
Everything has a code. Most people deal with these objects using the same code or approach. A few 

approach it differently and create hybrid objects that seem illogical in order to solve a problem, to 

perform a function. 

- Ahmed Badry, 2015
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The work of Egyptian artist Ahmed Badry concerns the relationship between production and 

consumption, the agency of the consumer, and the construction of alternative narratives. Are objects 

merely inanimate products of the global system? Are they passive commodities, scattered around the 

world or can they disrupt the system and invoke a change? Badry’s practice reproduces situations 

that he has experienced, uses images from the internet, and employs his own designs. Badry’s 

inquiring eye looks for simple, common items in the collective visual memory. He appropriates and 

recreates neglected objects that are by not perceived as artistic, transforming them into aesthetic 

expressions.  

 

Badry represents objects blown out of proportion, carefully crafted many times bigger than their 

actual size. Their impact on the viewer is overwhelming and changes the way we relate to everyday 

objects, causing us to consider their omnipresence and unique functional importance. The 160 

centimetre-high toilet brush of El Hillal wel Negma (Crescent and Star, 2011) is astonishing and 

humorous at the same time. The massiveness of the sculptures looms over the viewer. Surprisingly, 

Badry’s sculptures are not made of bronze or plastic as their solidity would suggest, but of infinite 

layers of cardboard. His deft handling of material was developed at the Faculty of Art Education of 

Helwan University in Cairo, where he graduated in 2003. There he experimented with a wide range 

of materials such as painting, sculpture, and design. His first use of large-scale cardboard objects 

dates back to 2009 when the Cairo Youth Salon displayed his Sona El Seen, a silver cardboard 

construction of the Arabic words for ‘Made in China’ measuring 12 metres in length.  

 

Cardboard is not practical for the production of sculptures and Badry continuously improvises new 

solutions, experimenting with the possibilities and the limitation set by the weave of the fibres. His 

sculptures are the result of a sensible combination of different types of cardboard, balance between 

thickness and flexibility. Moreover, cardboard is a fragile, non-durable material which contrasts with 

the function of most of the items he chooses to represent. As such, it is a suitable material for 

representing the momentary nature of objects in The Provisionary That Lasts—Badry’s best-known 

series. 

 

The Provisionary That Lasts is an accumulation of five years of observation, research, and 

production. The body of work includes drawings, sculptures, photographs, animations, and 3D 

printings of ‘temporary solutions’—unusually combined every-day objects that strive to perform a 

function and regain usefulness. Badry describes them as ‘hybrids’. The combination of different 

elements enhances some functions while removing others, and the result is ingenious though often 

against the most basic safety measures: A spoon is used as the crossbar of a door latch, numbers 

handwritten on the wall complete a shattered clock, an iron turned upside down heats a coffee 

percolator. How do we deal with, handle and modify these routine objects?  

 



Badry’s move to Zurich in 2008 inspired this series. Swiss norms forced a drastic change in Badry’s 

Cairene lifestyle and his relationship to domestic devices. Accustomed to repairing malfunctions 

himself, Badry was astounded by the presence of specialised technicians appointed to fix home 

appliances or electrical items. He contrasted this to the many tricks Egyptians adopt to overcome 

mechanical problems and everyday malfunctions. Admiring a mentality of preservation, Badry has 

been searching for similar palliative designs and has created an extensive archive of images from the 

internet, the region, and his own imagination. 

 

The Provisionary That Lasts was first shown at Medrar for Contemporary Art (Cairo) in 2014. The 

project does not limit itself to the appropriation of everyday objects, their transformation, and the 

appreciation of their new aesthetic and resourcefulness. Rather, it asks what exists beyond the 

paradox. Badry examines the implications of this transformation and considers the new layers of 

meaning these hybrids assume. They acquire a peculiar significance that transcends their materiality. 

To Badry, the result of these manipulations is not a low-class botch but an act of resistance, and a 

lens to observe social and political issues through. In the neoliberal economy, where demand and 

supply control the market consumers, every product holds precise features of performance, 

functionality, and aesthetics. Badry defines this set of characteristics as a ‘code’ that is maintained or 

changed by the status quo. Is there the possibility to operate outside these codes? What are the 

consequences of such an action? 

 

Hybrid objects are the result of the manipulations of a normal consumer who, by combining two 

objects, creates a new one. Through this act, the consumer becomes a producer and the hybrid is a 

full-fledged product. This transformation embodies a subverted act of production, in which the 

consumer is an actor who disregards the set of the codified expectations and operates outside the 

common grid of the global economy. These non-codified objects destabilize the established order 

and, acting parallel to the system while being immersed in it, they are a tool to rethink the structures 

around us. 

 

When in front of these objects, we can recognise the different components, but we don’t know what 

to call the final, entangled product. What do we call a can-opener entangled with a drill? Is it a can-

opener mounted on a drill or a drill connected to a can-opener? Is there a new, unknown name for 

this object? It is precisely at this point that Badry’s new interest ignites. 

 

The exhibition Portmanteau, at Letitia Gallery in Beirut, signals a turning point in Badry’s work. It 

is the second act of The Provisionary That Lasts and a point of departure, including existing and new 

works presented in a reformed context. A portmanteau is a linguistic blend of words, in which a 

neologism is formed by combining two other words. The term describes this stage of Badry’s 

practice on two levels. On the one hand, it recalls the combinations of the objects, and on the other it 

highlights the linguistic aspect they encapsulate. 

 

In 2017, Badry participated in the Home Workspace Program (HWP) at Ashkal Alwan in Beirut, 

where he delved into a theoretical and philosophical approach to his art and expand his interest in 

language in relation to his hybrids, asking ‘What effects do the hybrids elicit on language?’ Joseph 

Kosuth’s 1965 conceptual work One and Three Chairs was of great inspiration for Badry. The work, 



consisting of a chair, a picture of the chair, and a dictionary definition of the word ‘chair’, scrutinises 

the difference between a concept and its mode of representation. In Badry’s work, this scrutiny deals 

with hybrids that do not yet exist as codified referents and therefore do not have a verbal reference. 

Badry argues that, left unable to name the hybrids, we are victims of aphasia—a communication 

disorder that affects the brain’s ability to use and understand language, in particular to name objects. 

Linguist Roman Jakobson observed two aphasic deficiencies: Similarity Disorder and Contiguity 

Disorder. Each disorder resorts to a different type of figurative language: metaphor and metonymy. 

The Similarity Disorder limits aphasics to metonymic
 
operations, restricting their ability to select 

from the paradigmatic axis. Aphasics with the Contiguity Disorder lose the ability to combine 

contextual linguistic elements and tend to speak metaphorically.
2
 

 

Badry recognises his hybrids as a formal metonymy. At Letitia Gallery, when you walk along the 

two lines of black and white drawings on the walls, a concentrated group of cardboard sculptures 

confronts you, suggesting a hypothetical sentence formed with unnamed hybrids. For Badry, 

animated found objects and 3D printings convey the abstraction of language. Animation stands in the 

realm of the intangible, while 3D printings unites the two objects into one homogenous entity. One 

of the sculptures references an observation Badry made in Beirut. While searching for a flat he saw a 

metal nail-trimmer inserted in a UK wall socket of an abandoned house and it did not take too long 

to visualise the scope of such a joint: a three-pin socket connected to a two-pin plug through two 

metal nail trimmers. 

 

Beyond the group of sculptures is a work composed of two elements. The first is the projection on a 

table of a table fan turned upside down and pasted with duct tape to the ceiling. The second is the 3D 

printed hybrid of a tin can opener mounted on the end of a drill. The projection of the table fan 

represents the metaphor as the object (though modified it still performs its function). On the contrary, 

the 3D printed object looks inscrutable, crafted in a mass-produced single material, and its functions 

are erased. It embodies metonymy and its mechanisms. When removed from the social context and 

shown overlapped, the two hybrids express the collapse of language and its poles. 

 

The question then arises, are these objects simply disrupting the language or could they be the access 

gate to another language out of the context of the global economy? The hybrids produce a disruption 

in communication and become the vehicle to the formation of new terms. In collaborations with 

artists, writers and linguists, Badry sought to find a name for the objects, to coin neologisms. They 

looked at the hypothetical function and history of the hybrids, and the feelings that they inspired, 

imagining the context of a signified without a signifier. The result was a series of strange yet 

plausible definitions, like this one by the Lebanese-American artist Joe Namy: 

 

“Candrilla – It was love at first drill. A winding and open love, forward and reverse. 

The kind of dangerous love that can only happen when you unlock the safety button 

and pull the trigger with touch sensitivity – the harder you push, the faster the gears 

turn and grind. That is, until the battery runs dry, until the next recharge, bringing back 

the raw energy that fuels this whirring power.” 

 



Although these definitions remain abstract and hypothetical, the work marks a rupture. The themes 

that Badry explores are deliberately disorientating explorations of imagined possibilities. Simone De 

Cia, a researcher in linguistics at the University of Manchester noted that the work raises relevant 

complexities related to the so-called problem of ‘labelling’. According to De Cia, struggling to find a 

name for objects around us is a functional universal because the verbal referent is the basis of 

communication. He argues that we will most likely coin neologisms for functional hybrids over 

dysfunctional ones, and he noticed that the observer would create a word (generally a compound-

word or a portmanteau) that stresses the salient characteristics and the most engaging features of the 

hybrid. 

 

Ahmed Badry’s work expands to infinite possibilities. He pushes us to reconsider the role of objects 

and their hidden meanings. We are led to realise the limits, structures, and discourses of the system 

in which we operate. He examines how a negligible act undermines an entire system, and what we 

thought to be an absolute certainty becomes a house of cards. 

 

1 Quote from ‘Ahmed Badry: The Provisionary That Lasts’, an interview with Shehab Awad by 

Medrar TV (2015). 

 

2 Cfr. Roman Jakobson, Child language, aphasia and phonological universal (Mouton Publishers, 

1968). 

 

 

 


