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Cornerhouse announces new exhibition of work by 

Qatari-American artist Sophia Al-Maria 
6 September – 2 November 2014 

 

This September, Cornerhouse is pleased to announce the first major exhibition by critically 

acclaimed Qatari-American artist, filmmaker and writer Sophia Al-Maria. Curated by Omar 

Kholeif, Virgin With A Memory in Gallery 3 will provide a unique opportunity to see an entire 

newly commissioned body of work from one of the most exciting voices in  

culture today. 

Drawing on Al-Maria’s struggle to make her first feature film, Beretta, the show takes cues 

from behind-the-scenes materials that outline the often insurmountable task of making a 

movie.  In particular, the spirit of works such as Les Blank’s Burden of Dreams (1982), John 

Boorman’s Money into Light: The Emerald Forest Diary (1986) and Eleanor Coppola’s 

Hearts of Darkness: A Filmmaker’s Apocalypse (1991), inform the new video and text pieces 

included in the show. But where these films and books document the difficulties of making a 

studio epic, the works in Virgin with a Memory outline one person’s battle to make a small 

piece of genre film in today’s environment of financial austerity.  

Using the language of featurettes, deleted scenes, movie tie-ins and other special features, 

Virgin With A Memory invites the audience to recognise the complex jigsaw of producers, 

financiers and politics that a filmmaker must engage with in order to produce a significant 

piece of work today. Al-Maria has been simmering the idea of making a rape-revenge thriller 

set in Cairo for over a decade, and the project has intermittently been in pre-production for 

exactly three years, facing enormous schedule, budget and legal challenges.  

Beretta follows its mute heroine Suad on a killing spree in which she murders men who 

harass her and other women. The rape-revenge cycle is often maligned as an exploitative 
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genre, however Al-Maria aims to give it gravity by placing it in the context of contemporary 

Egypt. Both an homage to cult cinema and a call to arms, Beretta is not only the story of a 

mute woman pushed to extremes by her environment, but the story of a country that was 

raped and degraded by its governments, culminating in revolt.  

New five-channel video installation The Watchers No. 1-5 (2014) evokes the all-seeing male 

gaze with a reenactment of a dream sequence in the script for Beretta. Conceived as 

‘deleted scenes’ from the unmade movie, it will form the centerpiece of Virgin With A 

Memory, presenting a nightmarish cavalcade of aggressive male scrutiny. Using sweeping 

searchlights and an ominous, droning soundtrack, the actors cast represent the five male 

villains in Beretta’s script. Departing from the film’s original plot, the men are shown in an 

abstract plane existing on eternal vigil and acting as gatekeepers to the final realization of 

Beretta. 

The exhibition will also feature four new pseudo-documentary works relating directly to the 

production of the film. Class A (2014) is a video-ode to Beretta actress Dina Sherbini who 

was jailed before filming began, Slaughter (2013) is culled from the first footage shot during 

the 2012 Eid al Adha (Festival of Sacrifice), Your Sister (2014) is a fake music video 

collaged by the film’s art-department to play on a background television in Beretta, and 

finally, Evil Eye (2014), a direct response to the farcical issues faced during the  

seemingly-cursed development stage of making Beretta.  

Lastly, Virgin With A Memory: The Exhibition Tie-In is the novelised version of the script for 

Beretta. This element of the exhibition is predicated on Al-Maria’s idea that in today’s 

challenging environment for independent cinema, the only way to achieve an unadulterated  

director’s cut of any film is to write it as a novel version, making  it one’s own property. 

Darker and more introspective than the visual medium of film allows, the novel is written 

from the perspective of Suad and is interspersed with entries from Al-Maria’s production 

diary. It also features production research, emails, budgets, kit-lists, schedules, sketches, 

storyboards, headshots and excerpts from the shooting script.  Published by Cornerhouse 

and The Third Line, Virgin With A Memory: The Exhibition Tie-In is edited by Omar Kholeif, 

available on display as part of the exhibition and on sale in the Cornerhouse bookshop. 

Sophia Al-Maria rose to fame with her memoir The Girl Who Fell to Earth (Harper Collins, 

2012). Born in Tacoma to an American mother and Bedouin father, the novel explores the 

contrasting worlds that brought her parents together, and the polarising effect of belonging to 

both America and the Arab world on a young person at the turn of the 21st century. With a 

strong interest in petro-politics and popular culture in the post-oil Gulf, Al-Maria coined the 

term Gulf Futurism to form a critique of the potential dystopian future facing the Gulf. Marked 

by a deranged optimism about late capitalism and a fatalistic world view based on the 

unsustainability of oil reserves, Gulf Futurism is evident in the agenda of those with vested 

interests in a region whose ruling class is more concerned with master planning and world 

building, while the youth culture lives in nihilistic contrast, preoccupied with capitalist 

consumption, technology and ultra-violence.   - Ends - 
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For further information or images or to arrange interviews please contact Elisa Ruff: 

E: elisa.ruff@cornerhouse.org 

T: + 44 (0)161 200 1529 / M: +44 (0)7852 191 752 

 

NOTES TO EDITORS 

 

Sophia Al-Maria (born in Tacoma) is an artist, writer, and filmmaker who currently lives and works in 

Doha, Qatar and London, UK. For the past few years, she has been carrying out research around the 

concept of Gulf Futurism. Her primary interests are around the isolation of individuals via technology 

and reactionary Islam, the corrosive elements of consumerism and industry and the erasure of history 

and the blinding approach of a future no one is ready for. She explores these ideas with certain 

guidebooks and ideas including but not limited to, Zizek’s The Desert of the Unreal, As-Sufi’s Islamic 

Book of the Dead, as well as imagery from Islamic eschatology, post humanism and the global 

mythos of Science Fiction. Her work has been exhibited at the Gwangju Biennale, the New Museum 

in New York, and the Architectural Association School of Architecture in London. Her writing has 

appeared in Harper's Magazine, Triple Canopy and Bidoun and she has been interviewed in Dazed 

and Confused Magazine and TANK among others. She studied comparative literature at the 

American University in Cairo, and aural and visual cultures at Goldsmiths, University of London.   

 

Omar Kholeif is a curator and writer. He is Curator at The Whitechapel Gallery, London, Senior 

Visiting Curator at Cornerhouse, Manchester, and HOME, Manchester, as well as Senior Editor of 

Ibraaz Publishing. Previously, Kholeif was Head of Art and Technology at SPACE, London, and 

Curator at FACT, Foundation for Art and Creative Technology, Liverpool. Kholeif has also been 

Artistic Director at the Arab British Centre, London, and Founding Director of the UK's Arab Film 

Festival. In 2012, he co-curated the Liverpool Biennial, the UK’s Biennial of Contemporary Art.  

Kholeif writes for publications including Artforum International, Frieze, Art Monthly, The Guardian, 

Afterimage, Camera Obscura and Wired and is regularly featured in news media such as the BBC, 

The Daily Telegraph, and Al Jazeera. He has curated projects internationally at venues including Tate 

Modern, London; Arnolfini, Bristol; ‘Beirut’ in Cairo; Art Dubai, UAE, and SALT, Istanbul. Kholeif has 

curated and commissioned major projects by artists including Akram Zaatari, Pedro Reyes, 

Semiconductor, Anja Kirschner & David Panos, Lawrence Abu Hamdan, Constant Dullaart, Jamie 

Shovlin, Sophia Al-Maria, and many others. Kholeif was a founding editor of Portal 9, a journal of 

urbanism and architecture. His most recent publications include, Vision, Memory and Media 

(Liverpool University Press, 2010) and Far and Wide: Nam June Paik (Leonardo, 2013) and You are 

Here: Art After the Internet (Cornerhouse Books & SPACE, 2014). Kholeif holds degrees from the 

University of Glasgow and the Royal College of Art, London. He is a Fellow of the Royal Society of 

Arts and a member of AICA, the International Association of Art Critics.  

Cornerhouse is Greater Manchester’s centre for international contemporary visual art and film. It is a 

place where all can engage with contemporary ideas, through a unique, risk-taking, cross art-form 

and culturally diverse programme of high quality art and film. In copy please refer to ‘Cornerhouse’ 

and not ‘The Cornerhouse’. Gallery opening times: Mon: Closed, Tue – Sat: 12.00 – 20.00, Sun: 

12.00 – 18.00. www.cornerhouse.org 

 

HOME, the new home for the company formed by the merger of Manchester’s Library Theatre 
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Company and Cornerhouse, will open as a new multi-art form venue in spring 2015 in the city centre. 

HOME will commission, produce and present an ambitious programme of provocative contemporary 

theatre, film, and visual art. It will be a HOME for all, introducing audiences to new and extraordinary 

experiences and outstanding art while unlocking the creative potential of the city and providing 

development opportunities for local communities.  

 

HOME theatre is international, interdisciplinary and provocative, centred on a bold vision that 

encourages risk and collaborative working that explores new ways of making theatre for a 

contemporary audience.  

 

HOME will include a 500-seat theatre and a 150-seat flexible studio space. It will collaborate and co-

produce with international partners to stage six main house and around three to four studio theatre 

productions per year. It will also have a 500m², 4m high gallery space; five cinema screens; digital 

production and broadcast facilities; a café bar and restaurants.  

 

The new purpose-built centre, designed by Dutch architects Mecanoo and built by Wates 

Construction, will provide a cultural hub and social space for Manchester, as well as being a ‘making 

place’, producing new and innovative work, with an emphasis on exploration and experimentation. 

HOME will be the cultural heart of First Street North, a landmark development that marks the latest 

stage in the hugely successful regeneration of Manchester city centre. www.homemcr.org  

 

 

 


