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Works from the Dead Inside Series
A l i  C h e r r i

dead inside:  behind the living form
Basit Kareem Iqbal and Rajbir Singh Judge

Against a white back ground, water color images of the dead. They lie in repose with 
their faces turned away. Fish, foxes, fowl—some lie askance, their legs or wings 
akimbo, as though they were flee ing or fly ing before they fell. Others were evi dently 
caught: their legs bound, their bod ies tagged, per haps stuffed. All these bod ies are 
cen tered against the same blank screen, absent a set ting or loca tion. Scanning this 
set of fig ures stripped of con text or plot, you remark upon the var ied com po si tions 
of their limbs and their serial arrange ment—some birds aligned ver ti cally, in pro
file; squir rels and foxes straining or stretched horizontally; fish div ing or placed 
askew. A ges tural impres sion: ges ture is “a moment of life subtracted from the con
text of indi vid ual biog ra phy,” Giorgio Agamben writes, “as well as a moment of art 
subtracted from the neu tral ity of aes thet ics.”1 You remark their vibrant col ors, all  
the brighter for their still ness. Death appears equiv o cally among these images: an 
inter rup tion of life, the real i za tion of life, per haps a line of flight.

Even the title of Ali Cherri’s Dead Inside raises the prob lem of locat ing the end 
or loss of life, the bor der between life and its other side. If death is borne “inside” 
life, as the exhibit’s French title La mort dans l’âme inti mates, then what do these 
water color images rep re sent? What is the emer gence of death from within life, or 
death as the real i za tion of life, in the absence of its loca tion? What form of loss is 
this, with out qual i fi ca tion or con text? Displaced onto the imme di acy of the blank 
back ground, subtracted from their sit u a tions, these images refuse the ren der ing of 
loss within the terms of nar ra tive rea son.

Yet this dis place ment and sub trac tion, in the images’ trac ing of ges ture and 
form, is no pal li a tive to desire. The blank space con jures mem o ries of a planet full 
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of life. Feathered forms staged as spec i mens out of place are urged within that shel
ter of mem ory; once within, they assign ret ro spec tive mean ing to their prior image. 
That dis ar tic u la tion (from the page) neatly coin cides with a desire (for flight). A new 
con text blooms in the space around death. You imag ine the birds in the sky—but 
they remain teth ered, in life and death, to an anthro po cen tric fate. The demand of 
Dead Inside’s displaced and subtracted images is assuaged—but new con fron ta tions 
emerge, for that replaced con text also seeks its own ground. In spec u lat ing at the 
bor der of life and death, such sub sti tu tions reflect what Freud calls “nar cis sis tic self
pre ser va tive instincts,” acti vated as the divi sion between inside and out side simul
ta neously frays and holds.2 In these “many bewil der ing and obscure pro cesses,” a 
dec la ra tion of loss like Dead Inside effects a rip ple across time. Thus Laura Ogden 
says that “loss is ongo ing,”3 as you see when you look at the water col ors yet again.

“Let us look again at this splen did being from which beauty streams,” writes 
Maurice Blanchot. “He is, I see this, per fectly like him self: he resem bles him self. The 
cadaver is its own image. It no lon ger enter tains any rela tion with this world, where 
it still appears, except that of an image, an obscure pos si bil ity, a shadow ever pres ent 
behind the liv ing form which now, far from sep a rat ing itself from this form, trans
forms it entirely into shadow.”4 The dead in Dead Inside now offer an image of deathin 
life, through the pre cise com po si tion of their limbs and wings and the vibrancy of 
their fur and plum age. And soon, pass ing from image to image, that form and color is 
every where. “It is where we are apart from it, where there is noth ing; it is an invad ing 
pres ence, an obscure and vain abun dance.”5 Death begins to wan der.

Can that wan der ing death be put to work, instrumentalized for life once more? 
Elizabeth Povinelli observes that it was “the dis cov ery of a force of life in dead 
mat ter, or life in the remain ders of life”—coal, indus try, power—that led to the 
world we inhabit today.6 You would need to be ratio nal to instrumentalize death; 
you would need to iden tify spec i mens; you would need to “bring uni for mity, con
sis tency, and coher ence to the pre sen ta tion of a clearly defined domain of nat u
ral objects.”7 Similarly, the series of images ini tially affirms a tax o nomic order of 
things: first fish, then birds, then mam mals. But this hier ar chy soon breaks down, 
attesting to the “invad ing pres ence” of wan der ing death: a dead fox among the 
birds; a fallen robin, its leg splayed, next to a squir rel. The genres do not hold, and 
the forms begin to blur. Dead Inside then pres ents bro ken auto mo biles, witnesses 
to other deaths. These crashed cars offer non sub jec tive depic tions of the events 
inside, confirming, in the end, the ineluc ta bil ity of the end. Human bod ies do not 
appear, but includ ing these vehi cles in the series establishes an inhu man con ti nu
ity between the rusting hulks of metal and the ear lier scaled, furred, and feath ered 
frames. The sci en tific oppo si tion of life and death is undone, turned to the obscure 
pos si bil ity of the shadow of form. Death has now come to attack “the pos si bil ity of 
a dwell ing place even for us who remain.”8
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F IG U R E S 1–2.  Dead Inside series.
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F IG U R E S 3–4.  Dead Inside series.
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F IG U R E S 5–6.  Dead Inside series.
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F IG U R E S 7–8.  Dead Inside series.
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F IG U R E S 9–10.  Dead Inside series.
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F IG U R E S 11–12.  Dead Inside series.
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F IG U R E S 13–14.  Dead Inside series.
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F IG U R E S 15–16.  Dead Inside series.
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F IG U R E S 17–18.  Dead Inside series.
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F IG U R E S 19–20.  Dead Inside series.
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F IG U R E 21.  Dead Inside series.
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ALI CHERRI (b. 1976, Lebanon) is a film maker and visual art ist based in Paris. His work 
explores the links between archae  ol ogy, his tor i cal nar ra tive, and her i tage, pay ing par tic
u lar atten tion to exca va tion and the relo ca tion of cul tural objects into muse ums. He was 
the 2021 art ist in res i dence at the National Gallery, London, which resulted in the exhi bi
tion If you prick us, do we not bleed? He is the win ner of the Silver Lion Award of the 2022 
edi tion of the Venice Biennale.

BASIT KAREEM IQBAL is assis tant pro fes sor of anthro pol ogy at McMaster University. 
Based on field work in Jordan and Canada with ref u gees, relief work ers, and reli
gious schol ars, his cur rent book man u script is titled “The Dread Heights: Refuge and 
Tribulation after the Syrian Revolution.” His next pro ject turns to aes thet ics, draw ing 
out the poet ics that artic u late Mus lim life in sites of exile and alien ation. His pre vi ous 
pub li ca tions have appeared in dia crit ics, Political Theology, Mus lim World, Anthropologie et 
sociétés, the Journal of Religion, Anthropological Theory, and Method and Theory in the Study of 
Religion, among oth ers.

RAJBIR SINGH JUDGE is assis tant pro fes sor of his tory at California State University, 
Long Beach. Focusing on Punjab at the end of the nineteenth cen tury, his cur rent book 
man u script is titled “Prophetic Sovereign: Loss and Recovery in Modern South Asia.” His 
next pro ject turns to cri tiqu ing con tex tual rea son ing and his tor i cism. His pre vi ous pub
li ca tions have appeared in Comparative Studies of South Asia, Africa, and the Middle East, 
Modern Asian Studies, Theory & Event, posi tions: asia cri tique, Cultural Critique, History & 
Theory, and the Journal of the History of Sexuality, among oth ers.
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