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Hrair Sarkissian: The Other Side of Silence 
 
Hrair Sarkissian was born in Damascus 
(Syria, 1973) and is widely recognised 
to be one of the foremost conceptual 
photographers of our time. Primarily 
working with a large-format camera, his 
work manifests across multiple media, 
which are often devised in distinct series. 
Sarkissian earned his foundational training 
at his father’s photographic studio in 
Damascus—the first colour photo lab in the 
country. Sarkissian holds a Bachelor of Fine 
Arts in Photography from Gerrit Rietveld 
Academie, Amsterdam and now lives and 
works in London.
 For those new to his practice, it is 
worth noting that Sarkissian’s art often 
emerges from personal memories, which 
lead to a process of detailed research, 
conversation, and investigation over many 
years.
 Although born and raised in Syria, 
Sarkissian is the grandson of Armenian 
genocide refugees, and thus the Armenian 
language serves as his mother tongue—the 
language spoken at home, alongside Arabic, 
French, and now English and some Dutch. 

Previous page: Hrair Sarkissian, Execution Squares, 2008. Series of 14 
C-prints, 13 images 125 x 160 cm each, 1 image 125 x 175 cm. Courtesy the 
Sharjah Art Foundation Collection, UAE.



 The context of Sarkissian’s upbringing 
has led the artist to compose stories that 
explore the emotional frameworks and 
lived of experiences of individuals who hail 
from multiple diasporas. Often revealing 
what official record and history withhold, 
Sarkissian’s pictures and enrapturing 
installations present the viewer with tales 
that are often concealed behind the cloak of 
a history that is not our own. 

An extended biography of exhibitions, 
awards and collections can be viewed here: 

Where Do Pictures Live? a comprehensive 
introductory and lyrical essay by co-curator 
Dr. Omar Kholeif, reflecting on Hrair 
Sarkissian’s art and life can be viewed here:

Portrait of Hrair Sarkissian from the series Hrair Sarkissian,  
My Father & I, 2010. Courtesy of the artist.





Room 2.17
Background (2012) is part of an extensive project by 
Sarkissian that documents the backdrops in disappearing 
photo studios across various cities in what we have 
come to refer to as the Middle East. Presented here in 
a new sculptural configuration are six representative 
large-format photographs from the series. Produced in 
Amman, Alexandria, Beirut, Byblos, Cairo and Istanbul, 
these pictures explore the once fundamental nature of 
fantasy and spectacle envisaged in studio backdrops, and 
in photographic practices within the region—a tendency 
that began in the 19th century. The series was inspired 
by a photograph of an unremarkable grey backdrop that 
the artist had photographed in his father’s photo studio 
in Damascus, which triggered a desire to dig deeper. The 
resulting work forms part of a living archive of the gestures 
found in studio portraiture—its erasure brought forth by 
the advent of digital photographic practices from selfie 
culture to the advent of Photoshop. 

The painted backdrops and staged settings offered sitters 
an escape to a bygone era. Tessellating shapes merge to 
form an imaginative scenography of constructed sets, 
filled with props and large-scale studio lighting. The implied 
absence of the missing subjects, however, haunts the 
scenes before us.

Previous page: Hrair Sarkissian, Sarkissian Photo Center, 2010. 
Archival inkjet print, 150 x 190 cm.

Below: Hrair Sarkissian, Background, 2012. Series of 6 Duratrans, 
C-prints (backlit paper). 180 x 230 cm each.  

Both courtesy of the artist.
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Hrair Sarkissian, My Father & I, 2010. Series of 14 archival 
inkjet prints, 7 images 20 x 30 cm each, 7 images 28 x 35 cm 
each. Courtesy of the artist.

Sarkissian’s father, Vartan Sarkissian, has worked as a 
photographer in Damascus since the 1950s. In 1979 he 
established ‘Dream Color’, the first photographic laboratory 
in Syria. The studio was where from a young age Sarkissian 
spent most of his time, learning the foundations of working 
with large-format photography. 

In 2010, a year before the Syrian civil war erupted and on 
one of Sarkissian’s last visits to Syria before an extended 
absence, both father and son were confronted with an 
unavoidable impending closure of what was by this point re-
named the Sarkissian Photo Center. To commemorate this 
event, Sarkissian staged the studio to document the site as a 
relic of history. 

For a final photo shoot, Sarkissian asked his father to take 
portraits of him—an act to document the historical gestures 
and techniques of a forgone era that would soon disappear. 
Evolving from this event, the artist developed the work, My 
Father & I (2010)—a presentation of the artist’s portraits 
juxtaposed against black and white archival pictures of his 
father taken over the course of his life. The elder Sarkissian 
orchestrates his son’s postures in common studio poses. 
Rather than affecting a flat countenance common to such 
studio portraits, the younger artist is restrained in his 
emotions, unable perhaps to fully submit as a subject to, and 
of, the camera.

.



Room 2.18
In Final Flight (2018–2019), Hrair Sarkissian explores the 
story of the endangered Northern Bald Ibis, descendants 
of the birds depicted in the oldest Egyptian hieroglyphs 
dating back 5,200 years. The Egyptians considered the 
Ibis a symbol of wisdom, and early Muslims believed these 
migrating birds served as guides for pilgrims during 
their Hajj to Mecca, Saudi Arabia. Although the birds 
were declared extinct in 1989, a surviving colony of seven 
was discovered in 2002 with the assistance of a local 
Bedouin community in the Syrian desert near Palmyra. 
Despite intense conservation efforts, illegal hunting, 
and electrocution caused by power cables on the birds’ 
migratory route made protection virtually impossible. 
The onset of a civil war in Syria in 2011 further severely 
constrained the conservation programme, and the birds 
disappeared again around the time Palmyra was destroyed 
in 2014.

Sarkissian has deployed novel technologies alongside 
age-old techniques in an act of restitution and 
reconstitution. Here, he re-creates seven skulls of the 
Northern Bald Ibis as a testament to the realities of 
destruction, disappearance, and migration. Based on an 
specimen lent by a Spanish zoo in Andalusia, these works 
were painstakingly produced through high-resolution 
photogrammetry. Final Flight also consists of an archival 
inkjet print of the last photograph of the birds flying over 
Palmyra, a hand-milled relief on aluminium of the birds’ 
migration path from Syria to Ethiopia, and a film capturing 
their route from a bird’s eye view perspective.

Hrair Sarkissian, Final Flight, 2018-2019. 7 hand-painted resin/bone casts  
of a 3D-model skull, 26 x 6 x 5 cm each. Single-channel video, 9 hours, looped.
Archival inkjet print, 85 x 185 cm. Milled relief on aluminium plate,  
125 x 230 x 0.6 cm. Partially produced by Sharjah Art Foundation, UAE. 
Collection Bonnefanten, Maastricht.
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Room 2.19
In Between (2006) evolved from persistent self-reflection 
around Sarkissian’s own identity. Born in Syria, the grandson 
of Armenian genocide refugees, his sense of ‘home’ was often 
mediated through folklore and mythology. The idea for this 
photo series was formed in 2001 after the artist’s first trip 
to Armenia as an adult. It evolved to encapsulate the inherent 
contradiction between the visuality of the impoverished 
Armenia that emerged after the end of the Soviet Union, and 
the images of ‘the homeland’ conjured through his family’s 
collective imagination—contrarily, a site of wonderment.

A central character herein are the blankets of snow. Each 
photograph reveals a landscape in Armenia doused in 
thickets of snow. So particular are these renderings of 
everyday scenes that these sites start to resemble make 
believe—stage sets or choreographed Lego maquettes. 
The harsh reality of the post-Sovjet poverty shrouded 
and sheltered under the voluminous weight of white, while 
allowing the diaspora to hold onto their perceptions.

Hrair Sarkissian, In Between, 2006. 
Series of 16 archival inkjet prints.

On view 10 prints, 120 x 175 cm each. 
Courtesy of the artist.
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Room 2.21
Hrair Sarkissian’s grandfather hailed from Khantsorig, 
which translates to ‘little apple’ in the Sassoun region 
of what was once Armenia. The 1915 Armenian genocide 
fractured his life and dispersed him from home for the 
rest of his living days. A picture of the family’s homeland 
has remained in the Sarkissian family home for as long as 
memory serves. Fulfilling a lifelong promise to connect to 
his paternal home, for Sweet and Sour (2022) the artist 
ventures alone, except for a videographer, who he has 
invited to document him as he navigates this terse terrain. 
Sarkissian arrives to find a place that is now annexed and 
deprived of its utopic mythology. A pear—sweet as it is 
sour—handed to him by one of the local inhabitants, does 
not suture or repair the wounds. 

From here, the artist travels to Damascus during 
Christmas. It is his first time since 2011. A wish to surprise 
a father. To bring him an adventure to his door. To allow 
him to imbibe an event that was too out-of-sync even 
for time itself. When electricity allows, Hrair switches 
on the now edited video from his ‘homeland’, which his 
father, Vartan Sarkissian, was never to bear witness to. 
He leaves his father in complete privacy, in darkness, with 
just a camera focussed on his face. On this second video, 
our understanding of his father’s feelings is gleaned from 
pursed lips and the sounds of his breathing. 

A third video shows the artist overlooking his ancestral 
land. The overlaid histories herein elicit more questions for 
the artist than they answer. With that, he must continue, 
searching and scoping, for a semblance of the truth. 

Hrair Sarkissian, Sweet and Sour, 2022. Three-channel video 
Installation, with sound, 21’42”, looped. Commissioned by Bonnefanten. 
Courtesy of the artist.



Room 2.23
Homesick (2014) is a two-channel video where Sarkissian is 
shown destroying an architectural replica of the apartment 
building in Damascus where he grew up and where his 
parents continue to live. When the Syrian war erupted in 
2011, Sarkissian’s parents, like many of their generation 
were encouraged to seek asylum. Nonetheless, they refused 
to leave their home in Damascus. Sarkissian who lived there 
until 2008, presents this maquette as a site of longing and 
belonging—a container of an era that he will inevitably have 
to let go of one day. He constructs a story that considering 
the current political situation and the ongoing destruction 
in his home country, could very well take place at any time. 
In his narrative, we bear witness to a visceral act of self-
annihilation. Homesick evokes the inners crises of catharsis 
and anxiety, as well as relief versus reality. Who will decide 
on the conditions of one’s fate in this case? 

Hrair Sarkissian, Homesick, 2014. 
Two-channel video installation, with 
sound, 11 minutes and 7 minutes, both 
looped. Courtesy of the artist.
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Room 2.24
Zebiba (2007) consists of a tessellating presentation of 
45 portraits of Egyptian men who all bear the ‘zebiba’—a 
prayer scar enshrined on their forehead. It is traditionally 
used to denote the worshiper’s religious commitment—the 
result of kneeling and resting one’s head on a prayer rug 
or a Musalla (Stone of God). In one of the few projects of 
Sarkissian in which human portraits appear, he installed 
multiple studio setups in different commercial stores in 
Cairo, Egypt, and its outskirts. He invited men with the 
zebiba to volunteer to be photographed and they willingly 
obliged. Sarkissian’s interest is a formal one. The repetition 
of the scar on these various foreheads results in a dissolved 
portrait, where human individuality is lost in favour of a 
single distinguishing feature. Paradoxically, the desire 
to bevome invisible when facing God, renders him more 
visible within his social environment. Equally, it functions 
as an interrogating form: do you believe, and if so, how 
committed are you to your belief? 

”

;

Hrair Sarkissian, Zebiba, 2007. 
Series of 45 archival inkjet prints,  

60 x 60 cm each.  
Courtesy of the artist.



Room 2.25
Last Seen (2018–2021) is one of Hrair Sarkissian’s most 
ambitious projects to date. Over the course of three years 
of research and travel, Sarkissian took fifty photographs, 
which represent his investigation into the disappeared 
figures of global conflict. Children, husbands, parents, sons 
and daughters have vanished in various contexts during 
wartime. In such instances, a family might live in constant 
anticipation of a prospective return, or be unable to forge 
ahead with life, or to declare a person dead. To realise this 
project, the artist visited numerous families of individuals 
whose family members had disappeared under ambiguous 
circumstances during moments of political turmoil and 
conflict. The images span a multitude of historical and 
political contexts from Argentina to what is today referred 
to as Bosnia and Herzegovina, Kosovo, Brazil and Lebanon. 
Each image captures a place where the missing individuals 
were ‘remembered’ to be last seen by their loved ones—
individuals who continue to wait for news of their potential 
whereabouts and circumstances. 

Each frame is embossed with the disappeared person’s 
name and the year they vanished. Each picture in turn 
functions as an anti-monument and archive for the victims 
and their families. The fifty photographs cohere to form 
one composite image of a global condition. Collectively, 
they evoke the silence of domestic spaces—staircases and 
hallways, front yards, and porches, all of which remain 
unchanged, in some instances for decades.

Hrair Sarkissian, Last seen, 2018-2021. Series of 50 archival inkjet 
prints, embossed, 40 x 50 cm each. Commissioned by Sharjah Art 
Foundation, UAE. Courtesy of Sharjah Art Foundation Collection, UAE. —



Room 2.26
Unfinished (2006) is one of Hrair Sarkissian’s earliest 
bodies of work and the oldest within this exhibition. 
Photographs were taken in the so-called Middle East, 
where photography has traditionally seen an abundance of 
work with a focus on architecture, particularly ruins and 
archaeological sites.

Departing from the usual forms and structures, and 
disassociating the place from anu ‘Orientalist’ aspects, 
Unfinished was shot in buildings under construction: 
uncompleted and unremarkable monuments. The artist 
has chosen not to reveal too much context, Instead, he 
decides to direct the attention on the hollowed architecture 
that surrounds him in-situ. In these scenes, magnanimous 
buildings resembling Tetris-like mazes draw one’s gaze 
upwards. Elsewhere, ashen earth shrouded in tarpaulin 
loosely resembles Kazimir Malevich’s iconic Black Square 
(1915). In other pictures, natural light creates painterly 
constructions amidst brutal architectural environs 
begging the question, what here is truly unfinished? The 
construction of these sites themselves or Sarkissian’s 
photographic project?

Hrair Sarkissian, Unfinished, 2006. 
Series of 16 archival inkjet prints. 

On view 6 prints, 4 prints 100 x 150 cm  
each, 2 prints 120 x 140 cm each. 

Courtesy of the artist.



Room 2.27
A glimmer of light shines from in between a gentleman’s 
two feet. Elsewhere, a body is afoot, perhaps poised for a 
fight, standing amidst the shadows. The eyes recede. Look 
again, but for a pair of hands outstretched—they belong 
to an elderly woman perhaps; they summon us in longing. 
These scenes form part of one Hrair Sarkissian’s most 
harrowingly intimate works to date, Unexposed (2013). 
With this series, Sarkissian quietly invites us into the 
homes of Armenian descendants of the genocide of 1915—
individuals who were force to convert from their original 
faith to Islam as a means to assimilate into Turkish society. 
Having understood their roots to be within the Christian 
faith, these subjects re-convert, only to find that they must 
keep their newfound religious beliefs from view, or else risk 
further ostracisation. Sarkissian’s shrouds of darkness 
intimate a mutable form of dual-exile, neither Armenian 
enough, nor Turkish enough—they are fated to invisibility. 

Hrair Sarkissian, Unexposed, 2013. Series of 15 archival inkjet prints,  
110 x 137.5 cm. Courtesy of the artist.
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Last Scene (2016) captures sites in The Netherlands chosen 
by terminally ill patients—places they have dreamed of 
seeing as a last living wish. Sarkissian photographed these 
sites, unaccompanied, on the same date that the participants 
ventured there, but in a later year, after their death. In these 
frames, one will find themselves transported to rural green 
parkland, where a tram has been reactivated at its present 
site in a museum.  From here, we bear witness to an empty 
swimming pool, museological modernism, as well as multiple 
scenes of seascapes, often overcast—in one case, so much 
so, that it appears painterly in its form. Here, the artist 
continues the journey of the deceased—forming a perpetual 
inventory of longings, subtly fulfilled.

Transparencies (2012) forms part of an ongoing exploration 
by Sarkissian of urban spaces and architectural projects that 
were abandoned mid-construction. The 12 negatives found 
in lightboxes each present unfinished housing projects on 
the outskirts of Jordan’s capital city, Amman —aspirational 
building projects left incomplete due to economic and political 
turmoil. The backlit Duratrans (lightboxes) suggest a spectral 
metaphor—these buildings become stand-ins for human 
bodies—skeletal and undernourished. 

Subtly produced to pay homage to the palimpsest-like quality 
of an X-ray, the installation presents a view of an urban 
sphere that is both dysfunctional and monumental. As the 
images accumulate, however, the attendant melancholy of 
failure becomes palpable. These sites, like many in what 
we perceive as the Arab World, are on the threshold of 
existence—almost developed, but instead, shells awaiting 
human bodies to imbue them with life.

Previous page & below: Hrair Sarkissian, Last scene, 2016. Series of 
47 archival inkjet prints, 32 x 40 cm each. With thanks to Stichting 
Ambulance Wens. Courtesy of the artist.

Hrair Sarkissian, Transparencies, 2012. Series of 12 Duratrans C-prints in light 
boxes, 65 x 81 cm each. Produced with the support of Darat al Funun–The Khalid 
Shoman Foundation, Amman. Courtesy of the artist.



Hrair Sarkissian is recognised for images that tell the stories 
of absent figures—the dispossessed wanting to be heard. 
Although most of his images, installations, and videos tend to 
avoid human representation, the presence of the embodied 
figure can often be felt within his frames of reference. In the 
sound installation, Deathscape (2020), the artist eliminates 
the visual field and subsumes the audience in a shrouded 
cell of consuming darkness, except for a single ray of light 
seeping in. The aural and the visual become subsumed in a 
cacophonic sensorium. A panoply of pathological sounds 
invades one’s consciousness; the unrelenting feeling of 
scraping and, scratching; distant voices—ghosts that will 
perhaps never come to life.

Despite the darkness, Sarkissian’s sound installation 
conjures images with each beating second, with each breath 
drawn in. The project was developed during an archaeological 
dig in Spain, which saw the artist attach microphones to the 
bodies of forensic scientists during a major excavation of 
mass tombs. These graves hold the bodies of those executed 
by the dictatorial regime spearheaded by Francisco Franco 
during the beginning of the Spanish Civil War in 1936, up until 
Franco’s death in 1975. 

Execution Squares (2008) depicts public squares used for the 
hanging of criminals in three Syrian cities–Aleppo, Latakia 
and Damascus. The sites exist in common areas to the public, 
often found in the heart of these places. 

As a young teenager on his way to school, Sarkissian 
happened upon three bodies hanging in one of these 
squares—becoming a silent witness. As an adult, Sarkissian 
returned to these locations, documenting these empty 
squares at dawn—the same time of these killings. By 
enacting this gesture, Sarkissian hollows the image of 

Hrair Sarkissian, Execution Squares, 2008. Series of 14 C-prints, 13 images 
125 x 160 cm each, 1 image 125 x 175 cm. Courtesy the Sharjah Art Foundation 
Collection, UAE.

Sound installation room 2.27: Hrair Sarkissian, Deathscape, 2020. Five-
channel sound installation 16 minutes, looped. Produced with the support 
of the Hayward Gallery and Stanley Thomas Johnson Foundation.



Central staircase museum, 2nd floor
City Fabric (2010) forms part of an investigative sequence 
of images that were taken in the city centre of Yerevan, 
Armenia. It depicts Yerevan’s immense and aspirational 
construction following Armenia’s independence from the 
Soviet Union in 1991. This construction boom, at the time, 
was intended to build a modern city to attract investors and 
encourage Armenians living in the diaspora to return ‘home’, 
to acquire apartments in the city as a means to fulfil the 
dream of a nationalist project—of an Armenian ‘homeland’.

Poignantly, the accelerated construction led to various forms 
of erasure, with many houses dating back to the late 19th 
century being demolished in the process in order to make 
room for new construction. Meaningless architectural forms, 
professing ‘modernisation’ replaced historical dwellings. 
All the same, the majority of the new real estate, in the end, 
continues to remain unsold—their entrances covered in 
large fabric printed with realistic digital renderings of what 
the completed project might look like. Using photography, 
Sarkissian captures and transports these fabric facades 
onto different frontages—a form of meta commentary, as 
well as means to document an imaginary world, botched at 
the seams. 

its original violence—an attempt to erase trauma from 
memory. Inevitably, the results—Sarkissian’s large 
photographs, form part of a public archive—one that is 
withheld from official record or conversation. The haunting 
experienced by the artist remains, enshrined in memoire, 
in perpetuity. Each sun-kissed building simultaneously 
presents a fragile paradox between the beauty and 
tranquillity of these locations, as well as the social and 
political contexts that they disguise.

Next page: Hrair Sarkissian, City Fabric, 2010. Canvas print, 400 x 500 cm. 
Courtesy of the artist.((
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