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HEADING
ON EAST
James Parry checks out Museum No. 1: Hizbollah’s 
Caviar, a recent London exhibition that showcased 
British artist Al Braithwaite’s unconventional take on 
the Middle East and how the West was not won.

The Gunduster. 2009. Bullpup rifle 
(86S Type), decommissioned and 

certificate, red feather duster, super 
130 Merino wool pinstripe. Courtesy 

Rose Issa Projects, London.
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Museum No. 1: Hizbollah’s Caviar was on show at Rose Issa Projects in London, 23 April–16 May 2009. 
For more information call +44 2076027700 or visit www.roseissa.com

L 
ast year’s blockbuster show at Tate Britain, 
The Lure of the East, showcased the British 
perspective on Orientalism, that 'like 
it or loathe it' genre which consistently 

spun a very particular yarn about the Middle 
East and the nature of East-West relationships 
through the 19th century and well into the 20th. 
Now, almost a decade into the 21st century, 
times are more than a-changing, and we find 
ourselves at a point where regional attitudes to 
the West, and to Britain in particular, are arguably 
at an all-time low on the approval scale. Iraq, 
Afghanistan, a consistent failure to address the  
Palestinian issue; so the saga of hapless Western action in the Middle 
East goes on. Perceptions are, not surprisingly, decidedly coloured.

It therefore takes a relentlessly enquiring and potentially 
foolhardy Briton to undertake a latter-day Grand Tour of some 
of the most incandescent of Middle Eastern hotspots. Yet that is 
precisely what Al Braithwaite did, setting off on a six-year odyssey 
of, in his words, “ragpicking, travelling and disrupting” that took 
him from Tehran to Baghdad and a myriad points between. Armed 
with his camera and a truck full of artist’s gear, he set out to explore 
a region that was in even more tumult than usual during a period 
corresponding with the USA presidencies of George W Bush. The 
result was the “Braithwaite Archive”, an artistic bank from which 
works were selected for the London show by curator Rose Issa.

 With his truck serving as a mobile studio, Braithwaite was 
able to create works ‘on the hoof’, using whatever was to hand and 
caught his eye. Everyday objects, the detritus of life and war, all 
found their way into his photographic work. Searching for these 
objects was not always straightforward in combat zones and almost 
had him shot by American forces in Baghdad on one occasion when 
he was rummaging in a bombed-out house. Oddly, there is something 
fabulously Victorian about this aspect of Braithwaite’s endeavours, 
his search for objects in the bullet-strewn rubble eerily akin to that of 
a 19th-century naturalist collecting specimens in a hostile rainforest. 
The result is a series of photographs that are economical, clean and 
thought-provoking. Particularly memorable in the B Block series 
was Jawbreaker, an image of a 20-dinar note nestling in an animal’s 

jawbone and with a twist of barbed wire carefully placed next to the 
picture on the note of the Dome of the Rock. 

The show’s centrepiece was Museum No. 1: Hizbollah’s 
Caviar, a leather-bound book presented as a box containing camel-
bone prayer beads and pages of quotes drawn from speeches by a 
range of political and historical figures on the Middle Eastern stage. 
With ‘chapters’ ranging from the Balfour Declaration through Power 
Vacuum, Moral Collapse and Deathsquads to Friday Prayers and 
Thou Shalt Not Smoke, the book is an eclectic yet astutely observed 
commentary, the quotes forming a sparring and antagonistic 
dialogue that mirrors the fractured and conflicting nature of the 
Middle East today.

Undeniably eye-catching were two eglomisé gilt mirrors, 
Ecce George and Ecce Saddam, the ghoulish, amorphous faces of 
two of the Middle East's most notorious protagonists  a perfect 

distillation of the distorting and 
corrupting nature of political power. And 
in the Dada-esque The Gunduster, where 
war meets domesticity, the pinstripe 
backcloth is a timely comment on the 
involvement of besuited businessmen in 
the international arms trade that fuels so  
many conflicts.

Billed as “politically-hot”, this 
show undoubtedly had its provocative 
moments, some contrived, others 
engagingly innocent or even vicarious. 
Yet its real power lay in its quietness, the 
casual way in which Braithwaite plays 

with objects and repositions them, both physically and, at one 
remove, in our own consciousness. The understated elegance of 
From the Orient in Siphonaptera 13, for example, combines exquisite 
craftsmanship, unusual flexibility of approach and a tip of the cap 
to the collecting mania of the Victorian age. However, Braithwaite’s 
ultimate triumph is that, through all the politicking and posturing, 
what he actually does is make emotional statements and responses 
to the Middle East. “It felt relevant to be there,” he recalls, “and to 
include it in my art-making. I can’t say much more than that.”

With his truck... 
as a mobile studio, 

Braithwaite was 
able to create works 
‘on the hoof’, using 

whatever was to hand.

Free Lunch. 2009. Military Link (RD104), Castell pencils, scoured leather, sapele 
mahogany, frame: architectural replica of Tudor Gothic style window from Trinity 

College, Cambridge. Edition of three. Courtesy Rose Issa Projects, London.

From the Orient in Siphonaptera 13. 2008. Sapele Mahogany 10 drawer cabinet, polished chrome, 
4mm glass, Ivorite knobs, (replica from Miriam Rothschild 13th flea cabinet, Natural History 

Museum, London). One-off piece. Courtesy Rose Issa Projects, London.


