
VOL.12

Structures and Songs of 
Sustenance and Loss:
Sahar Khoury at CCA

By Susan Skeele
Photo by Susan Skeele

“Often described as an ‘alchemist’ for her 
surprising work with found and rejected 
objects, Khoury’s treatment of repurposed 
materials is informed by her academic training 
as an anthropologist.”



In late February, Bay Area sculptor and multimedia 
artist Sahar Khoury was invited as a guest 
lecturer for The Viola Frey Distinguished Visiting 
Professor Endowment and Lecture Series. 
Khoury visited Timken Lecture Hall to present 
“Weights & Measures,” a slideshow and lecture 
on her last three years of work. She focused on 
her experiences casting at the Kohler Factory in 
Wisconsin and creating the installation Umm at the 
Wexner Center for the Arts in Columbus, Ohio, in 
2023.

Often described as an “alchemist” for her 
surprising work with found and rejected objects, 
Khoury’s treatment of repurposed materials 
is informed by her academic training as an 
anthropologist. Her sculptures honor the formal 
and cultural qualities of prosaic objects so that 
they are not so much transformed as illuminated 
in their essential aspects by her treatment. The 
materials retain traces of their origins as the artist 
casts, scales, or recontextualizes them. 

How they function, both symbolically and 
structurally, shifts tantalizingly between 
recognizable and abstract. The lines and colors 
of belts and the shininess of their buckles, for 
example, stand out in one of Khoury’s pieces 
as abstract strips of color and reflective flourish 
while still robustly strapping things together. A 
round loaf of traditional Iranian bread, cast and 
dangling from a partially collapsed umbrella 
stand, becomes talismanic, its role as a sustainer 
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of life foregrounded at a totemic level. A kebab made 
20 percent larger at the artist’s request by a local 
provender on San Pablo is cast and hung like a visceral 
earring on the side of a columnar hydrant figure. The 
work allows materials to speak in multiple registers at 
once, as an ancient object unearthed might whisper 
and sing of human activities lingering at the edges of 
collective memory.

In her show at Wexner, Khoury’s monumental towers 
and engineered structures are in conversation with 
smaller, more intimate objects, producing a dynamic 
tension between the collective and the personal. 
Khoury spoke of the collaboration and collective labor 
necessitated by the large-scale works, and made 
a point of acknowledging the names and specific 
contributions of her artistic partners. She talked about 
how her early work developed within informal networks 
in the Bay Area: shared spaces, collaborative projects, 
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and community-driven initiatives, rather than within 
established institutional frameworks. This context 
enabled a practice defined by experimentation and 
mutual support—conditions that remain integral to 
the work even as it enters larger institutional contexts. 
The smaller works, such as a palm-sized sculpture of 
her dog, Esther, radiate immediacy and playfulness, 
reflecting her ongoing, iterative processes. The artist’s 
facility moving along a wide range of scales speaks to 
a practice guided by expansive curiosity and trust in 
the resonances of the personal to echo beyond the 
individual.

Umm (Arabic for mother) is shaped by the artist’s 
engagement with memory, displacement, and 
inheritance, particularly in relation to Khoury’s family 
and cultural history as the daughter of an Iranian mother 
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and Jordanian-Palestinian father, both of whom fled 
their homelands. Archival sound materials, including 
recordings of the artist’s aunt singing, and of the great 
20th-century Egyptian singer Umm Kulthum, whose 
voice at one time could be heard pouring from radios 
throughout the Middle East for day-long broadcasts, 
weave through the exhibit from a large “ruin” made 
from repurposed animal cages and play structures. 
With the collaboration of sound artists Lara Sarkissian 
and Esra Canoğullari (CCA alumnus), Umm ripples with 
fragmentary currents of voice that pull on feelings of 
connection and loss. Call-and-response-like elements 
at regular intervals echo the timing of the original Umm 
Kulthum broadcasts. Integral to the timing apparatus, 
a clock of twelve ceramic fiber pitas emphasizes the 
relationship of food and culture to gathering, memory, 
and the perception of time.

Umm addresses both personal grief and the weight of 
ongoing political realities, particularly those tied to the 
Middle East. Based on the distinction between different 
axes of mourning Khoury encounters in Guy Cools’ 
book, Performing Mourning: Laments in Contemporary 
Art, the artist explores the sculptural power of 
perpendicular axes to contain and express dimensions 
of loss. Vertical aspects of Umm are constructed to hold 
an isolated, internalized grief in dialogue with the dead, 
while horizontal aspects of the work extend toward 
shared mourning, a sense of speaking to the living who 
are left behind.

Khoury humorously responded to a question from the 
audience near the end of the lecture, regarding legibility 
of symbols in her work: “I know there’s a lot of open-
endedness.... As I was installing this [cast giant rotating 
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shawarma], a young girl with her father walked by, and she 
thought it was al pastor. And it is, too, al pastor, because a 
lot of cultures have this sort of vertical rotating carcass.... I 
always tell students, ‘Can we describe what we’re seeing?’ 
If you describe what you’re seeing, then I think you have 
some relationship to how I feel about some of the things 
that I use.”

Vibrating with contrasting elements—towering and palm-
sized, ordinary and mysterious, enduring and ephemeral, 
whimsical and solemn—Sahar Khoury’s sculpture invites 
conversation on complex topics of loss, ownership, 
displacement, and belonging, mediated through subtly 
defamiliarized cultural objects and the deeply repurposed 
detritus of modern life.
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