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‘Humour is the politeness of despair’. The well known aphorism 
authored by filmmaker Chris Marker could stand as the ironic epitaph 
of the ‘Black Decades’ in Algeria, a period that French-Algerian artist 
Zineb Sedira addresses – though not without humour – in her recent 
body of work. 

The traumatic period that started in the late 1980s with countrywide 
street protests was followed a few years later by a military intervention 
that forestalled the electoral victory of the Islamist Salvation Front (FIS) 
and removed the sitting president. Throughout the 1990s, Algeria was 
then mired in a violent internal war between armed Islamist groups 
and the Algerian army that resulted in the death of about 200,000 
civilians. 

Whilst these events are little known internationally and unwillingly 
discussed within Algeria, Zineb Sedira audaciously recounts this 
dramatic chapter of contemporary Algerian history through the lens 
of humour, used as a constitutive element of both resilience and 
resistance. Viewers will learn about and understand the (unfamiliar) 
‘Black Decade’ through the display of humour and hopefully, this will 
provoke laughter. 

At that time, humorous caricatures and political cartoons were thriving 
and being used to comment in the press on the daily cruelty and 
the terror. Meanwhile, à huis clos and despite the psychological war 
imposed on them, Algerians, notorious for their dark humour, found 
solace in turning the unspeakable into jokes and in orally disseminating 
appalling news by telling witty stories. These political jokes that 
today are still ‘performed’ and make people howl with laughter were 
collected by Zineb Sedira and transcribed in the artist book A Personal 
Collection of Jokes (2018). 

Intentionally presented as a miniature museum immortalising the 
dark, gallows humour of the ‘Black Decade’, the installation Laughter 
in Hell (2014-2018) comprises the archive Zineb Sedira has researched 
and built over several years. Here we discover rare publications 
dedicated to caricatures by renowned and tireless cartoonists such as 
Slim, Ali Dilem, Gyps, Hic or Maz displayed in cabinets. There, viewers 
are confronted by to large poster reproductions of political cartoons 
initially published in newspapers such as El Watan, El Khabar or Liberté, 
as well as original and newly commissioned panel pages by Gyps and 
Dahmani. Two recent video interviews with historian Dr Elisabeth 
Perego and journalist and writer Mustapha Benfodil complete this 
personal anthology of black humour. 

‘What has a pen in the hand, two dinars in the pocket, and three bullets 
in the head?’ An Algerian jokester asked. The installation The Forgotten 
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[Condemned] Journalists of Algeria’s Black Decade (2018) appears to give a correct answer to the riddle: 
framed lists of nearly 100 journalists and caricaturists that were assassinated, went missing or were threatened 
between 1993 and 1997 in Algeria are exhibited on the wall. Nearby, a typewriter seems to extend the homage 
to other victims of terrorism, the employees of the weekly newspaper Charlie Hebdo. Zineb Sedira offers this 
memorial to those who, according to journalist and survivor of the ‘Black Decade’ Mustapha Benfodil, ‘[taunted] 
along the way those who wanted to thrust us in limbo, squash our appetite for life and deprive us of one of the 
fundamental human rights: good humor’. 
                                                                        
ACT II Scene 1 
Echoes from an impromptu meeting in heaven. 
CABU: Can we still laugh at everything?
PIERRE DESPROGES: [...] yes, we can laugh at everything, we must laugh at everything. War, misery and death. 
Eventually, was death ever embarrassed to laugh at us? 
They burst into laughter. 

Yasmina Reggad, October 2018 

--

ZINEB SEDIRA lives in London and works between Algiers, Paris and London.

Zineb Sedira will soon be celebrated at IVAM  - Institut Valencià d'Art Modern (Spain, 2019), at the Jeu de Paume 
(Paris, 2020), and at Calouste Gulbenkian Museum, (Lisbon, 2020). Air Affairs and Maritime NonSense, Zineb 
Sedira’s newly released monograph published by Sharjah Art Foundation (144 p., ill.) is available at the gallery.

Her work was shown in several solo exhibitions at the Photographer’s Gallery (London, 2006), the Wapping 
Project (London, 2008), the New Art Exchange (Nottingham, 2009), the Pori Art Museum (Finland, 2009), 
the BildMuseets (Sweden, 2010), the Kunsthalle Nikolaj (Copenhagen, 2010), the Palais de Tokyo (Paris, 2010), 
the [mac] musée d’Art contemporain of Marseille (2010), the Prefix–Institute of Contemporary Art (Toronto, 
2010), the Charles H. Scott Gallery (Vancouver, 2013), the Blaffer Art Museum (Houston, 2013), the Art On the 
Underground (London, 2016), the Sharjah Art Foundation Art Spaces (UAE, 2018), and lately at the Beirut Art 
Center (Lebanon, 2018).

Her work was also shown in many group shows in institutions such as Tate Britain (London, 2002, 2012, 2013), 
Centre Pompidou (Paris, 2004, 2009), Mori Art Museum (Tokyo, 2005), Baltic Centre for Contemporary Art 
(Gateshead, 2005), Musée d’Art Moderne of Algiers (2007), Brooklyn Museum (New York, 2007), Mathaf–Arab 
Museum of Modern Art (Qatar, 2010), Contemporary Art Center of Thessaloniki (Greece, 2011), Tate Britain 
(London, 2002, 2012, 2013), Gwangju Museum of Art (South Korea, 2014), Centre Pompidou-Metz  (2013), 
Friche de la Belle de Mai (Marseille, 2013), MMK Museum für Mordern Kunst (Frankfurt, 2014), Frac Lorraine 
(Metz, 2015), Power Plant–Contemporary Art Gallery (Toronto, 2015), The Studio Museum in Harlem (New 
York, 2016), MuCEM (2013, 2016), MAC/VAL (Vitry-sur-Seine, 2017), Tate Modern (London, 2017), Birmingham 
Museum (2018); as well as in biennials and triennials, including the Venice Biennale (2001, 2011), the triennial for 
photography and video at the Institute of Contemporary Photography (New York, 2003), the Sharjah Biennale 
(2003, 2007), the Folkestone Triennial (2011), and New Orleans' international art exhibition (2017).

Zineb Sedira is the founder of aria (artist residency in Algiers), a residency program to support the development 
of the contemporary art scene in Algeria through international cross-cultural exchanges and collaborations. 


