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The Punishment of Luxury

New works by Bashir Makhoul, in association with Alex Makhoul

It is not necessity but its contrary, "luxury" that presents living matter and mankind
with their fundamental problems.

Bataille, The Accursed Share (1949)

The title for this exhibition is taken from the painting ‘The Punishment of Luxury’ (1891, also
called ‘The Punishment of Lust’) by Giovanni Segantini, kept at the Walker Art Gallery,
Liverpool. This is a painting that Bashir Makhoul became familiar with while a student at the
Liverpool School of Art. The word ‘luxury’ in its title, used instead of ‘lust’, refers back to its
Latin origins in ‘luxus’ and ‘luxuria’, connoting vicious overindulgence and excess. The
sensuality of both the imagery and the handling of the paint, however, belies Segantini’s
disciplinary spiritual and moral message. The pleasure and excess of luxury appears to
merge with the punishment. This integration of conflicting states in our sensual experience
of art is something that has always been evident in Makhoul’s work and he has been

increasingly drawn to luxurious materials in his explorations of identity and displacement.

For this exhibition, Makhoul will be showing work that developed from an exploration of the
impossibility of separating necessity and excess, in which identity is simultaneously an
essential component of the human subject and an extravagant luxury. The centrepiece of
the exhibition is an installation that presents his by-now-trademark houses as luxury
containers of za’atar, their utilitarian value as containers destroyed by the doors and
windows that are cut into them. The hyssop spills out to form mounds or hills of now-
unusable food with its overwhelming, luxurious smell of the homeland. There is an explicit
reference to Tel al Za’atar, the Hill of Za’atar, with its unavoidable associations with
martyrdom and human sacrifice as the ultimate form of expenditure, the ultimate ‘luxury’ in
Bataillean terms. This is the organising theme of the exhibition, which also features rich

tapestries based on stylised versions of cardboard houses and hanging carpets that depict



the holes in homes shelled during the Lebanese war. The paintings and prints are beautifully
rendered abstracted and stylised images based on Makhoul’s large-scale installations of
monumental arrangements of empty box houses. The exhibition challenges all viewers,
irrespective of their political, cultural, or religious allegiances, with our deeply ambivalent
apprehension of contemporary life at a time of accelerating expenditure of human and non-
human resources. Through an unashamed sensual, aesthetic (as opposed to an
anaesthetised) experience, Makhoul aims to take the viewer to the point at which our
political, cultural and religious allegiances begin to leak from the failed containers of our

precious identities.



