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Larynx: Blown Glass, 48 x 63 x 92.5 inches - Mukilteo, Washington 2014



Larynx marks a new chapter in the rich and esteemed oeuvre of 
Ali Kaaf. Employing some of his familiar conceptual backbones 
and technical approaches, the collection underscores Kaaf’s 
desire to explore personally uncharted terrains through a 
newfound medium.

Larynx was conceived in Berlin, inspired by the popular uprising in 
Kaaf’s native Syria, and brought to life at Mongrain Glass Studio 
in Mukilteo, WA. The result is a stunning and powerful glasswork 
that brings together Kaaf’s penchant for organic processes of 
art formation, his sensitivity to the object-space relation, and a 
poignant narrative of universal political struggle.

With Larynx, Kaaf’s intention was twofold. On the one hand, he 
sought to create a piece that, unlike any of his previous works, 
would hover and swim in physical and temporal space. On the 
other hand, he also wanted to express the torment that was – 
and still is – the calamitous situation in Syria.

Kaaf’s artistic philosophy and methodology emphasize skillful 
spontaneity. Decisions about form and shape are inextricable 
from the physical processes by which the artwork is produced. 

In Kaaf’s notable paper works, for example, the specific contours of 
the shapes that form in the act of burning paper, while capable of 
being manipulated, can never be entirely determined beforehand. 
Indeed, the natural whims of such processes as burning and 
shattering are part and parcel of the artist’s deliberate vision. 
Similarly with Larynx, Kaaf takes his calculated and yet experimental 
approach to the production of blown glass. The aim is a visceral 
and organic art form, the step bold, and the effect compelling.

On their surface, the majestic pieces that comprise Larynx give 
off the comfort of completion and robustness—perhaps even 
perfection. The various but subtle distinctions in color produce a 
harmonious melding, much like gradations on a leather surface 
or even the human skin. However, if such a surface evokes the 
human skin, it is equally a result of the fragility that inheres in 
what is a seemingly vigorous exterior. Indeed, just as this feeling 
of vigor settles we are confronted by the turmoil radiating from 
Larynx’s interior.

While accentuating the internal-external contrast, in both form and 
color, was Kaaf’s intention all along, its specific manifestation is a 
function of the natural process of thermal shock. 

by Ghaleb Attrache



During the production process, Kaaf poured water onto the burning 
glass in order to incite a violent, albeit organic, breakage pattern 
in Larynx’s interior. So while the exterior remains calm and elegant, 
the interior, on the other hand, is aggressive and destructive—and 
even more so as a result of the metallic vibrancy.

Not long before Kaaf travelled to Mukilteo, Syrians and the entire 
world learned of the brutal murder of Ibrahim Qashoush, an 
amateur singer whose larynx was extirpated by regime forces 
in response to the popular songs of freedom he so exuberantly 
sang. In one sense, Larynx is meant to capture, quite literally, 
Qashoush’s horrific story. It is its form of display, however, that 
enables Larynx to present that story in a universalizing light. 
Suspended in midair, the soaring larynxes elevate and reinstate 
the victim’s erstwhile voice, at once representing and enacting 
liberation. In effect, then, Larynx is able to tell explicitly an 
empirical narrative of struggle and sacrifice, and implicitly embody 
the principle of free expression. 

At the center of this dynamism is Kaaf’s way of relating object 
and space. The suspension in midair has freed the object from 
the usual constraints of a fixed surface-space. Consequently, 
properties of weight, durability, and fragility are perceived anew; 
tension and vibration are redefined.

For Kaaf, who now works primarily in Germany and the 
U.S., Larynx constitutes an ongoing, personal commitment to 
sharing the struggle of fellow Syrians with the world; it is his way 
of carrying the voices of valiant victims and agents, living and 
deceased, and providing an avenue for their expression. As 
a touring exhibit, Larynx will transmit this emotional and timely 
message to a wide range of audiences in a multitude of spaces. 
After all, the tragedy of Qashoush’s death is in many ways the 
tragedy of humankind. 

“Larynx,” by Ghaleb Attrache
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“Ali Kaaf shows the absence of what has been burned.

He points to what is missing, but as intensity, as an exact delimitation.

The landscape he summons up before our eyes is a landscape of ruins. At the same time, 

however, it is also a landscape of rebellion, a site whose substance revives immediately and 

whose energy, one could say, lives on in spite of the rifts, as if a bird with broken wings

were to rise up and fly. [...]

Only one thing is of crucial importance—an outright surrender to the exclusiveness of the 

moment, concentration on the right measure, the marking of a precise border.”

Doris von Drathen

“Like letters in a language we cannot read, these repeating shapes express the kind of 

satisfying beauty that only a regular pattern can achieve, while leaving us

without a sense of explicit meaning.”

Robyn Peterson

Rift Nº11: Ink and Burning on Paper, 29.5 × 21.6 inches - Berlin 2014







“With my dots, I am always searching for the depths. […]

This is no place, no space; this is where language breaks down.

This is where a delicate border is marked, one that can be grasped neither

in words nor in images.” 

Ali Kaaf

“The brush dives deeply in black waves

paints the signs of the centuries anew.”

Rebecca Horn

Blue Larynx: Blown Glass, 47 x 12 x 26 inches - Mukilteo, Washington 2014



Ali Kaaf, born in 1977 in Oran, Algeria to Syrian parents, 
lives and works in Berlin. He graduated from the Institut des 
Beaux-Arts in Beirut, Lebanon, and continued his studies at 
Universität der Künste (UdK) in Berlin under the supervision of 
Professors Marwan Kassab Bachi and Rebecca Horn.

He has received numerous awards since then. In 2004, 
he was awarded the German Academic Exchange Service 
(DAAD) Prize for Outstanding International Students, assigned 
by UdK in Berlin, and from 2005 to 2006 he worked as Artist 
in Residence at Solidere in Beirut. In 2010, he received the 
Young Collectors for MAXXI prize by the Young Collectors 
Association in Rome, and in 2014 he was awarded the 
Honorary AIR Award by the Kala Art Institute in Berkeley.

In his multifaceted work, Ali Kaaf develops unique artistic 
forms exploring point and line, shallow space and depth, 
black and white, planes and shapes, rhythm, fire, erosion, light 
and shadow – rendered into different variations in a range of 
materials. His paper works, glass works, video art, installations 
and photographic works have been shown in numerous solo 
exhibitions in renowned international venues such as the 
Darat al Funun, Khalid Shoman Foundation (Amman), the 
Khan Ashad-Bacha in collaboration with the Goethe-Institut 
(Damascus), Solidere (Beirut), Galerie Haus am Lützowplatz 
(Berlin), Galleria Marie-Laure Fleisch (Rome), Yellowstone Art 
Museum (Billings, MT, USA), and at the Moontower Foundation 
(Bad König-Zell, Germany). His work was part of the SyriArt 
exhibition at the Institut du Monde Arabe in Paris (2013) 
and the Taswir exhibition at the Martin-Gropius Bau in Berlin 
(2009), which showed three works from his Mihrab series as 
well as his photographic work Ras-Ras.

Ali Kaaf was represented in various international group exhibitions 
starting from Berlin in 2002 to Paris in 2014. Numerous 
galleries and museums such as Rebecca Horn and Guests, 
Contemporary Art Museum in Maribor and Villa Grisebach in 
Berlin showed his works, often receiving extraordinary media 
coverage in print and broadcast, including Arte East, Arte TV - 
Metropolis, and the magazine Künstler – Kritisches Lexikon der 
Gegenwartskunst, with an article by Doris von Drathen.

Ali Kaaf is always on the lookout for new contexts and media 
for his work. He has been working with the glassblower James 
Mongrain in Seattle on a regular basis since 2011, creating 
smooth, sculptural shapes under titles such as “Helmet,” 
“Tattoo,” and “Larynx” (2014), as well as completing recent 
works on paper, including “Rift,” “Dress,” “Wall,” and “Burn 
Mark.” The cracks, shadows, scars and scorch marks in his 
paper works, video art, photography and glass works evoke 
loss, grief, and resistance to disappearance, especially against 
the background of violence and destruction marking the 
artist’s war-torn home country of Syria.

Currently Ali Kaaf is experimenting with new performative 
formats in collaboration with the choreographer Gregory 
Dawson. The museum exhibition “Endangered Languages” in 
California and a stay as Honorary Artist in Residence at the 
prestigious Kala Art Institute in Berkeley are planned for 2015.

Ali Kaaf’s works are represented in notable international 
collections, such as the Khalid Shoman Foundation in Amman, 
Solidere in Beirut, the Moontower Foundation in Frankfurt am 
Main, and in private collections worldwide. 

Edited by Mona Katawi / Taswir projects. With texts by Doris von Drathen and Robyn G. Peterson,
and a poem line by Rebecca Horn, first published in Ali Kaaf: Paper and Glass, Moontower Foundation, 2013.



 Portrait of the artist by Faisal Attrache, San Francisco 2014




