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INTRODUCTION

It is a great pleasure to introduce this publication
as a companion to Samara Sallam’s solo exhibition
A Speaking Puddle of Blood at O—Overgaden.

Since 2021, O—Overgaden has, with the generous
support of the Augustinus Foundation, published
a monographic series in conjunction with our
large-scale solo exhibitions, aiming to expand the
conversations around each show and produce new,
offspring material.

In this particular case, writer, curator and director
at Konsthall C in Stockholm, Mariam Elnozahy,
has contributed an essay on the mythology and
folklore inherent in Sallam’s works, and artist
Theodor Nymark has written a text on art speak
and art language versus the metaphysics and
atmospheres of art. A warm and heartfelt thank
you to both contributors. [ wish to thank the whole
team at O—OQOvergaden for their efforts in realizing
the exhibition, as well as the graphic design team
at fanfare for their always dedicated work, and of
course not least the artist, Samara, for generously
sharing conceptualizations and co-thinking

with all of us, through both the exhibition and

this publication.

Sculptor and hypnotherapist Samara Sallam employs
language as not only a tool of communication, but a
force that moves and alters our worlds and bodies.
Creating carefully crafted physical objects, her work
commands transcendence and contemplation—secking
meaning in a world of violence by outlining liminal
spaces between the magical and the real.

For O—Overgaden, Sallam reworks various sources—
including her native Palestinian folktale archetype of
the girl Ghoul, a flesh-eating monster who devours
her family and destroys her whole village, as well as
Sufi mysticism and Jungian psychoanalysis—into a
story of finding “meaning,” unfolding in the following
three acts:

S —

Visitors enter Sallam’s exhibition through

a meticulously carved wooden portal—the first

of three sculptures. Rich with sculpted symbols—
breasts, devilish horns, five legs, and intricately stacked
elements—the tall arch itself forms a body, a material
manifestation of the monster or ghoul, that casts

a creation spell on any visitor passing through it.

i

The second sculpture is a small, dead raven with an
open belly. The ceramic bird acts as a compass or an
omen—as the all-secing raven or the gut of intuition.

iii

The third sculpture is a fragmented, hypnotic fish
head, an ancient symbol of wisdom and transition.
Its mesmerizing image—eyes, mouth, and gills in
glazed ceramic—engages the viewer’s imagination in
order to assemble the parts into a fish, pointing, as
the exhibition’s third portal or shadow membrane,
to another level of consciousness.

A fourth element in the exhibition is a text:

a subconscious mind trip of a woman escaping

a deadlock marriage, becoming a speaking puddle
of blood, bleeding continuously from her stomach.

While silent, almost withdrawn in its appearance,
Sallam’s rite-of-passage trio of sculptures—combining
inherent violence, existential quests, and the need

to ascend spiritually—also forms a metaphor of

the current, ceaseless attacks on the Palestinian people,
connecting to a universal or mythical place of suffering.

Rhea Dall,
Director and Chief Curator, O—Overgaden
June 2025
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SAMAR
SALLAM:
THE FOURTH

[IMPOSSIBILITY

OR CJW‘ &gb

Mariam Elnozahy

This text is inspired by A Speaking Puddle of Blood.
The forms Samara Sallam has created for this
exhibition emerge from a vast system of meaning
imbued with mythology, Sufism, and deep knowledge.
These sculptures do not belong to this place,

but when they are assembled here, their unique
cosmology accompanies them. The space is thusly
transformed. Following these creations, | have written
a text that provides an opportunity to access the rich
worlds that inform the works on display. [ speak in
parables, in prose. | draw on popular folktales and
sacred scripture. These stories have been passed
down for generations. In this exhibition, they are
given form.

Jsdll 25 @ eidlemaall o Gyl aie suboludl B el
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For the Arabs, it goes that there are only three
categorical impossibilities in this world. The first is
the Ghoul, that mortophagous (death-cating) spirit
whose ravenous bloodthirst makes the devil seem
merciful. The second is the Anqa, that golden, four-
winged bird who feasts on elephants and dwells at
the place where the sun kisses the horizon. The third
is the Faithful Friend. For the Arabs, there is no such
thing as a friend who is more loyal to anyone but
himself. In popular Arabic vernacular, when someone
wants to indicate that something is so impossible, so
unfathomable, so inexplicable, so outlandish, they
exclaim: “That would be the Fourth Impossibility!”.
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THE FIRST IMPOSSIBILITY: THE GHOUL(A)
J s ¢ [Verb: to transform|

The Ghoul preys on men. She gorges on the corpses
of traders, travelers, and traitors who fall into her trap
of seduction.

One such victim was the Woodcutter.! On an
ordinary day, marked by the typical activities of
wood-cutting and wife-bashing, the curmudgeonly
Woodcutter met a woman who claimed to be his
long-lost sister (until this point, he had no sisters).

He swooned at her invitation to her lavish palace that
evening. She insisted that he bring along his wife
and children; reluctant and hostage, they followed
him. As the night progressed, strange and frightening
events unfolded, and the Woodcutter’s wife realized
the “sister” was really a dangerous creature preying
on her family. When her warnings to him went
unheeded, she escaped into the desert with her
children, leaving her husband behind. He met his
fate, devoured by the Ghoula.

Who is the wretched one?

While traveling in the desert, the poet Thabit ibn
‘Amir al-Fahmi (d. 540) encountered a Ghoula and
slaughtered her. He carried her back, under his arm,
gaining the moniker “Ta’abbata Sharran” which
literally means “he carried evil under his arm.”

In prose, he wrote of her death:

[ spent the night bearing down on top of her,
Waiting for morning to see what I had caught.
Then I found two eyes in an ugly head,
Similar to the head of a cat, but with a forked
tongue.’

For the erudite literary scholar Abdelfattah Kilito,

the forked tongue does not connote deceit or duality.?
It is, rather, the tongue that follows after Babel. After
Adam. After T (Alif). The forked tongue is plurality,
tension, linguistic agility. It is how we communicate
across languages: born in one, bred in another, literate
in a third, in love in a fourth. The split tongue breaks
language. It is, in short, survival.

As for the wretched one? She is but a chameleon,

a changeling. Little did Ta’abbata Sharran know: the
ghoul dies with one blow, but can come back to life if
it is struck a second time. After that, she lives forever.

1. Alex Gaudet, “The Woodcutter’s Weary Wife.” Phylum:
UPEI Arts Review Volume XII, vol. X1I, Spring 2023, pressbooks.
library.upei.ca/artsreview-xii/chapter/woodcutters-weary-wife.

2. Amira El-Zein, Islam, Arabs, and the Intelligent World of the
Jinn. Syracuse, NY: Syracuse University Press, 2009, p. 140.

3. Abdelfattah Kilito, The Tongue of Adam. Translated by
Robyn Creswell. New York: New Directions Publishing, 2022.
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& o ¢ [Noun. There is no root for the word; it is

a word without derivation from any other word,
which is unusual since most Arabic words are der-
ivations from three-letter verbs of the form faula.l

THE SECOND IMPOSSIBILITY: AL-ANQA

The narration of Al Zujaj claims that no human has
ever seen the Anqa.?

The Anga has a lifespan of 1,700 years. The largest
of the winged creatures, she occasionally flies low
to the ground to grab elephants with her talons as
other birds would hunt a mouse for dinner. Other
than elephants, her diet consists of fish the size

of skyscrapers. She mates once every 500 years,
carrying the eggs as she roams and hunts. This
process causes her extreme, intolerable pain—yes,
even her! That elephant-eating, fire-breathing,
ornitho-monster. To bring her ease, the male bird
(he has no name) pours sea water down her beak
until the eggs finally hatch 150 years later.’

On October 3, 2023 my friend Zaynab had a dream.
Zaynab is from Ramallah. She is not particularly
religious, which I think is typical for Ramallah folks
where Islam is kind of like the . shih plant (worm-
wood): ubiquitous, easy-to-miss-but-hard-to-unsee,
potent, used to clean purulent wounds, can be healing
when soaked as a tea (only in very small doses®). In
Zaynab’s dream, she saw a battle taking place across
the vast Golan dunes. Roaring out of the sky like
Armageddon thunder, she heard the voice of God.

105:1) « Jeall ooy iy )38 35 55 >

“I didn’t even know that I remembered that verse,”
she told me, a week later.

(105:2) «[JLa5 5 ebiS Jani dli>

The verse is from the chapter of the Quran titled
“The Elephant.” In it, God narrates the story of

a war campaign that is said to have originated in
Yemen, with a massive army that charged Mecca
with the aim of destroying the holy site of the Kaaba.
The campaign featured several war-elephants, a
cataclysmic sight which struck the Arabs, who had
never seen the mighty elephant before, let alone in
battle. In the face of inevitable defeat, only a miracle
could protect them and their sacred house of worship.
Their miracle came in the form of a flock of birds.

(105:3) « oyl 1335 agale Jails»

,,,,,

wa-ghara’ib al-mawjadat. Cairo: Dar al-Kutub al-‘Timiyya, n.d.
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The birds swarmed the army, dropping stones on
them (8 ylosdl &5l 8 Lo), which turned the army
into ashes. It is said that J.ubl 1325, this flock of savior,
warrior-birds that turned the elephant-army to ash

is Al-Anqa.®
THE THIRD IMPOSSIBILITY: THE FAITHFUL FRIEND

Jedz [Noun/proper noun. Friend; the name
of the town Al Khalil, also known as Hebron.]

The First-and-Only-Faithful-Friend was Abraham,
whose friendship with God was so strong it turned
the desert green. The epithet for Abraham is “Al
Khalil: the friend.

Abraham, father of the prophets, had his doubts too.
He asked God to help strengthen his faith by showing
him how He can resurrect the dead. And so, God
obliged. He instructed Abraham to take four birds
and kill them, reassuring him that they will soon
return to him once more.

And so, Abraham caught four birds, slaughtered
them, removed the feathers, tore their bones apart
and placed dismembered parts of their bodies on
seven separate hills. He held their decapitated heads
in his hands as he sobbed, harrowed by the horrific
act he had just committed to the precious, innocent
creatures. Afterwards, God commanded Abraham
to call the birds back to him, and through his tears,
he whistled: “sew-sew-sew, li-li-li, sew-sew-sew.”

Then, Abraham watched as the feathers, blood,

and mangled parts of the four birds miraculously
assembled in the sky, until every bird came back to
life and began to walk towards him. Each bird came
to collect its head from Abraham’s hand, and if he
mistakenly gave the bird a different head the bird
refused to accept it. When Abraham rightfully gave
each bird its own head, the birds became whole once
more, and flew away to the horizon.’

In Fear and Trembling, Seren Kierkegaard talks of
another, more widely known miracle from Abraham:
that of the sacrifice of Isaac. For Kierkegaard, faith
entails the suspension of reason: it is unethical,
absurd. “How monstrous a paradox faith is, a paradox
capable of making a murder into a holy act well
pleasing to God, a paradox which gives Isaac back to
Abraham, which no thought can grasp because faith
begins precisely where thinking leaves off.”®

And what is friendship, but that boundless, unending
well of faith? Oh sons and daughters of Abraham!
Who amongst you is a faithful friend?

6. Ibn Manzur, 1955.

7. Quran, 2:260.

8. Soren Kierkegaard, Fear and Trembling (1843). Translated
by Howard V. Hong and Edna H. Hong, Princeton, NJ: Princeton

University Press, 1983, p. 82.


http://pressbooks.library.upei.ca/artsreview-xii/chapter/woodcutters-weary-wife/
http://pressbooks.library.upei.ca/artsreview-xii/chapter/woodcutters-weary-wife/

Theodor Nymark

On the terrace, under the parasol, with a jug of water,
I'm biting my nails, embraced by the ambience of a
screaming donkey. Behind me, some chirping parrots,
church bells, and the sound of a typewriter from the
author in the condo above me, his clicking sounds
forming the story that is soon to be, now a code:
cach letter a beat, each word a rhythm. And while
he’s beating the story through, the bells of the nearby
church accompany me on this morning in Rome.

A melody of prayer and a call to those who don’t
watch the time nor read the books. Not just a bell,

a voice; not just a click, a word.

Like the rhythm of Morse code, blinking in the night,
as a firefly luring mating partners into their heavenly
bedroom, the conflict of language, particularly the
language of contemporary art, is challenging. Before
attending art school, my vocabulary of art was limited.
I spoke of my work in terms of attitudes, how things
were to resemble something else already existing,
lacking reflection and critical depth. Even the term
“practice” was absent from my lexicon. However, upon
initially entering the art academy, I was introduced

to a new type of language—a language that began to
shape my thinking. [ started referring to my process,
as a practice, albeit hesitantly; developed a new
understanding, a new gaze.

After six years of art school, in the purgatory of
intellectualizing and institutionalizing my language,

[ concluded that this might not be a fulfilling way to
reflect. A certain syntax, between how | was acting
and what I was saying. I recall making music, with
friends, late at night, hitting the bong, aiming to
emulate artists like Diplo, Autechre, or Sugarhill Gang,
or to simply create a more fat and piercing sound for
the bass. Never would we say: “Let’s make this beat
investigate ecological interventions in the late-capitalist
urban space.” This phenomenon, referred to as “art
speak,” permeating the written discourse, propelled by
conceptualism, now hollow and castrated.

The issue here should be clear: no one bothers,
nobody reads, and the speak of “art speak” lacks many
more aspects to grasp. | remember a former fellow
student, a good friend, with whom I would hang out,
relentlessly smoke weed, feel the surroundings in

the garden, and then proceed to one of our studios.
When chatting, about artworks, we would gesture
passionately, grinding our fingers together, sensing the
energy, and arguing the friction that exists within and
between them. That friction could be described as
“vibes”: the way things resonate, and how vibrations
are essentially a matter of pulsating tension. This
tension isn’t caused by language but by dynamics,
energy, attitude, sensibilities—elements common in
the language of painting: the attitude of a brushstroke
or the rhythm of a bronze.

Nowadays, many artists, often labelled as
conceptualists, are moving into a realm where their
work isn’'t primarily defined by language and ideas,
but by a space where subject and object, whatever
shape they may take, have merged and become one.
I'm reminded of art critic Kristian Vistrup Madsen’s
article “Mood Over Content,” which argues for a new
way of looking at and comprehending contemporary
art.! He suggests that much contemporary art is less
concerned with content and more with mood, and how
this is a shift, emphasizing atmosphere and energy over
traditional content and representation. Even if a piece
appears to be conceptual in its visual form, and would
invite rational analysis, | sometimes feel compelled to
challenge the press release; rip it apart, masticate it and
make it into pulp, mold it and shape it into a ball, like
Michelangelo Pistoletto, and have it dry out and roll
down the hill from where this language resides. Sean
Tatol, the cheeky critic of Manhattan Art Review, once
tweeted about Madsen’s article something along the
lines of: “European critic discovers aestheticism and
thinks it’s a new thing.” And this very central European
academic and authoritarian approach, in which the
subject is praised above the object (arguably due to
funding traditions), may play a role in this theatre of
the art world. But while Madsen argues that content
has essentially left the chat, I believe both he and
Tatol—both critics and not artists—despite their good
intentions, are slightly mistaken.

1. Kristian Vistrup Madsen, “Mood Over Content.” Kunstkritikk,

October 2024, kunstkritikk.com/mood-over-content.

Content hasn’t disappeared; it has transformed. To
combat this, to make a change, to cosplay abstraction,
[ propose the tool of the metaphor; a helpful figure of
speech, something that is behind and transient, that
moves from one to another, or even, in between and
beneath. I suggest that art and its many characteristics
are not devoid of content, but imbued with it,
integrated within it, laced, compressed, and prismatic
like a shiny, precious diamond. Consider a can of
Coca-Cola: I see a red, frosted, shiny cylinder made
of alloys, but I also perceive the history, nostalgia,
trauma, and cultural significance associated with

the brand and its liquids. It’s a metaphor, containing

a multitude of information, like an archive, layered
and without the need to be unfolded in tedious
communication, as if [ were their teacher or their
student. In this context, [ recall a lecture | saw once
on YouTube, by new materialist, ecologist, and English
scholar Timothy Morton. He argues, deliberately, that
understanding phenomenology involves considering
the phrase: “The how is the what.” The way things are
is what they are. When you see a chair, its appearance
defines it. This may seem basic, but in archacology

a similar approach is employed in examining an object—
say, a clay jar from the late Neolithic period—the way it
looks, its patina, and scars define its history and its life.

Traditionally, metaphors offer a different way to read
and understand the world surrounding us. Language
—and its Latin root “tongue”—is a complex organ

to master. You can describe the oval, lumpy, yellow,
and squishy qualities of a lemon, but it’s another thing
to feel its juice squirt into your mouth, hitting your
tongue, causing your face to twitch. When [ squeeze
lemon juice onto my steamy pasta, and it seeps into
the wounds of my bitten nails, the pain, the sensation
of trauma, the bitterness and bliss—all these stages
contribute to understanding its language. | could
describe it with words, sure, but I could also feel it,
in its complete entirety.

[ believe this state of feeling is crucial; in this case,

[ want to embrace the cringe, for once, and enter

a state of obliviousness. For a long time, I've

been obsessed with knowing, understanding and
comprehending; not knowing made me sick, tired,

and restless. Obliviousness, on the other hand, cringing,
bowing down to the lord of knowledge, as a novice,

is the embrace of, and to exist in, the mystery of the
unknown. This brings to mind a scene from the film
The Conclave, where the protagonist addresses the
cardinals, stating: “Without doubt, there is no mystery;
without mystery, there is no faith; and without faith,
there is no God.” I think this very mystery is where
language exists. Centuries ago, when the church was
secularized, and society became scientific and governed,
truth became a fact, and the sacred became a personal
choice. New sensibilities emerged, seeking new homes:
muscums, nightclubs, music venues, fashion shows,
poetry readings, books, and fine dining. Yesterday,
when [ was out gallery-hopping, suddenly, my mom
texted me, “White smoke!” I hesitated for a second,
jumped on a Lime bike and rushed to the Vatican.

Upon arrival, hordes of people running frantically,
as if they wanted a good spot in the pit. Enormous
LED screens mounted along Via della Conciliazione,
speakers, fences, cameras, flags, and food trucks.

For a minute, it seemed like a stadium concert, as if
Coldplay was about to go on, as if the match between
Arsenal and PSG was about to begin. It struck me,
whether this bloated sensation made it any less

divine, or if it elevated the experience to another and
higher realm. These sensory experiences, while not
inherently moral, replaced the church’s role in defining
human behavior. Although religion is experiencing a
resurgence, other institutions have shifted our common
cultural worldview.

In this context, language and its associated mystery are
understood through a spiritual organ and mechanism.
Difficult to define, grasp, and pin down. And why
should we, why not, just feel, listen and rather, not

know? I propose the idea—or at least the hope—that if

the Catholic Church (as I am in Rome) transcended its

morals, codes, and conservative rules, it could solely

encompass the sensory expressions: mosaics where

light filters through, casting colors across the scene,

organ and choir music, the scent of patchouli wafting

through the room, the draped garments, ornaments,

statues, sculptures, and architecture. All these aesthetic

experiences serve as ways to understand a holy

entity, whatever that might be, through the body

and sensation, rather than wall texts and essays.

For a while now, I've tried to approach museums as

if they were books to be understood and classrooms

to learn in, rather than spaces akin to churches and

temples, like the illiterate peasants without access to

the scroll, who once sought to comprehend the divine

through sensory and visual experiences. | cannot fully

embrace this world, only through verbal and written

communication. To truly comprehend its complexities,

one must acknowledge sensory experiences, leave the

text for later, wait until you get home, comfy on the

couch. This text, as well, may and should not fully

encapsulate these ideas, as they are words and letters,

exempt from actual sensory experience. Like the

typewriter that beats through the wind, these words
may become a rhythm themselves, from which we can
dance and move elsewhere. Only through fado, faith,
and the potential of imagination can one create these
experiences independently; to scry, to see behind,
and in between the world, where things become real,
simply by imagination and feeling.



http://kunstkritikk.com/mood-over-content/
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