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REVIEW

uest curated by Jeffrey Uslip, the 
exhibition ‘We Will Not Fail’ is a limb of a 
larger project Samira Yamin has been 
developing over the past few years in 
which she incises an intricate Islamic 
pattern onto images of war found in 
‘Time’, magazine.‘We Will Not Fail’ is 
reminiscent of work by Nazgol Ansarinia 
and Mahbub Shah, both of whom have 

used mass media to produce patterned collages that incorporate text and 
image in order to distort visual and conceptual narratives. Unlike Ansarinia 
and Shah, however, Yamin forgoes collage as a narrative device and instead 
creates new meanings by subtracting from the page rather than 
appropriating exterior material. ‘I try to make the audience slow down and 
really look at the page,’ says Yamin. ‘Yet, the reward for looking is not 
more information. Instead, viewers must come up with new readings 
individual to their own experience.’

Yamin’s interest revolves largely around current wars beleaguering the 
Middle East, but in her most recent series, her point of focus is more 
specific: the implications of ‘Time’s’ portrayal of Osama bin Laden, 
America’s declaration of war on ‘evil’ and the resulting perception of the 
Middle East. For the artist, war photography serves as ‘a test case for 
representation’ in the public domain, and ‘Time’s’ approach to the issue is 
demonstrative of mainstream Western media at large. The exhibition title, 
also the title of an extensive article in the issue, derives from a notorious 
line uttered by then-President of the United States, George W Bush, who 
borrowed and modified words of a 1941 Winston Churchill speech ‘We 
will not tire, we will not falter, we will not fail.’ 

‘We Will Not Fail’ presents a handful of small, framed cases, 
unfortunately dwarfed by the space’s high ceilings, which Yamin explains 
are inspired by vitrines in the Metropolitan Museum of Art’s new Islamic 
wing. Each case contains pages from a single issue of ‘Time’: October 1, 
2001, the week the United States declared its ‘war on terror’ and the third 
issue following the cataclysmic events of September 11, 2001. A plexiglass 
case at the back of the gallery, which serves as the centerpiece for the show, 
holds the entire issue of the magazine. With nearly every page reduced in 
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heft by Yamin’s latticework, the skeletal publication hardly looks 
substantial enough to support its own weight, yet it is propped up against a 
mirrored backing with its pages fluttered open. The intent of this vitrine is 
to resemble the presentation of illuminated manuscripts, though the 
lacklustre lighting of the gallery and novice feel of the plexiglass do no 
favours for Yamin’s elegant volume.

Another case in the exhibition displays the front and back covers of the 
‘Time’ issue as a double-page spread. The left side of the spread presents 
an advertisement for an energy corporation depicting a sole fireman and 
the words, ‘To America’s heroes: thank you’. Osama bin Laden’s face 
occupies the right page - the front cover - beneath a headline that reads (or 
roars) ‘TARGET: BIN LADEN’. For the artist, this juxtaposition enforces 
the paradigms of Orientalism, which portrays the east not through its own 
autonomous context but by using the West as a point of contrast. Here, 
Yamin is interested in the aggrandizing of the fireman’s heroism chiefly 
through the vilification of bin Laden. She tells ‘Harper’s Bazaar Art’, ‘Time’ 
is ‘useful for someone like me who is trying to think about structure and 
the way the stories are told to have a source that’s so explicit about how it 
constructs a narrative.

‘This particular issue starts with the event [the war on terror], and 
moves on to the formation of ‘us’ and the formation of ‘them’. This is the 
moment ‘we’ decide who and what ‘they’ are. Islam, terrorism, 
fundamentalism - everything we can project onto Osama Bin Laden is on 
the cover, which, incidentally, is the first occasion ‘Time’ showed his face.’

 Yamin’s pages adopt a mashrabiya effect not only in their geometric 
intricacy, precision, and symmetry - all characteristic of traditional Islamic 
aesthetics - but also by mirroring the restricted architectural prisms 
through which mashrabiya allow one to see, or not see. The same pattern 
- a six-pointed star surrounded by six hexagons - is used throughout the 
entire issue. Her pattern is applied to both sides of the page, and when 
images overlap, the precise lines of the pattern begin to deteriorate. In 
Islamic visual tradition, patterns represent the unruly world as a place of 
order, justice and truth; likewise, ‘Time’ embraces the chaos of the week 
and structures it in a way readers can understand. The pattern also 
functions as a visual representation of Islam, the ornamental nature of 
which prompts Yamin to consider 19th century Orientalist perceptions of 
the Middle East. Embedded into a contemporary image of the Middle 
East, her pattern weaves together canons of stereotypes from different eras, 
highlighting both the disparities and similarities between the two. 

 ‘We Will Not Fail’ is an intriguing exhibition that gracefully 
circumvents the pitfalls of working with politically-charged and often 
overwrought post-9/11 images. Rather than offering commentary of the 
photographs’ content, Yamin challenges viewers to use the self-consciously 
mediated images to develop readings about the context in which they are 
presented. This show, the first in a series of three, highlights Yamin as a 
young artist with outstanding potential and definitely one to watch. HBA
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