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Love and Desire
The Art of Ghada Amer

Olu Oguibe

Since the late 1980s when she began her investigations of stereotype and what
some might consider transformative acquiescence, Ghada Amer has kept her
practice on a steady curve of innovative form and provocative ambivalence,
coursing at the edge of subtlety and nuance while simultaneously walking the
tightrope of ideological risqué, masterfully combining flirtation and evident
depth. At the heart of this performance is the sweet and ancient art of seduction
by which she not only visually titillates the viewer, but equally conceptually
mesmerises the reader. She is at her best when she creates a space for meaning,
and lets the viewer fill it in.

Amer’s work has nevertheless consistently risen above traditional political
affinities. Amer elects complexity rather than containability. Her work
straddles histories, traditions, moments and locales with panache and
millennial inevitability, seeming to obscure its subject yet inscribing her with
the appropriateness of nomadic expansiveness. The subject in the work is
travelled, not simply across geographies but across aesthetic sensibilities and
traditions, as well, and therefore occupies the fluid and indeterminable
confluence of numerous legacies and logics. From this breadth of knowing —
this infinitude of empowering legacies — comes the ability to associate with and
yet transcend, to identify with and yet defy, to lineate the contours of subjec-
tivity outside of the frame, to negotiate and navigate the intricate and
intertwining multi-strands of the new cool.

Amer’s early work fell across the borders of these anomalies. Her chosen
subject was unequivocally female, and so were her themes, less determinate
though they were. Her paintings dwelt on the ‘female’ territory of the domestic
without any appeal to public or private heroism. As late as 1992 when she
made La Femme Qui Repasse, a work on canvas featuring a young woman
ironing with a potted plant beside her, and one of the last in her series of early
works, placid domesticity remained her central theme. In her scenes women






