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Ina city like Amman, a city that portrays itself as the temporary/ permanent
reality, development practices and large- scale projects enhance the dramatic schism
between the “Domestic and Urban". In general, someone's relation to the city develops in
a complete different tempo from how the city is being planned and developed. However,
they both intersect according to their capacity for consumption. The temporality factor here
plays a significant role in how people “domesticate" their urban experience by limiting it to
their basic needs of dwelling, and restricting their movement to boundaries of inclusion and
exclusion imposed from ahove.

110cmx 70cm, Ink and marker on tracing paper, 2010- 2011, “On-longing”

84cmx 29, ink and marker on tracing paper, 2010-2011, “On-longing”
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Thoughts on an Exhibition Mohammad al-Asad

One of the first thoughts that came to my mind as | walked through Saba Innab's dual exhibition at Darat al-Funun,
"On-longing" and "No- Sheep's Land," is the numerous levels through which we experience visual works. A most basic, and
generally unattainable, level is that of experiencing the work exclusively as a visual composition, i.e. a collection of lines,
planes, spaces, and forms, defined by color, texture, and light. This purely formal experience of a visual work is unattain-
able because we usually are not able to separate a work from our preconceptions, prejudices, experiences, memories, and
cultural backgrounds. Add to that the information we may know about the artist who created the work, and the commentaries
that the artist or art critics may offer about it. Each of these factors influences our understanding of a work. These factors
may expand that understanding; they may enlighten it; but it they also may distort it.

Such "contextualization" of the visual is unavoidable. Consider the example of a group of lines that an artist may
draw. At one extreme, they may be no more than linear visual elements that contrast in color, texture, and intensity with
the background on which they are drawn, and they may not aim at representing any external reality. However, a visual
composition is almost always more than that. These lines could be a diagram that connotes or denotes a thought or an idea.

244cm x 100cm, mixed media on wood, 2011, “On-longing”



They may belong to an established system of visual codes,
aswitharepresentation of an architectural or urban element
such as a building or a street. They also may be a realistic
representation of objects from our surroundings, whether a
tree, an animal, or a human being.

The comments above are of relevance to exploring the
images that Saba Innab presents in her exhibition. Any-
one who is even vaguely familiar with architectural draw-
ings will immediately note that this exhibition is the work
of an architect. It is also clearly the work of someone who
is interested in urbanism. The work shows impressive tech-
nical mastery and facility, and Saba comfortably combines
line drawings with water colors and photographs. Saba also
combines two-dimensional maps and diagrams with three-
dimensional illustrations.

Saha's two-dimensional drawings seem to be aimed
at fellow architects and designers, as these drawings use
a language in which they are proficient, while most other
observers are not. Many of the drawings are even drawn
or sketched on tracing paper, the medium that genera-
tions of architects and students of architecture used before
computer-aided design programs took over the process of
designing and presenting works of architecture and urban-
ism. These computer programs generate images of finished
products, but conceal the lengthy and difficult processes

70cm x 50cm, ink on tracing paper, “On-longing”



through which they may have been created. In contrast,
tracing paper encourages the use of various means of illus-
tration, whether scribbling, sketching, drawing, or coloring,
thatlead to the finished product. Beyond this, Saba reaches
out to those outside her guild with her three-dimensional
compositions, creating images that directly connect to the
visual understandings of a more general public.

As someone with a background in the profession of ar-
chitecture, | was conditioned to view architectural drawings
asamedium. This medium communicates information about
anarchitectural or urban project that the designer conceives
and that ideally will be translated into a physical component
that forms anintervention in the built environment. We may
admire those drawings for their aesthetic content. Some
drawings may even become collectors' items if drawn by
a widely-admired architect. Generally, however, we treat
them as utilitarian elements, as illustrations that primarily
are intended to explain an object that may be built. They are
not usually intended as an end, but only a medium. The end
product is the built object itself.

Of course, while this may be the convention, there is
no reason why such architectural drawings may not be an
end in themselves, rather than merely illustrations of, and
references to, the ultimate object, i.e. the built form itself.
This is what Saba has done. Her drawings and collages are

intended as the conclusions of a journey rather than com-
ponents of a process. These drawings are not illustrations
of what eventually might evolve into a built project; they
are commentaries on an existing situation. In contrast, ar-
chitectural drawings usually are statements intended to in-
form us about an upcoming change that will affect the built
environment.

The question is what do Saba's visual statements tell
us? This question is not easy to answer. This is a dual ex-
hibition, one dealing with Amman and the other with the
Nahr al-Barid Refugee Camp in Lebanon. Although the two
exhibitions are physically separated from each other by oc-
cupying separate exhibition rooms, | found it difficult to
differentiate between their drawings. They both use similar
visual languages. My unmediated reaction to the drawings
of both exhibitions is that they communicate a sense of sad-
ness and even desolation. Human beings are for the most
part absent. In the few instances where human beings are
represented, they are physically dominated or even over-
whelmed by their surroundings to become insignificant.
Moreover, the depiction of light in the images conveys what
appears to be a deliberate flatness. The light monotonously
washes over the landscape, giving it a sense of dullness. In
these drawings, there is no celebration. At best, there is re-
strained observation.



| felt that all these impressions can be readily commu-
nicated to viewers without their knowing anything about the
subject matter of these images. As we are informed about
the subject matter, our understanding of Saba's images be-
gins to be modified. Upon realizing that one of the exhi-
bitions, "No Sheep's Land," is about a Palestinian refugee
camp, more specifically, that of Nahr al-Barid, which wit-
nessed extensive violence, destruction, and displacement
in 2007 as a result of the fighting that took place between
the Lebanese army and a militant Islamist group, one begins
to read in its drawings messages of despair in the face of
crushing realities.

Saba, however, uses similar visual vocabularies to "No
Sheep's Land" in her "OnTonging" exhibition about Amman.
Amman by no means presents the tragic conditions found in
the Nahr al-Barid Refugee Camp. It is, however, a city with
its own unique challenges. Itis a city that over the past sixty
years has been subjected to a series of abrupt changes,
particularly because it received populations who have been
displaced by the political violence that has rocked Jordan's
neighbors. The incoming populations primarily consisted of
Palestinians, but also Lebanese, Syrians, Iragis, and even
expatriate Jordanians who had been living and working in
the region. For some, Amman is a transient place, either
physically or psychologically. It also has been subjected

to abrupt building booms, some connected to this dislo-
cation of large populations into it, but some connected to
sudden surges in economic activity affecting the region.
These surges usually have resulted from rises in oil prices,
the main commodity on which the region's wealth depends,
for both its oil-exporting and oil-importing countries. In all
cases, it is a city that is continuously undergoing extensive
change.

The more | have reflected on Saba's images, however,
the more | have felt that the drawings of the two exhibi-
tions are less about specific places than they are about
the reaction of the artist to these places. They are highly
personalized expressions of Saba's interaction with a city in
which she has spent a good part of her life, and a Palestin-
ian refugee camp on which she has worked in the capacity
of architect and urbanist. Moreover, her work cannot in any
way be separated from the fact that she herself is a Pales-
tinian - Jordanian who was born in Kuwait, but moved with
her family to Amman after the Iragi invasion of Kuwait in
1990, when she was only ten years old. Her work is a deeply
personal commentary on the social, economic, and political
forces that affect the Tives of so many people in this part of
the world, where anxiety and uncertainty are forever loom-
ing.

In putting together these thoughts, I am combining my



view from "No- Sheep's Land"

ownimpressions of the visual statements that Saba presents
in this exhibition and also to the verbal commentaries she
made about theminalengthy meeting we had. She presents
powerful images, but | do not think we should be search-
ing forany clear, specific, or succinct message that she may
have intended to communicate. What we see in her images
is an ongoing interaction between an artist and the chal-
lenges that the world in which she lives and works poses.

Unless intended as a form of mass communication,
works of art are highly personal statements. They also often
have very different meanings for those who create them and
for those who view them. These meanings are not neces-
sarily well-defined. The works may be explorations of phe-
nomena that we only incompletely comprehend, but these
works still stir our thoughts and our feelings, and they allow
us to expand and deepen them. They are segments within a
continuous journey of exploration for both the artist and the
viewer, or stations along it.

For many, visual works still are experienced at much
simpler and more basic levels. Saba commented that a few
of those who saw her drawings on Amman simply understood
them as ambitious proposals for urban installations she has
been designing! Like all of us, they experience visual works
through their own personal filters. Their impressions of
these works are no less valid than anybody else's.






Promise not to Promise Me: How to Build without
a Land Ghalya Saadawi

“Up there innumerable races of mankind underground,
buried, to their supreme joy, in the catacombs of invisible stars,
encourage us by their example. Let us act like them, let us like
them withdraw to the interior of our planet. Like them, let us
bury ourselves in order to rise again.”*

General view of "On-longing”, room 2
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A bleak but green landscape, devoid of humans.
Thin, metallic wires; tightropes; massive ladders suspend-
ed in the sky; monument-like concrete slabs; alien land-
ing platforms; a black abyssal form in the centre of a city.
What happens (to human time and place) when you imag-
ine - just as in a digital architectural rendering - a city that
does not yet exist? Or, a city that exists full well, but that
has been emptied of signification. A city yet to come, but
not to be dwelled in; imagined in order to raise questions
about what it means to dwell on, or to own land. Painterly

gestures that present a total absence of urban inhabitants,
thus making the Tandscape visible again; a geography that
is bereft of people, sometimes using the language of mod-
ernist architecture to offer a critique of (and remark on the
bleakness and vacuousness of) city planning, alleged urban
regeneration and its concomitant power structures. It de-
pends on who is doing the imagining and why. In his only
novel-cum-lyric poem written in 1905, sociologist Gabriel
Tarde projects us into a future now past where earth became
uninhabitable. Instead of living on its surface, we entered



100cmx 100cm engraved concrete map,
steel table 100x100x 60cm, “On-longing”

left General view of “On-longing”, room 1

into its entrails and bowls, and reorganised our collective
life in order to make life underground possible for centu-
ries; yet only as a condition of making the unlivable earth
conceivable and habitable again. An act of the imagination,
a gesture of annihilation that can be read as preparing or
creating the terrain - very literally - for the condition of
hope to be possible.? In the case of Palestinian-Jordanian
artist Saba Innab, it appears that her poetic canvases and
maps stem from the politics of her urban and architectural
imagination too.

When entire cities and urban environments are be-
ing reconfigured, when entire zones or districts are being
built or rebuilt, questions arise about what a utopia might
be: the imposition of control over some perfect, imagined
(present) future, and yet at the same time its impossibility
and postponement? The Abdali construction and real-estate
project in Jordan - something Innab intimately though la-
tently addresses in her work - could be one such case.
Shanghai's INFRARED development project, another. In the
publication/project Great Leap Forward, in the context of a
discussion about the INFRARED project, these ideological
commitments to Utopia are questioned: “[T]o save Utopia
atamoment when it was being contested on all sides, when
the world kept accumulating proofs of its ravages and mis-
eries [...] INFRARED, the ideology of reform, is a campaign

1
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244cm x 100cm, mixed media on wood, 2011, “On-longing”



to pre-empt the demise of Utopia [...]"3. What exactly is at
stake in pre-empting (a term used in the language of war)
the demise of something that has not yet come into being;
in appropriating a future through ideology and the exercise
of power? If an artist dialectically sabotages this objectified
Utopia, does it speed up its demise?

"“The promise of Abdali is everywhere you look™*

For whom do investors, contractors, real-estate gi-
ants such as Abdali in Amman (or INFRARED in Shanghai or
Solidere in Beirut to give but a few examples) build? These
projects might be some sort of superimposition on older
urban and economic structures and flows, yet what is the
promise, “the travelogue into the future™, that is every-
where we Took? If a promise is understood as an act not
as an object, a statement that performs what it says, not
a lifestyle or a commodity, what does this phrase come to
signify? Like a haunting by that which isn't there - in this
case, a future hauntology, to borrow a term from philoso-
pher Jacques Derrida - it is presented as a promise that isn't
performative, but constative, fixed, objectified. Turning it
into a ubiquitous object - the promise is everywhere - thus
makes it empty; an empty promise. Who are the dwellers of
this empty future that will not come into being? Did they
exist before Abdali created the possibility for them? Will
the people who inhabit this tenuous temporality also be an

impossibility? In stating this, urban reconstruction projects
perform precisely what Utopia is meant to signify: a con-
tinuously, eternally receding horizon line; a non-existing
place.

Architect and artist Saba Innah's project started far
earlier than that, on an entirely different terrain and in
another ‘unthinkable’ building project in the Nahr al Bared
Palestinian refugee camp in Lebanon. The destruction of
the camp and subsequent plan to reconstruct it raised some
urgent questions for Innab: how does one dwell in a tempo-
rary zone or without a land? How does one conceive of the
future, the organisation of living space, material construc-
tion, property, without a land and without land ownership?
What political, aesthetic, visual, practical questions does
this pose for critics and observers? How does one think a
suspended relation to ground?

In an effort to understand her sense of alienation from
her hometown — an exile at home - as well as Amman's fast
and irreversible transformation, Innab starts by seeking out
the Tanguage and the methodology of maps and mapping,
thereby questioning the very same methods used to impose
that transformation. Ink, paper and cynicism in hand, Innab
does not create two-dimensional, flat surfaces, but actu-
ally enacts the movement of mapping through what appears
as the layering, montage and juxtaposition of maps and

13
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their entry points, thereby creating a movement in time: a
temporality to the act (not just the object) that is the map.
She navigates her way through people, sellers, dwellings,
markets, terminals. Like a creature being horn or, better,
mutating, Amman’s urban transformation (from the 1920s
up to the present day), the way in which mega real-estate
projects have literally pushed the city out of its own bounds,
its frame, is for her and many others before hera form of ex-
ercising spatial control. She responds by making what looks
like a timeline without dates, a series of black and red ink
drawings that can also be read diagrammatically. Using trac-
ing paper over existing maps, she creates bubbles, matrices
- as thicknesses and intensities - that allow viewers to read
the parts as symptoms of what a whole might mean. She calls
these 'foldings'. In other words, like a dissection project,
the layers of the city spatially (above and below), as well
as temporally (before, during and after), begin to appear
in thick black serpentine gestures across the maps she cre-
ates and not individually within each abstracted map, mak-
ing certain urban historical and political realities palpable.
Further, if maps are traditionally associated with conquest,
warfare and panoptic surveillance, inan act of détournement
she attempts to wrench that technique.

Another methodology within Innab's artistic practice:
she paints, draws, sketches, erases, pastes her own photog-

raphy, all on the same surface. She keeps these works with-
out titles to highlight the extent to which they are nameless,
repetitive gestures, exercises, trials. Repetition here acts
like a form of obsessive violence, death - both marking and
erasing in a frantic bid to find the paradox inherent to their
constitutive, intimate relationship. In new cities and urban
zones, the dividing line between the processes of destruc-
tion, construction, destruction, reconstruction sometimes
becomes indiscernible. The skeletal, slithery structures she
creates, these ‘unearthed’, hovering forms in silvers and
blacks are a bid to multiply the questions and the methods,
not the answers. Her spatial-temporal structures offer a
depth of perspective - almost literally - to these questions.
The future is dystopic in Innah's practice. She evokes the
grand, modernist, mega-architectural projects of the middle
of the last century only to create, in turn, her own spatially
suspended structures, as if to bear witness to their impossi-
bility. Inspired by them, in a dialectical move, her abstract-
ed, metallic grids, stairs, walkways, cement platforms can he
read as a gesture that tries to denote the dystopia inherent
to totalitarian, modernist architecture in their bid to sup-
posedly serve the masses. An interesting parallel. Could we
go so far as to say that these massive, contemporary, urban
regeneration and real-estate projects can be interpreted as
a continuation of this lineage in neo-liberal form?



Using photographs taken of Amman's periphery in win-
terlight - erasing all indications of habitation - Innab paints
on them (inspired, perhaps by Gerhard Richter's painted
photographs) in ink, acrylic, white-out, watercolour; in
shades of grey, mustard, aqua, ochre, black, gold. She then
imagines and juxtaposes her mega, quasi-Communist, grid
structures: abandoned hridges, bunkers, thin wires that Took
like fragile electricity lines, staircases that lead nowhere.
The object of these photographic fragments is a Jordanian
landscape - desolate, abandoned, barren, uninhabited. In
this sense, her paintings are like small science-fiction es-
says interrogating the possibility of building without a land,
in a speculative future beyond the real as a dimension of
the political. No man's land, no sheep’s land, bulldozed and
stretched horizons. A series of lines and gestures striving
to reacquire, reappropriate, wrestle the space (and time) of
urban projects and powers that seek to forcibly claim and
restructure that very same space and time.

Innab's infinite vanishing points in the perspective
she creates in each picture take the viewer to another place,
while bringing him/her back to time, as well as to dimen-
sionality in painting as well. Her structures, delicately yet
firmly painted in white-out and pencil remind us, despite
their obvious differences, of late American Abstract Expres-
sionism'’s toying with the canvas as a three-dimensional

space using lines and zips and stripes to unite and divide
canvases, to bring forth and make recede. Innab's thin, 'im-
possible’ delineations call us from a future time, but we are
not sure what they want. We feel a bit haunted and melan-
cholic, but also hopeful under their grid, their weight, their
spectre. Painted on huge wooden panels of 2.4 x 1.2 meters
(and not on canvas), presented in a landscape format, they
also forebode a sense of morbidity; a death drive inhabits
these massive unrealised, already dead projects - both the
ones she harks to and the ones she paints. Could the paint-
ings themselves hecome those structures of dystopia, those
reminders and remainders? Could this collection of works be
seen as small monuments to failure, to failed ideologies and
systems? Even more ominously, in the dominion of global
capitalist values and mechanisms, the very structures that
‘we' seek to build, that ‘we’ have faith in, will in fact annihi-
late us under their crushing weight. When read affirmative-
ly, however, they say: the future does not have to be theirs.

'Gabriel Tarde, Underground Man, trans. Cloudesley Brereton (London:
Duckworth Press and Memphis: General Books, 1905, 2010), p. 19.

?bid.

3Chuihua Judy Chung, Jeffrey Inaba, Rem Koolhaas and Sze Tsung Leong
(eds), Great Leap Forward (Cologne: Taschen, 2002), p. 722, cited in Frederic
lameson, "Future City", New Left Review 21 (May-June 2003), p. 65-79.
*http://www.abdali.jo/index.php.

*Jameson, “Future City", p. 67.
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Saha Innab

Saba Innab is an artist and architect, born in 1980. Her works are mainly concerned with architecture and the
city, and reflect a process of producing and reproducing a place in an analytical and critical context. She received a B.A.in
Architecture from the Jordan University of Science and Technology in 2004, and has worked as an architect in Amman and in
the Nahr el Bared camp reconstruction project (North Lebanon). Most recently the artist participated in the HomebWorkspace
Project at Ashkal Alwan- Beirut (2011-2012). She received several grants such as the AFAC production grant (Arab Fund for
Art and Culture) and the YATF production grant (Young Arab Theater Fund).

Selected Solo and Group Exhibitions

2012 "Amman Journal”, a group exhibition at Forum Schlossplatz,
Aarau- Switzerland

2012 Open studios of Home Workspace Project - Beirut.

2011 Solo show at Darat al Funun- Amman

2011 No Sheep's Land, solo show at Agial Gallery- Beirut

2010 Participated at The Utopian Airport Lounge: public art
project- Amman

2010 Solo show at Zara Gallery- Amman

2010 Solo show at Sanayeh House in Beirut.

2010 The Park, research project and installation, makan- Amman.

2009 Rotterdam Biennale for Architecture
2008 China Biennale - Beijing.

Residencies and workshops

2010 Artist in residence at (3 studios) Beirut.

2008 Art residency at Townhouse Gallery -Cairo

2007 Residency at Vermont Studio Center - Vermont/ USA
2007 Shatana International Triangle Workshop, Jordan.

Writings

2012 "The Permanent Temporariness in Amman" published in "The
Institute of Palestinian Studies” journal.

2011 " On-longing", essay published on “Ibraaz" electronic
platform.

2008 "Al Abdali- a Personal Experience” published in Amkenah
magazine, Alexandria- Egypt
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No- Sheep's Land

Detail
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Page 20, 22, 23: 80cm x 120cm, mixed media on wood, 2011



No- Sheep's Land

In a city like Amman, a city that portrays itself as the temporary yet permanent reality, development practices
and large- scale projects enhance the dramatic schism between the "Domestic and Urban". In general, someone's relation
to the city develops in a complete different tempo from how the city is being planned and developed. However, they hoth
intersect according to their capacity for consumption. The temporality factor here plays a significant role in how people
“domesticate” their urban experience by limiting it to their basic needs of dwelling, and restricting their movement to
boundaries of inclusion and exclusion imposed on them as the city is being planned and reshaped. Amman as a space lingers
between being an imagined city- from a distance- and being real in the small lived details up close. It's a disconnection
between the individual and the collective.

This relation is further complicated by how Amman was/ is growing. This growth which has been always subject to
events enforced upon it by regional economic and political conditions which is all reflected in the morphology of the city
early within its formative years through abrupt explosions. Urgent needs called for fast arbitrary solutions that caused con-
fusion in the city's structure, and was followed further by efforts to redeem the fallout. The city was thus shaped by these
reciprocal actions, creating a multi-centered spatial reality, infinitely shifting.

This ongoing research is an attempt to understand place making processes in Amman and the meaning of “place” in
general, which gradually transformed into ways of analyzing and visualizing discourse in the city- Amman- by analyzing
power in place, mapping history onto place, following the shift of centers, and predicting changes. Series of maps, collages,
drawings and narrative expressed the multi layered contradictions of this city; the imagined real, the rural inflated and the
permanent temporal.

Saba Innab
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244cm x 100cm, mixed media on wood, 2011
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Page 26-29 &31:
15cmx 21cm, ink on paper, 2009
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244cm x 200cm, mixed media on wood, 2011
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On-longing

Detail
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On-longing

In a city like Amman, a city that portrays itself as the temporary yet permanent reality, development practices
and large- scale projects enhance the dramatic schism between the "Domestic and Urban". In general, someone's relation
to the city develops in a complete different tempo from how the city is being planned and developed. However, they both
intersect according to their capacity for consumption. The temporality factor here plays a significant role in how people
“domesticate” their urban experience by limiting it to their basic needs of dwelling, and restricting their movement to
boundaries of inclusion and exclusion imposed on them as the city is being planned and reshaped. Amman as a space lingers
between being an imagined city- from a distance- and being real in the small lived details up close. It's a disconnection
between the individual and the collective.

This relation is further complicated by how Amman was/ is growing. This growth which has been always subject to
events enforced upon it by regional economic and political conditions which is all reflected in the morphology of the city
early within its formative years through abrupt explosions. Urgent needs called for fast arbitrary solutions that caused con-
fusion in the city's structure, and was followed further by efforts to redeem the fallout. The city was thus shaped by these
reciprocal actions, creating a multi-centered spatial reality, infinitely shifting.

This ongoing research is an attempt to understand place making processes in Amman and the meaning of “place” in
general, which gradually transformed into ways of analyzing and visualizing discourse in the city- Amman- by Analyzing
power in place, mapping history onto place, following the shift of centers, and predicting changes. Series of maps, collages,
drawings and narrative expressed the multi layered contradictions of this city; the imagined real, the rural inflated and the
permanent temporal.

Saba Innah Page 36, 38, 39: Details
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page 40-45: 244cm x 100cm, mixed media on wood, 2011
41



42



43



44



45



46

Details of one of the map series that is based on A3 modules, 2010- 2011
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Each map is 110cmx 70cm, ink and marker on tracing paper, 2010-2011
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Detail of one of the map series that is based on A3 modules, showing the growth of the center, 2010- 2011
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42cmx 58cm, ink on paper, 2011
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Gabriel Tarde, Underground Man, trans. Cloudesley Brereton (London:
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http://www.abdali.jo/index.php.

Jameson, "Future City", p. 67.
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244cm x 100cm, mixed media on wood, 2011, “No- Sheep’s Land”
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29x 42cm, inkjet print on tracing paper, 2010 “On-longing"
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