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The Alexandrian-born artist Wael Shawky (b. 1971) will represent Egypt at the 60th International Art 
Exhibition of La Biennale di Venezia. A natural storyteller, Shawky takes historical and literary references 
as starting points for his immersive narratives that interweave fable, fact and fiction to tackle common 
notions of national, religious and artistic identity.

Based on extensive periods of research and enquiry, his work across film, performance, painting, 
drawing and sculpture inverts and reframes contemporary culture through the lens of historical tradition 
and events.


For the Egyptian Pavilion, Shawky has created Drama 1882, a filmed rendition of an original musical 
play directed, choreographed, and composed by the artist, around Egypt’s nationalist Urabi revolution 
against imperial influence (1879-82). The year 1882 was the year this revolt was crushed by the British, 
who then went on to occupy Egypt until 1956. In part inspired by the Biennale Arte 2024 theme 
“Foreigners Everywhere”, Shawky said:




There was a revolt led by the Egyptian Colonel 
Ahmed Urabi and his army against the Egyptian 
monarch, calling him a traitor because he fell prey to 
the British and French. The interesting thing about 
this discourse is the idea of the foreigners – what 
does it mean to be ‘foreigners’? Who were they? They 
were the occupiers – it was not the idea of 
immigrants that we have today.


Sung in classical Arabic by professional performers, the work marks a departure for Shawky:


Normally I insisted on erasing drama from my previous films, 
so I opted for puppets, marionettes, and children. This time 
drama has several meanings: There is the sense of make-
believe, connected to the idea of having a show, like theatre. 
There is no theatrical performance in ‘Drama 1882’. The 
background is moving in slow motion, as if in layers. In the 
end this makes the work like a moving painting, with the 
performers and soundtrack being elements in this 
composition. The word ‘drama’ has many implications: it 
conjures a sense of entertainment, the sense of catastrophe 
and our inherent doubt in history.


The film is accompanied by vitrines, sculpture, paintings, drawings and a mirror relief made in Murano.


In accepting the invitation to represent Egypt at the 60th International Art Exhibition of La Biennale di 
Venezia, Shawky said: ‘This is a moment of global political urgency and revolutionary change. It 
seemed paramount to represent my country with a strong message at this time. To reflect on the 
historic occupation in Egypt felt timely, pressing, and important.’




Wael Shawky, I Am Hymns of the New Temples, 2023, video still. Courtesy Ministero della Cultura - 
Archaeological Park of Pompeii, in the context of Pompeii Commitment. Archaeological Matters © Wael 
Shawky


In an essay on Shawky, the distinguished Egyptian critic and author Yasmine El Rashidi writes:


Shawky’s practice is rooted in his deep relationship to the history and 
cultural heritage of the Arab world. His work adheres to the premise 
that history is a record of subjectively depicted sequences rather than 
indisputable facts, which he posits to create elaborately choreographed 



re-stagings and interpretations of historic events. By meticulously 
blurring lines of recorded fact and possible fictions, and studiously 
interweaving into his narratives the spiritual and whimsy, Shawky’s 
work offers poetically alternate prisms with which to consider pivotal 
moments in history.

In his new theatrical film, ‘Drama 1882’, Shawky continues his ongoing 
practice of historical renditions transforming the Egyptian Pavilion into 
the center-stage for a timely and critical conversation around the 
necessity of revisionist histories and the futility of war.


Accompanying the opening of the Pavilion, a new brochure will be published with texts by authors 
Yasmine El Rashidi, Andrea Viliani and Sébastien Delot.


The Egyptian Pavilion is commissioned by the Egyptian Ministry of Culture – Accademia d’Egitto. 




The Pavilion is supported by Sfeir-Semler Gallery, Lisson Gallery, Galleria Lia Rumma and Barakat 
Contemporary and generously sponsored by Gratus Foundation, Riad Armanious and Natalie Ashba, 
Masha and Shihab Shobokshi and Mai Eldib.


NOTES FOR EDITORS


Wael Shawky Biography


Based on extensive periods of research and enquiry, Wael Shawky’s work tackles notions of national, 
religious and artistic identity through film, performance and storytelling. Whether instructing Bedouin 
children to act out the construction of an airport runway in the desert or organizing a heavy metal 
concert in a remote Egyptian village, Shawky frames contemporary culture through the lens of historical 
tradition and vice versa. Mixing truth and fiction, childlike wonder and spiritual doctrine, Shawky has 
staged epic recreations of the medieval clashes between Muslims and Christians in his trilogy of 
puppets and marionettes – titled Cabaret Crusades: The Horror Show Files (2010), The Path to Cairo 
(2012) and The Secrets of Karbala (2015) – while his three-part film, Al Araba Al Madfuna, uses child 
actors to recount poetic myths, paying homage, rather than mere lip-service, to the important narratives 
of yesteryear. His most recent film I Am Hymns of the New Temples, premiered on May 2023 at the 
Teatro Piccolo “Odeion” of the Archaeological Park of Pompeii, as part of the Pompeii Commitment-
Archaeological Matters project, portrays the archaeological site of Pompeii as an outdoor theatre of the 
past where its temples dedicated to Greco-Roman religion co-exist with those of Egyptian deities. 

Wael Shawky was born in Alexandria in 1971 where he lives and works. Recent solo exhibitions have 
been held at M Leuven Museum, Brussels, Belgium (2022); The Modern Art Museum of Fort Worth, Fort 
Worth, TX, USA (2021), The Louvre Abu Dhabi, Abu Dhabi, UAE (2020); The Polygon, Vancouver, 
Canada (2020); ARoS, Aarhus Kunstmuseum, Aarhus, Denmark (2018); Museum of Contemporary Art 
(MOCA), Yinchaun, China (2017); Castello di Rivoli, Turin, Italy (2016); Fondazione Merz, Turin, Italy 
(2016); Kunsthaus Bregenz, Austria (2016); Fondazione Merz, Zurich, Switzerland (2016); MATHAF, 
Doha, Qatar (2015) and MoMA P.S.1, New York, NY, USA (2015); K20

Düsseldorf, Germany (2014-15); Serpentine Galleries, London, UK (2013-14); KW Contemporary Art 
Institute, Berlin, Germany (2012); Nottingham Contemporary, UK (2011); Walker Art Center, Minneapolis, 
MN, USA (2011); Delfina Foundation,

London, UK (2011) and Cittadellarte – Fondazione Pistoletto, Biella, Italy (2010). He has participated in 
Lahore Biennale, Lahore, Pakistan (2020); Desert X, Al Ula, Saudi Arabia (2020); 14th Istanbul Biennial, 
Turkey (2015); the 11th Sharjah Biennial, UAE (2013); Documenta 13, Kassel, Germany (2012); the 9th 
Gwangju Biennial, South

Korea (2012); SITE Santa Fe Biennial, NM, USA (2008); the 9th Istanbul Biennial, Turkey (2005); and 
the 50th International Art Exhibition of La Biennale di Venezia, Italy (2003). Recent awards include the 
inaugural Mario Merz Prize (2015); the Award for Filmic Oeuvre created by Louis Vuitton and Kino der 
Kunst (2013); the Abraaj Capital Art Prize (2012); the Schering Foundation Art Award (2011), as well as 
The International Commissioning Grant and an award from the Lower Manhattan Cultural Council, in 
2005. In 2010, Shawky founded the educational space MASS Alexandria.

In April 2024, Wael Shawky presents the exhibition I Am Hymns of the New Temples at Museo di 
Palazzo Grimani, Venice (17 April – 30 June 2024).


https://drive.google.com/file/d/1xgwzQuOPQSPW8NMcd_zxuk6yRm-90sn2/view?usp=sharing


Exhibition information 


Wael Shawky, Drama 1882

Vernissage days: 17 – 19 April, 2024

10am – 7pm

20 April – 24 November, 2024 

Summer opening hours: 11 am - 7 pm (from 20 April to 30 September - last admission 6:45 pm) 
Until 30 September, Arsenale venue only: on Fridays and Saturdays extended opening until 8 pm (last 
admission 7:45 pm) 
Autumn opening hours: 10 am - 6 pm (from 1 October to 24 November - last admission 5:45 pm) 
Closed on Mondays (except April 22, June 17, July 22, September 2 and 30, November 18)

Egyptian Pavilion

Giardini della Biennale, Venice, Italy
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For information and interviews, please contact:

Sarah Greenberg, Evergreen Arts, sgreenberg@evergreen-arts.com,

+44 (0)7866543242

www.evergreen-arts.com 
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