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Solo Voyager

Anna Boghiguian has never been afraid to steer her own course, going to places creatively
that far less adventurous souls might shy away from. And just recently the maverick artist
has travelled farther still — physically speaking — having left her home in Cairo for a
sojourn in Margate, where she’s holding a one-woman show. Holly EJ Black catches her
there submerged in work and contemplating the North Sea. Photography: Wendy Huynh

Anna Boghiguian paints her vision of seafaring vessels on turbulent waters directly on to the gallery walls, as part of her installation
‘The Sunken Boat’. Behind her, painted khadi-paper sculptures depict divers and fish
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When arriving in Margate by train, if the
tide permits, one can forgo the coastal
road and walk across the dampened sands,
where the detached beauty of the vista
meets the grictier realities of seaside de-
tritus. On this particular day the shore is
strewn with the fetid corpses of dogfish,
caught in the shallows or thrown over the
side of fishing boats. Several young boys
have chosen one carcass to serve as a vo-
tive of sorts, carefully laying out the body
along the harbour arm and surrounding it
with various ornaments of stacked stones,
slick seaweed and rusty bottle caps. It’s a
strange ritual, but one that speaks to a hu-
man impulse to collect and create, where
even the most mundane and unfavoura-
ble of materials can ignite the imagination.
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Such a scene befits my visit to Turner
Contemporary to meet Anna Boghiguian.
The Egyptian/Canadian artist of Arme-
nian heritage is known for her itinerant
practice, in which she pays considerable
attention to the specificity of wherever
she is exhibiting. She gathers elements
that are at once inherently local and ex-
traordinarily universal, working them
into vast installations, which unfurl like
enormous pop-up picture books. In her
2019 show at Tate St Ives, she made con-
nections between the obsolete Cornish
tin-mining industry and the roofs of Ethi-
opian homes, as well as the fishing trade
and its vast exports to Italy. The sea, too,
has remained both a physical and con-
ceptual force, operating as a vehicle with

which to understand everything from
trade routes and enslavement to global
border conflicts. Itis set to play a key role
in her latest body of work.

When we meet at the gallery, Boghi-
guian has just arrived from Cairo, hav-
ing taken up a studio residence ahead of
her solo exhibition this summer. The art-
ist takes in a breachtaking view of the wa-
ter while painting a life-sized sculpture of
a mythic diver. ‘T watch the sea a lot,” she
says. ‘In a way all the seas of the world are
the same, but they have different colours,
different modes. I enjoy watching the
waves; their movement and the way the
visual aspects of the water are constantly
changing.’ Recordings from the Margate
shoreline and the port of Alexandria will

Another piece of “The Sunken Boat’, a conch shell cast in translucent glass, is seen here in the gallery studio, which overlooks the sea
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play a role in her latest installation, which,
in turn, will be submerged in dark-blue
light, evoking the underwater world.

A nearby hot plate sears a bubbling pan
of liquid wax and pigment. This carcino-
genic concoction is known as encaustic
paint, which originated in ancient Egypt
and Greece, and has become a mainstay
of Boghiguian’s work. It offers excellent
adherence to various surfaces, including
the papier-maché used to articulate her
subaquatic character. She is immersed in
this work as we speak, her hands and face
stained blue. The colour holds a transpor-
tive quality for the artist. The rich azure
tones of Mediterranean waters have of-
ten seeped into her paintings, and they
are prevalent in a wall mural that she is in
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the process of creating. One could easily
find allusions to the turbulent sea beyond
the studio, as well as the vivid clarity of
the Margate sky, but Boghiguian avoids
being too prescriptive. She does concede,
however, that the green tinge defining her
current view might well find its way into
subsequent pieces.

She has also looked to objects lost and
changed by sea water, specifically drift-
wood, which has been collected from var-
ious British coastlines for the forchcoming
exhibition. “They serve as a form of mem-
ory, she says, ‘as symbols of the sunken
boats that exist below the water.” These

tactile articles will root her installation
to the landscape that exists beyond the
gallery, evoking both the passage of time

and the strange beauty that’s often to be
seen in erosion and decay. Boghiguian’s
ability to find an appropriate talisman,
which will immediately resonate with
her audience, is just one of the strengths
of her practice, as is her ability to allow
complex ideas to rhythmically expand and
retreat. In many ways, her inspiration is
like the methodical ebb and flow of the
tide. ‘It comes and it goes. That’s how life
works,” she says. ‘Sometimes thoughts de-
velop but they don’t go far. It ends; it dies.
Some thoughts take a lifetime’ ® Anna
Boghiguian’s solo exhibition, ‘The Sunken
Boat: A Glimpse into Past Histories’, is
at Turner Contemporary, Rendezvous,
Margate, Kent CT9 1HG (01843 233000;
turnercontemporary.org), until 26 Oct

A sculpture of a bottom-dwelling fish cast from glass and painted in iridescent gold. It forms part of the installation
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