


Disappearing Act

our thousand years ago, camel caravans traversed the desents of the
Arabizn peninsula in the directions of Reme and the Far East, camying
the sacred aromatie frankincense, This trade route is known as the
Frankincense Trail, 2 zone where cultures and merchants have clashed and
merged for millennia. Lynne Robens-Goadwin's journey through Oman,
United Arab Emirates, Saudi Arabia, Jordan and Syria during 2003 and
2004 followed this famous trade route. She was in search of contemporary
and historic encounters that exist beyand the carefully guarded national
borders of today's Middle East. Indeed, her photographic project,
Disappearing Act, invakes a trail in transition.
Photographic images of the Middla East have been in cireulation snnce

Taday, photographs of the Middle East appear daily in our newspapers,
particularly from Irag, Palestine and lseael, War photographers seek the
mast harific or the most campramising moments for our consumption
and, depending which newspaper or news channel you see, the point of
view differs, But perhaps one of the most powarful sequences of images

from the region in recent the digital pic ken and staged by
United States military personnel in Baghdad‘s Abu Ghraib prisen in which
Iragi prisoners of war ware ridiculed in humiliating and dehumanised
positions. Judith Butler has commented that there is nothing journalistic
about these images; no sense that a crime is being exposed, Rather, these
images are couched, most shockingly, in terms of the 'souvenir' * The Andy

the second half of th ith century, when th dsof pl

ware taken by keen travellers who followed the orientalist pantalsto Egyp(
Algenia, the Ottoman Empire and Morocco. Initially, the primary interest
was in the architecture, and the human fi f'gure was used as a measure of
scale, However, the orientalist ph tookupp iture, nat
somuchwith theintention of individual ms@m but ratherin the tradition of
ethnographic documsm.atlon As Mounira Kllemlr ponnls out, 'the very
word “desert” img d with fsolitude, retraat,
meditation and serenity.”’ The Orient’ is a place in the imagination of
Westerners; an exotic destination that is made so by its relative
inzccessibility, and the seemmgly complete ‘otherness’ of its culture.
Echward Said wrot ively about erentali ptions of the Middle
East and their graunding in aranstpdeologyﬂmatseesthe lslamic world asa
calonial destination suspended in time.

It is with this tradition in mind that the lian war ph h

‘Warhal M i burgh, USA, has recently exhibited the Abu Ghraib
images in tandem with Warhol's Electric Chair paintings, perhaps as 2
comment on Amenca’s shame.

Within this complex context, the ability of Lynne Roberts-Geodwin to
capture the modest gaze of contemperary Badouins and their country
during her own exploration of the Middle East is all the more remarkable.
Yousef and Abdullah look at us in the most unassuming of ways. They are
the boys wha sell petrol along the Frankincense Trail. They stand in the
landscape with a matter-of-fact ownership and knowdedge of its vast red
sandy terrain, They are Bedouins with a name, a face, contemporary
clothing and a modern trade, who criss-cross an ancient route, a desert, as
ifitis a busy part of the country. Yousef and Abdullah express to us that
perception of place is in the mind and eye of the cecupant. With this
exhlbltlon, Lynne Roberts-Goodwin provides a counterpaint to both

Frank Hurley (1885-1942) made composite prints - where more ﬂ-an ane
negative is used to create the photograph — during his official visits to
Europe and the Middle East. Hurley's compositions were met with a certain
degrea of opy within the military. It was, nevertheless, his view that
3 synthetic image could best convey the powerful extremities of war and
the harshness of life in a foreign country. Some of Hurley's most compelling
images are of the Bedouinsin Jardan (undated, but probably taken during
the Second World War), The images depict vast Bedouin camps as
timalass entities: a man smoking a traditional pipe, another playing an
instrument, harses kicking up the desert dust, a meeting of Bedouin
shaiks.

lism and ¢ porary battle lines, She restores a human face to
what has become a deep tragady.

Victoria Lynn is a curater and writer living in Melbourne.
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