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A still from Naeem Mohaiemen’s “Tripoli Cancelled” (2017). CreditMoMA PS1 

One of the standout artists in last summer’s “documenta 14” exhibition, held in Athens 

and Kassel, Germany, was Naeem Mohaiemen. In Kassel, Mr. Mohaiemen presented a 

terrific three-channel video, “Two Meetings and a Funeral” (2017), about Bangladesh’s 

shift from socialism to Islamism in the mid-1970s. In Athens, he showed “Tripoli 

Cancelled” (2017), which is currently on view in the exhibition “There Is No Last Man” 

at MoMA PS1. (Mr. Mohaiemen was also part of a group of artists who signed a petition 

to protect documenta from becoming an entirely “commercial enterprise.”) 

https://www.documenta.de/
https://hyperallergic.com/416993/documenta-artists-letter-dec-2017/


“Tripoli Cancelled” was inspired by an actual story about Mr. Mohaiemen’s father, a 

Bangladeshi doctor who worked in Libya and in 1977 was stranded in Athens’s Ellinikon 

Airport (an abandoned structure designed by Eero Saarinen that was recently used to 

house refugees) for nine days after leaving his passport at a preceding checkpoint. Mr. 

Mohaiemen’s fictional version of the tale is magically existential — like Franz Kafka and 

Samuel Beckett mixed with Julio Cortázar, threaded through the needle of colonialism 

and 21st-century security states. 

For “Volume Eleven (Flaw in the Algorithm of Cosmopolitanism)” (2016), Mr. 

Mohaiemen digs into another interesting episode in 20th-century history: his 

great-uncle, the Bengali writer Syed Mujtaba Ali, who wrote in support of Hitler’s 

Germany in the late 1930s as a way of challenging the British Empire. Displayed as a 

series of diptych photographs of his uncle’s writing, in a darkened room at PS1, the work 

highlights our own culpabilities and the possibility of falling on the “wrong” side of 

history. This is obviously a concern for Mr. Mohaiemen as an artist-activist. And yet he 

aptly shows not just how the personal is always entwined with the political, but how 

history veers from neat linear narratives into circular, concentric and even fantastic and 

unimaginable patterns and designs. 
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