
One path Attia has taken in his explorations is to reflect, both artistically and politically, on the 
aesthetics of “broken faces” in World War I. An earthquake of gigantic proportions, the war both 
annihilated and revealed. It enabled for a brief moment the emergence of an aesthetics of chaos, 
expressed on the shattered faces of veterans, and in the delirium and visions of shell-shocked 
soldiers. Expressionism was born in the reverberation of that gaze—a gaze that emerged in the 
surgical operation of repair, and resembled that of sacred African statues. “African statues don’t 
represent objects in the visible world—instead they make the Invisible present,” Attia says. 

“For me,” he explains, “the First World War is crucial, because it is the moment of collapse, and 
there is a realization that the huge technological apparatus of European modernity is in fact 
made to destroy. This raises questions for both art and philosophy. There is always a thing and its 
opposite: war is related to art.”

“It is enough to look at the history of art,” he continues, “to note the emergence of artistic avant-
gardes in connection to wars: pre-war premonitions, and post-war reparations, when societies seek 
to unearth, or at least exorcise, the suffering of war. We can think of Algeria, Lebanon, and Iraq, 
and of periods of violent suppression in Morocco, and of their relation to artistic creation. When I 
started researching this connection in Europe, I found that after World War I, some seven million 
soldiers returned home from the front disfigured. They all came through Paris. And in Paris, at that 
time, all the modern painters were there—impossible that Picasso or Braque one day did not run 
into a ‘broken face’ in the street. They were everywhere.”

To explore the connection of art and war, and seeking to develop an artistic process capable of 
defying the ideological machine of fascist aesthetics with its valorization of the intact masculine 
body, Attia assembled an archive of photographs of these disfigured soldiers—known in France as 
gueules cassées, or “broken faces”—and of their still-misshapen reconstructions, through the early 
efforts of maxillofacial surgery. The photographs were shown in his installation Open your eyes 
(2010), which displayed the disfigured faces alongside African masks, themselves broken, repaired, 
or representing illness. “I spent a lot of time watching the amazing formal analogy between the 
reconstructed facial wounds of soldiers and African traditional masks,” he says.⁵

Among hundreds of photographs, Attia found only two instances of African and Arab “broken faces” 
—pointing to immense disparities in medical treatment of veterans. As an act of artistic repair, he 
brought the photographic archive of gueules cassées to Senegal.⁶ While living in Congo in the 1990s, 
Attia had studied African statues and healing rituals. He asked three Senegalese craftsmen to assist 
him in sculpting the “broken faces.” They accepted, and one told him, “My uncle fought in the Battle 
of the Marne [1914] and never came back.” Carved in wood from trees that, like the war, were one 
hundred years old, the result is twenty-six uncanny busts. They reveal the “broken faces” for what 
they are, and already were, if unknowingly: ritual “sickness masks,”⁷ operators of transformation, 
capable of showing that the dead are with us, connecting with the invisible in a ritual of chaos. 

“As an artist, I am attracted to these ‘broken faces,’ ” Attia says, “because they remind me of the 
aesthetics of African masks, ‘other’ aesthetics, which summon you to the world of invisible realities. . . .  
We were talking about decolonizing imagination, undoing the mimetic canons of Western classical 

Rituals of Chaos

Kader Attia recites me a line by the Senegalese poet Birago Diop: “Those who died have never left.”¹ 
This is what interests Attia now—to show that the dead are not dead, and to explore the ways we 
cohabit with their presence/absence in the world around us. But what does it mean to make an 
appeal to the dead in a gesture of repair, as he does in this installation, and as Abel Gance did in his 
1938 antiwar film J’accuse, both in the midst of wars and a struggle against fascism? 

The Algerian-French artist and I are talking² at La Colonie, the cultural center he created in 2016 
in Paris as an effort to “reappropriate and decompartmentalize” the city for those confined to the 
segregated suburbs where he himself grew up, to fight obliteration, and to reframe the terms of 
both culture and art. For more than two decades, Attia has focused on the materiality of wounds 
and scars in the aftermath of colonization, migration, violence, and loss, and on the immaterial 
rifts—expressed as madness, possession, and phantoms demanding to be heard—that haunt the 
lives of individuals and collectivities.

Historical lapses, phantom limbs: these rifts, or the “Missing,” as Attia sometimes calls them, are 
fissures that by their very existence make present a reality imprinted upon us and scarred into the 
landscape.³ His artistic practice seeks to rebuild the broken links, inviting the viewer to engage in a 
relationship with the lost and the unknown. 

In installations of sculpture, photography, and video, and in poetic remixes of historical archives,⁴ 
Attia explores the Colony in its many faces as a plastic theater of modernity. He traces its complex 
dialectics of appropriation, dispossession, and re-appropriation, which he addresses through the 
concept of Repair. A paradoxical principle, and one central to the operation of art as he intends it, 
Repair evokes the irreconcilable duality of a destructive and constructive plasticity, reminiscent of 
a Freudian dialectics of Eros and Thanatos. “I always think in complementary terms,” Attia explains, 
“never just one side or the other. I have a predilection for oxymorons. Repair is inherent to injury.”

The unequal encounter of incommensurable worlds is a violent process of creation and destruction, 
resulting in reciprocal incisions, amputations, and transformations. In Africa in the early years 
of colonization, for example, merchants expropriated the natives by extracting their valuables in 
exchange for cheap mirrors. Unbeknownst to the Europeans, by inlaying fragments of mirror in their 
carved wooden statuary, creating a powerful refracting effect, African cultures were able to make 
objects of inestimable sacred value. And in Algeria and Morocco, women made jewelry from French 
coins, then in some cases—such as Kader Attia’s Algerian grandmother—sold the jewelry to buy guns 
in the wars of liberation against the French. 

Yet this dynamic of destruction and creation is also larger than human history. Its recurrence seeks 
to reactivate “the initial chaos of the universe,” calling life to begin, again. “I want to reactivate the 
repairing function of chaos, to bind the viewer emotionally with it,” Attia says, “to reconnect the 
viewer to  his/her history: because our epoch severs us from it.”Kader Attia matrix 274   september 18–november 17, 2019 
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art. These ‘other’ aesthetics have helped me immensely. They brought me back to the Unknown I 
come from. Is it my Berber mother’s African roots? Or the nothingness we all come from? I don’t 
know. What I know is the emotion that vibrates in me when I look at these faces and these masks. 
The field of emotions is inexplicable. In the singularity of these men’s faces I see beauty, but a beauty 
that is related to the complexity of chaos. Imagine that you are walking in water. At some point, you 
lose your footing, and you start floating.”

In Attia’s installation at BAMPFA, his Senegalese wooden sculptures of “broken faces,” these 
reverberations of ritual sickness masks, encounter the final sequences of Abel Gance’s 1938 film 
J’accuse. The story behind this film—Gance’s remake of his 1919 silent film, also titled J’accuse—is 
important. In 1919, Gance approached gueules cassées who had just returned from the front, asking 
them to play ghosts who appear to shell-shocked soldiers. But they refused, unwilling to show their 
broken faces on the set. In 1938, however, in a last-ditch effort to prevent World War II, Gance asked 
the disfigured veterans again. This time they accepted. 

The 1938 film is a literal appeal to the dead; its set is an entrance into their world. The protagonist, 
a World War I veteran, sets off to awaken the dead of the 1916 Battle of Verdun, in which some 
300,000 soldiers were killed. With great emotional intensity, he calls on battalions and nationalities, 
enemies and friends, and the dead of all wars to rise. Born of “a moment of recognizability,” as 
Walter Benjamin called such an awakening,⁸ the film presents a summoning in the time of the world 
ending. Broken faces in flesh and blood march arm in arm to warn the living of the horrors of war. 
The film is no longer a representation, but an event. 

In Attia’s installation, the sculptures of broken faces mirror the broken faces in the film. The double 
mirroring hurls us into its vortex, caught in the very real effects of both art and war. It turns us 
toward the invisible with the sacramental force of the African sickness masks that so fascinate him. 

“For me the point of the installation is to throw the viewer physically in the midst of things that 
mirror each other, opening a space in between—because we need an entrance to access the world 
of the dead,” he explains. “I created a dispositif [setting] in which I confront the viewer with forms 
of human creation: image and sculpture. And in between, there is what I call the ‘black hole.’ The 
black hole is the void, the space that severs and sucks you in, which destroys—but which by this 
very destruction repairs. The spaces in between the elements, the silences: I pay a lot of attention to 
that, in architecture and in sculpture. In an installation such as J’accuse, you are surrounded from all 
sides by heads that seize your gaze.”

Surrounded from all sides, we are thrown into the space of our own dying, a space in which only 
essentials remain. There we can choose to live, having encountered the undead that we are.  
“It takes so much violence,” Attia says, “unfortunately, to become able to really see.” 

Stefania Pandolfo 
professor of anthropology, University of California, berkeley

NOTES

1 Birago Diop, “Le souffle des ancêtres,” Leurres et Lueurs, 
Paris: Éditions Présence Africaine, 1960. 
2 All quotes unless otherwise noted are translated from 
French and taken from conversations between the author 
and Kader Attia, Paris, July 2019.
3 See Attia’s films Reflecting Memory (2016) and Shifting 
Borders (2018).
4 The artist prefers to work with installations as he 
considers they “do” rather than “represent.” For an 
example of his use of historical archives, see his work 
Continuum of Repair: The Light of Jacob’s Ladder 
(2013–14).
5 Kader Attia, RepaiR, Paris: BlackJack Editions, 2014, 
p. 223, quoted from his interview with plastic surgeon 
Bernard Mole. 
6 Kader Attia, personal communication with the author, 
2019.
7 Sickness masks, such as the Pende Mbangu (the 
bewitched, and by extension, the sick), are twisted, 
misshaped, and asymmetric, and are used in dancing 
and healing ceremonies. See Z. S. Strother, Inventing 
Masks: Agency and History in the Art of the Central 
Pende, University of Chicago Press, 1998. For Attia, they 
“acknowledge illness and give it a social and material, as 
well as immaterial, almost divine value”; see RepaiR, p. 225, 
where he also discusses their influence on Cubism and 
modern European art.
8 Walter Benjamin, “On the Concept of History,” Selected 
Writings, Vol. 4, trans. E. Jephcott, Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press, 2003.
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Checklist

J’accuse
2016
Installation of wooden busts on metal plinths, wooden 
sculptures on metal supports, and single-channel video 
projection of an excerpt from Abel Gance, J’accuse 
(1938), color, sound, 8 minutes
Dimensions variable
Courtesy the artist and Galerie Nagel Draxler Berlin/Cologne
Produced with the help of the Senegalese craftsmen Lamine,  
Falou and Issa FAYE.

Reflecting Memory
2016
Single-channel HD digital video projection, color, sound
Courtesy of the artist, Galleria Continua, Galerie Krinzinger, Lehmann 
Maupin, Galerie Nagel Draxler, and Regen Projects
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