his ability
to move, to earn an education or livelihood as a given.
The complexity of his cultural ancestry is an enmeshed
cobweb of political injustice, a tale of occupation,
colonization, proxy wars and religious infringements he
recognizes is in mass repeat across countless mino-
rities globally, whose enforced flight from harm has
come at great sacrifice and irrevocable loss.

In his focus on the materiality and ritual of survival, Rushdi
recalls one of the first paintings he ever obsessed over by
Flemish/Baroque master Peter Paul Rubens, titled ‘Roman
Charity’ 1612. In this work, Pero secretly breastfeeds her
father, Cero, who is sentenced to death by starvation in
prison. She is discovered by his jailer, but her self-less act
impresses the officials and thus wins her father's release.
Historically discussed as a work of mercy, this ‘feeding
the hungry’ continues to resonate in Rushdi’s artistic
practice, questioning the social limits and stereotypes we
fail today to change due to our lack of empathy and
openness towards those we know innocently suffer at

the hands of hegemony and its lust for power.
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