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Institution of the Leviathan
Shezad Dawood’s epic, episodic film cycle and related works in different media, Leviathan,
explores the connection between human and marine life. The project will be realised
over three years. Last year’s Venice Biennale saw the first three of ten films premiered.
Emily Hartless met Dawood in North Wales to explore this ambitious project and the
increasing importance of text to the artist.

the
world
was ending
as it had been
doing for millennia

EH: The project’s sense of place is oppositional to the often bizarre
or surreal experience of the Biennale.
SD: I wanted to launch this project in Venice without it feeling
parachuted in. I wanted it to feel materially there. As a result, we used
the Palazzo Canonica – the previous Institute of Marine Sciences –
as our exhibition location, and the historic Fortuny factory to show
the textiles, which reflected the exchange between East and West and
the objects lost at sea by the migrants. We filmed parts of the cycle
in Venice itself; this created a web of collaborations. It happened to
come together.
Of course it’s important, when you go into unknown
territory, to discuss a project with the individuals to whom it is
relevant. I spoke and engaged closely with the people at the Marine
Institute – the connections were overwhelming. The Venetian lagoon
and coast is significantly affected by environmental change and global
migration.

How does one use art to make the ignored visible? When Shezad
Dawood began creating Leviathan – a cycle consisting of texts, films,
sculptural works, textiles, research and an extensive public programme
– the artist found the answer in language. Drawing on diverse literary
traditions, including science fiction, eco-criticism and poetry, and
mingled with scientific research and his own anarchic style of distilling
language, Dawood built a fluid narrative, exposing the links between
mental health, marine life and migration. We met at MOSTYN, in
Llandudno, on the North Wales coast, where the latest iteration of
Leviathan was shown from March to July 2018.
Emily Hartless: Your participation in the Venice Biennale, last year,
was a very visible first stage for Leviathan. What informed your choices
for the presentation of the project in Venice?

EH: We’re now talking in Llandudno, where another stage of
Leviathan cycle is showing. Why bring the Leviathan project to
MOSTYN, to North Wales?

Shezad Dawood: I had been approached to do something in Venice,
before this project came to fruition. Artists are interested in Venice.
Due to the Venice Biennale, there are [major] art projects every couple
of years. I found myself asking the question, does Venice really need
another art exhibition?

SD: The sense of place for each location is important. When Alfredo
[Cramerotti, Director at MOSTYN] and I met and talked about
working together, there was always the suggestion the work would
come here, because of its location on the North Walian coast and
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its proximity to the wind farm at Gwynt y
Môr, Port of Mostyn.
EH: Can we begin with something that
appears central to the project, Robert Nixon’s
conception of ‘Slow violence’, which, through
language, the Leviathan project is trying to
address. Nixon said: ‘We need to account for
how the temporal dispersion of slow violence
affects the way we perceive and respond to
a variety of social afflictions, from domestic
abuse, to post traumatic stress, in particular,
environmental calamities.’ (Slow Violence,
(2011) Robert Nixon) Environmental change,
migration and trauma can all be classified as
slow violence; demoted, expansive traumas,
which defy the characterisation of the most
damaging violence being the most explosive,
visible or instantaneous. How has the
Leviathan project, particularly the first text,
Episode I you wrote as ‘Ben’, begun to unpick
the slow violence of mental health, marine life
and migration? What instigated the writing
of the text and what methods did you use to
create it?
SD: There are many ways in which I could
respond to the quotation and your questions.
I wanted to touch on something inherent; the
repressed quality of violence is very much a
key part of the Leviathan cycle. When I was
exploring the content of the text, I was very
aware of how far I could push the nature of
writing and the nature of editing. Eventually,
I decided to revert to the earlier drafts of the
text. The narrative is fiction with fact woven
into the material. The factual material was
collected in part through meetings I had, over
a long period of time, with a wide range of
marine biologists, oceanographers, political
scientists, neurologists and trauma specialists.
Because of the many conversations I was
having, looking at man’s inhumanity to man
and to the oceans, the writing had become
dark and edgy. I was quite nervous about this.
For example, in Episode III: Arturo, we have the
following quote from the narrative:
WE ARE THE CARRION THAT
WILL FEED OUR GODS
COME AND DEVOUR US
MAY THEY REND US
LIMB FROM
LIMB
It’s hard for me to talk about the ‘Ben’ text
without discussing the other chapters of the
project, because the whole process of writing
was a schizophrenic mind-set, or multiple
personality journey. In the film of Episode III,
such language is paired with imagery of
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excess, when the rules of society start to
break down – both in terms of the brutality
of overfishing, and the cult leader who is
narrating. The text sounds a bit metaphysical,
even apocalyptic in its phrasing. I was also
trying to echo some of the allegorical style
of the 16th Century – albeit expressed in the
more exaggerated style of H.P. Lovecraft,
or Clark Ashton Smith. However, using a
metaphysical register to begin to talk about
our stewardship of the oceans and our
relations to our fellow man doesn’t seem so
dramatic after all.
EH: Did any individuals you worked with
object to the language or imagery of the
project?

SD: Surprisingly not. I wanted to write
something that was appropriate and respectful
to the subject matter. However, it was the
scientists who pointed out, we’ve had 20 years
of a benign approach to these issues and it
doesn’t seem to be getting through to people.
20 years of upbeat responses weren’t having
the desired effect. We needed a more honest
assessment, a more pragmatic response to the
challenges we are currently facing as a species.
Instead, there were points [at which] I was
the one who felt uncomfortable about the
material. I spoke to several oceanographers
and migrant rights activists and others about
my concerns that I wasn’t providing an upbeat
solution. But, they encouraged me to be true
to the writing. And if this meant exploring
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some darker corners of the psyche to try and
get to the roots of the problems, then so be it.
EH: Regularly, the text, the syntax or
structure almost reaches disintegration or
fracture. The viewer or reader encounters
different voices and hovers between a sense
of past, present and future. To illustrate these
fractures and trauma in writing, without losing
the balance of legibility and accessibility, is
very difficult.
SD: Brian Kuan Wood, editor at e-flux, who
I worked with, encouraged me to embrace
fully the elements of fiction – for example,
to use the phonetic text to immerse the
reader in the heightened or traumatic

registers of the narrators, throughout the
different chapters of Leviathan.
With all the attention paid to them,
the visual arts have become increasingly
conservative. It is writing that can destabilise
the arts and make them visceral, edgy and
relevant again. I feel it is a pathway to liberate
the visual arts.
All these men and women in their lab
coats, and their immaculate pens –
biros – pushed into the front pockets
of their lab coats (…) clip clop, clip
clop (…) like time running sideways in
a horse universe (…) horse (…) smack
(…) ketamine (…) horse tranquiliser
(…) like time standingstill (…) clip

clop, clip clop (…) was that the sound
of the lids being replaced on biros
heard by microbes? A horse-sounding
rattle of heels on stone floors that
echoes in their microbial earcanals (…)
do microbes have ears?
EH: The text is also powerful as it is active.
Due to its poetic manner, it can be taken by an
audience and repeated. This draws on the idea
of the sustainability at the core of the project.
SD: I was conscious of the sound and the
prolonged beat of the writing. Despite the
production of textiles, sculpture and films
as part of the cycle, I’m still interested in
how the language is used in the texts as
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stand-alone works. To explore the texts
further, one possibility we’re looking into is
to publish the collected chapters as a novella
in partnership with HOME, in Manchester
[where this project is travelling to in 2020].
This is important as both the text and film
can co-exist autonomously or together. If the
various narrators of the chapters represent
the schizophrenia of the ‘future-present’, then
that schizophrenia should be mirrored in the
way the work is disseminated.
I’ve always been interested in
language and its (in)ability to articulate the
space between certain social or political
positions and the correlating states of mind.
The space experimental writing occupies
between the political, philosophical and poetic,
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Leviathan Cycle website homepage image, graphic and website
designby OK-RM, London; courtesy of the artist

has always been of importance to me, be that
fiction or non-fiction.

first spread, right:
Leviathan Cycle, Episode 1: Ben (production still), Shezad
Dawood, 2017, HD Video, 12'52''; courtesy of the artist
and UBIK Productions

EH: Your style, and its re-configuration
of our connection to the natural world
through experimenting with language, seems
to draw a direct correlation to the work
of environmental critics and Thoreauvian
writers. What do you cite as the key influences
that have shaped your work?

second spread, left:
Leviathan Cycle, Episode 1: Ben (production still), Shezad
Dawood, 2017, HD Video, 12'52''; courtesy of the artist
and UBIK Productions
second spread, right hand page, top:
Leviathan Cycle, Episode 2: Yasmine (production still), Shezad
Dawood, 2017, HD Video, 22'10’’; courtesy of the artist
and UBIK Productions

SD: Everything I do is shadowed by the
presence of Anna Kavan; a friend gave me
a copy of Sleep Has His House (1948) and I
never looked back. Over time Ice (1967), has
become my favourite of her works; its sense
of abandonment to one’s own apocalypse is a
form of both mystical and sexual surrender. I
also remember first encountering recordings
of Tristan Tzara’s phonetic poems, as a
schoolboy, and barely being able to stifle
my giggles. His work’s absurd expression of
language-as-sound influences my expression
of intense emotional states within the
different characters’ inner monologues across
the Leviathan cycle.
And, of course, science fiction plays
an important part for me in terms of my
attempts to combine radical social critique
with poetry. When I was a young artist,
Manick Govinda, of Artsadmin, pointed me
in the direction of Samuel Delany’s The Motion
of Light in Water (1988). His construction of
the unreliable narrator and sexual dissidence
continue to inspire my writing and visual

second spread, right hand page, bottom:
Leviathan Cycle, Episode 3: Arturo (film still), Shezad
Dawood, 2017, HD Video, 17'25’’; courtesy of the artist
and UBIK Productions
third spread, from left:
Alkaline battery, lighter with printed design of a jeans pocket, cans
of food, Shezad Dawood, 2017, mixed media on Fortuny
textile, 192 x 150 cm; © Shezad Dawood; courtesy Timothy
Taylor, London/New York
String of prayer beads with 3 hooks, Shezad Dawood, 2017,
mixed media on Fortuny textile, 198 x 150 cm; © Shezad
Dawood; courtesy Timothy Taylor, London/New York
Pair of moccasin shoes with laces, number 43; rubber sole with mark
‘Made in Italy’ Shezad Dawood, 2017, mixed media on
Fortuny textile, 209 x 149 cm; © Shezad Dawood. Courtesy
Timothy Taylor, London/New York
Pills, Shezad Dawood, 2017, mixed media on Fortuny
textile, 192 x 146 cm; © Shezad Dawood; courtesy Timothy
Taylor, London/New York
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Research papers imagery taken from Leviathan Cycle website,
graphic and website designby OK-RM, London; courtesy
of the artist
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thinking. Delany’s quite an uneven writer,
which I mean as a compliment as it’s about
taking risks with form. His masterpiece,
Dhalgren (1975), really informed my attempt
to create a post-flood community, through
performative enactment, in my experimental
film It was a time that was a time, (2015). The
film was commissioned by Pioneer Works in
Brooklyn and had an amazing experimental
score by Weyes Blood. It was a time..., like
others of my films such as, Towards the Possible
Film (2014), were prequels to the Leviathan
project – although I didn’t know it at the time.
Clip clop, clip clop, clip clop, clip
clop. It always made me smile (…) tee
hee (…) all these grown up men and
women trotting about in their heels
(…) clip clop, clip clop. Clip clop
(…) On the stone floor (…) clip clop,
clip clop, clip clop (…) the sound of
horses (…) horsee don’t you stop (…)
neeeiiighhhheeeee!
EH: How will all the knowledge that has been
documented as part of Leviathan continue,
beyond the traditional confines of art?
SD: We worked with designers OK-RM, who
I had collaborated with many times before
Venice. [Working out how to] ‘order the page’
on the web led the designers and myself to
begin to think about Leviathan as a web-based
foundation, modelling the ‘ground plans’ of
the website in the manner of older institutional

floor plans to designate research areas. This
helped to organise the different strands of the
project on a platform that could contain the
different aspects of the project and their interconnections.
The online architecture, like the rest
of the Leviathan, draws on the influence of
seventeenth century writers, such as Thomas
Hobbe’s publications, or Jonathan Swift’s
A Tale of the Tub (1704). The font used is
a variant of Garamond; an old-style serif
font named after the 16th century Parisian
engraver, Claude Garamond. Using a font
that is contemporaneous to the publications
of Hobbes and Swift, references the original
editions of [Hobbes’] Leviathan (1651) and
Swift’s A Tale of a Tub – we were able to
combine the classical with the contemporary,
making people think about past and present
fluidly.

attitude to the oceans and the daily reality
of migrants – our lack of empathy. We
have, in a sense, created the ‘Institution of
the Leviathan’ through making connections
where it is easier or more comfortable not to
join the dots.

leviathan-cycle.com
shezaddawood.com
mostyn.org
Leviathan will tour to:
Plymouth Arts Centre, in partnership with The
Atlantic Project
28 September – 21 October 2018

EH: When the texts are read, there is an
instinct to read them out loud. This creates
a sense of empathy or connection with the
text. Despite your discussion of the cycle
as ‘visceral, edgy or left-field’, and your
employment of emergent shifts in thought
– such as the development of the human
species as a geological agent, or the era of
the Anthropocene – your presentation of
the texts and the videos is accessible to very
diverse audiences.

Tale of a Tub, Rotterdam
18 November 2018 – 27 January 2019

SD: It is important that the project is
accessible, as it combats our thinking and

HOME, Manchester
2020
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Bluecoat, Liverpool
Summer 2019
MOCA, Toronto
Autumn 2019
Valletta Contemporary, Malta
Autumn 2019

