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Zahra Malkani:  
Noorani Metal Sound
Auto Italia, London, 27 March to 21 June

Metal chains shimmer in the sublime golden hour, 
casting a web of dappled light across the gallery floor. 
The evening sun leaps across and warms the harsh 
metal surfaces while dancing on the open flame of  
the diyas (oil lamps). This lively interplay between  
light and shadow illuminates the many textures that 
animate ‘Noorani Metal Sound’, where a central recti-
linear structure emerges as a shrine, populated with 
cassette tapes, pocket-sized books and coastal maps. 

This exhibition is the latest chapter in Zahra 
Malkani’s research charting mysticism, ecological 
resistance movements and feminist aural practices, 
centring on intersections of the sonic and the sacred 
across Pakistan’s heavily exploited coastlines. Malkani, 
alongside artist Shahana Rajani, also runs the nomadic 
pedagogical platform Karachi LaJamia (loosely trans-
lated as Karachi Anti-University). Moving beyond the 
surveilled space of the university, the duo take students 
on walking tours of the city to meet with indigenous 
land rights activists, poets, scholars and other commu-
nity storytellers. Together, they collectively study  
the irrevocable impact of increased militarisation  
and infrastructural destruction across Karachi’s 
aquatic landscape. Malkani’s practice situates the 
coastal landscape as a site of both spectacular loss  
and overwhelming resistance.

Vessels of sound have continuously permeated 
Malkani’s shrine sculptures, with previous iterations 
being entirely composed of upcycled speakers.  
Here, the shrine is simply held in place by physical 

is forced to repeat himself, they also question the rigid 
structures of learning and the fact that nothing can  
be copied identically. 

‘Unreadings’ also tackles the conventions of institu-
tional interpretation. A trifold glass text panel greets 
visitors, reflecting playfully on notions of structure  
and legibility. Written both in English in Welsh, it 
acknowledges that ‘like many gallery texts, it risks 
becoming a barrier … performing linguistic acrobatics 
that can confuse as much as it wishes to clarify’. The 
central panel overlays both languages, reflecting the 
double register of the bilingual experience, simultane-
ously enabling and hindering. While it is hard to 
decipher, some passages are still legible, ‘difficulty, 
misunderstanding, misspelling and misreading can also 
be generative spaces for thoughts and creation’, reads 
one section. On the reverse, the Welsh text refuses 
direct translation, instead o"ering a meta-commentary: 
‘although it exists alongside its counterpart, is it an 
appendix, or a footnote or could it be the main text?’ 
Eastwood asks whether Welsh speakers would read  
the English first, since art terms may be unfamiliar.  
‘I want to write a text’, he adds, ‘that reflects the 
ever-growing middle ground that is developing in  
Wales … The irony is that I have to write this in 
English for you first.’ Eastwood’s point throughout  
the show is clear: bilingualism and dyslexia o"er tools 
for new ways of thinking and new visual languages.

Release occurs in the adjoining gallery, where 
through the ambitious three-part video piece we  
revisit similar themes: A Copying, B Silent Reading  
and C Dwyieithog [bilingualism]. The videos feature 
dancers, led by choreographer Angharad Harrop,  
and an ethereal composition by Samuel Barnes,  
and focus on sung and embodied language. Set in a 
community hall, the performers interact with a small 
sca"olding tower and the painted lines on the floor,  
as though responding to and breaking loose from  
these frameworks. Through repetition and rhythm,  
the work explores belonging, bodily memory  
and wordless communication.

The exhibition ultimately brings into proximity  
the linguistic revitalisation of Welsh and how that 
coexists with inequalities shaped by colonial histories 
and ableist structures. Language divides as much as it 
connects. Eastwood’s work resists cultural essentialism 
while inviting audiences, including English-speakers, 
to reflect on their relationship to multilingualism. By 
foregrounding misreading, fragmentation and embodied 
forms of communication, he proposes an alternative, 
where new forms of understanding can emerge. 

Ultimately, the exhibition asks how systems of 
learning and display might better accommodate diverse 
needs and ways of knowing. Shows like this, where  
the public is invited to experience linguistic struggles 
firsthand, open the possibility of imagining more 
flexible structures for shared transformation.

Emily Butler is a curator, writer  
and researcher based in London.

Zahra Malkani, ‘Noorani Metal Sound’, installation view
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Sara Cwynar: Baby Blue Benzo
The Approach, London, 23 April to 7 June

Sara Cwynar’s Baby Blue Benzo arrives fully legible. 
Before the film has even established its visual gram-
mar, its conceptual coordinates are immediately 
recognisable: photography manufactures desire; 
capitalism transforms images into abstractions of 
value; consumer culture produces exhaustion; sleep 
becomes the last autonomous refuge from the violence 
of 21st-century attention economies. These are observa-
tions that are so culturally sedimented that the work, 
in its laconic yet detached narration, and its ambiguous 
veneration of advertising and glamour, seeks to  
move beyond simply illustrating.

The 21-minute panoramic film centres on the 
Mercedes-Benz 300 SLR, the car that became the most 
expensive automobile ever sold at auction. Around this 
object, Cwynar assembles a sprawling essay-film on 
symbolic value, sleeplessness, image circulation and 
commodity fetishism. Benzodiazepines (or Benzo’s) 
become a linguistic pun on the Benz itself: one object 
accelerates desire, the other chemically dampens  
the nervous system’s response to it. The film proposes 
contemporary life as a surreal condition of overstimula-
tion, where advertising, celebrity and fashion imagery 
collapse into an uninterrupted perceptual blur.

Formally, the work is slick and undeniably accom-
plished. Images scroll horizontally across an ultra-wide 
screen in a perpetual lateral dri# that eschews the 
horizontal ‘For You Page’ of social media yet captures 
the endless cycle of images in a 90° shi#. Digital 
footage, 16mm sequences, stock imagery, staged tab-
leaux, museum displays and dreamlike choreography 
collapse into one another through split screens and 
montage. The colour grading is baby blue and millen-
nial pink, colours that possess the polished sheen of 
aspirational lifestyle branding of the 2010s. The result 
is a visual artefact that so perfectly apes the material 
being critiqued that the tightrope of ironic reverence  
is trodden in a tantalisingly precarious way. 

On this tightrope, Baby Blue Benzo identifies the key 
voices from the past half century that have collectively 
theorised the mechanisms of desire production. One 
sequence points to the archetype of ‘man with Land 
Rover’, explaining that the car promises to produce  
the identity of a man who would drive the car through 
rural terrain while remaining situated in a cosmopoli-
tan centre; the idea being that commodities accumulate 
symbolic value beyond their material function. Across 
several sequences, we hear an articulate narration 
about the foundation of consumer capitalism. Here, 

manifestations of sonic memory: cassette tapes are  
both suspended from and directly fixed into the struc-
ture’s supports. Forming the work Metal Echo Sound, 
2026, each tape is wrapped in a paper cover with an 
oxidised sheen upon which contours of the land are 
embossed, swelling like pulsating arteries. These 
details, mirroring maps drawn by activists, intertwine 
with ancient maritime talismans to transform the 
shrine into a living, breathing monument to the delta. 

The second gallery plays the highly evocative film 
The Wanderers Taught Me Longing, The Mystics Taught 
Me Lament, 2026, a title li#ed from the Sindhi song 
‘Sur Ramkali’, which is based on a folktale about a 
woman consumed by the call to walk an unknown  
path. While starting tentatively, the film soon strides 
forwards along its own path as the initially muffled 
soundtrack of women’s lamentations transitions into 
the resounding beat of the dammam (a drum associated 
with the mourning month of Muharram). Collective 
embodiments of grief and resistance shape the momen-
tum of the film as Malkani skilfully synchronises the 
rhythm of the drum with the shared steps of women 
moving along the riverbed. 

A poignant moment shows pixelated footage of  
two men ecstatically improvising on the damboora  
and suroz, we hear a Baloch activist honouring her 
forcibly disappeared father, political activist Dr Deen 
Mohammad Baloch, through his love of music. Before 
she utters ‘the mountains, the fields, deserts and streets 
of Balochistan, in the echo of your songs, bear witness 
to your love’, it is revealed that the distorted image  
on screen depicts one of the last documented sightings 
of him. As the film moves towards its euphoric climax, 
Malkani de#ly weaves together a mother’s lullaby, the 
distorted echoes of a Balochi damboora and the heavy 
pound of the dammam. Rhythmically recalling a strong 
heartbeat, the rapturous soundscape imbues new  
life into the ground beneath the women’s feet. 

This strong sensation of transformation and new 
beginnings reverberates throughout the rest of the 
exhibition. As we encounter an impactful scene of  
a mother singing while rocking her baby’s crib , the 
song’s lyrics reflect the noorani (luminous) quality of 
the shrine, standing resplendently in the first gallery. 
The lullaby, an expression central to women’s aural 
tradition, is intentionally woven into Malkani’s sound-
scape as it ushers new life into the world. Furthermore, 
liner notes from ‘Metal Echo Sound’, such as ‘your 
cradle rocks like a mystic’s boat’, draw parallels 
between the cradle and the boat as crucial protective 
vessels of life. Elsewhere, di"erent kinds of transforma-
tion are evoked as the rust-like covers on the cassette 
tapes recall the chemical reaction between iron and 
oxygen catalysed by water. Here, Malkani demonstrates 
that even the most robust urban infrastructures can  
be eroded by the coastal climate in a violent manner 
similar to urbanisation’s ravaging of the region’s 
aquatic ecologies. 

As the film concludes, the line ‘I hear the call of  
time, the roar of the crowd, a chorus from the core of 
the earth’ becomes a kind of refrain for the exhibition. 
In ‘Noorani Metal Sound’, memory, land and bodies 
– both living and passed, human and non-human –  
are fused into a crescendo of sonic entanglement  
as women’s calls synchronise to sound out a chorus 
from the core of the earth. 

Amrita Dhallu is a curator based in East Sussex. 
Sara Cwynar, Baby Blue Benzo, 2024, video


