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Mustapha Chadid with his "ark" at the Art-Image Gallery in Gatineau. (Photo by Chris Mikula, Ottawa Citizen) 

What: Voyage sans retour, new works by Mustapha Chadid 

When & where: At Art-image in the Maison de la culture de Gatineau, to Dec. 22. 

*** 

To hear the name Casablanca is to think of Hollywood romance, of Rick and Ilsa’s fated love, he left on the tarmac and she 
flying away into the night. 

As Mustapha Chadid grew up in the ancient Moroccan city, he too had romantic dreams of flight, not for love but for 
adventure and discovery. Now, in a Gatineau gallery, Chadid has fulfilled his dream in art on a spectacular scale. 

He’s built a Noah’s Ark for modern times, when the deluge is climate change and environmental degradation. Chadid’s ark is 
30 feet long and weighs one-and-a-half tonnes — it barely fits into the Art-image space. It arrived at the gallery in 20 parts, 
collectively made of hundreds or thousands of pieces as small as a bolt and large as a boiler tank. It is a glorious aggregation 
of found objects. 

Chadid has a metal-fabrication shop in Gatineau, just as his father did in Casablanca. His father made only practical things — 
“culture was frivolous” — such as the fences and stairs that Chadid also makes, to pay the bills and care for his family. Yet 
Chadid’s heart has always been in art, before and after he moved his family to Gatineau in 2001, and his grand expression is 
now at Art-image in the Maison de la Culture. 

“It’s a boyhood dream to build an ark,” he says, through a translator, as his English is tentative and je parle seulement un peu 
français. His ark is a makeshift thing, even ramshackle at first glance, until you notice the details. Chadid’s ark is no cutting-
edge machine. With its abundance of flywheels and pistons it looks less space-age transport than Victorian contraption — 
almost steampunk, as the hip say these days. He’s left the surfaces of the various pieces unfinished, so rust abounds, giving 
it an experienced look, as if it has already traveled great distances. 

The interior is filled with blinking GPS-like displays on which the heavenly bodies of space move about. Dozens of test tubes 
fill racks on the rear wall of the cockpit, each representing the DNA of a species — the modern ark carries not animals, but 
their genetic maps. 

Outside the cockpit, on the ark’s exterior surface, is a component more open to interpretation. A small turntable rotates, 
covered in sand that is constantly raked by fixed tines. It represents the desert of Chadid’s youth, though it also prompts 
thoughts of a garden tended, and of time passing, as in a sand dial. 

The desert sands are central to Chadid’s work. One of two smaller pieces — the ark is so big, there’s not room for more — 
speaks to his Moroccan heritage. It’s a ceiling lamp, a fixture that binds the practical/engineering and artistic sides of Chadid. 
He’s pulled together various scraps of metal to represent a desert village seen from a distance at night. 

The lamp is an evocative work, and a solid example of 
Chadid’s loose, representational sculptures that are by 
now seen frequently in galleries in the capital region. I 
stand beneath the lamp and imagine myself in the ark’s 
galley, on a grand adventure of conservation, and eating 
rations in the soft light of home. 

Chadid’s exhibition continues to Dec. 22, admission is free. 
See more of his work at www.tendancemetal.com. 

  

The interior of Mustapha Chadid’s “ark” at Art-image Gallery in Gatineau.  
(Photo by Valérie Mercier, courtesy Art-image) 
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