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Sarah Ujmaia (b.1995) is an artist and researcher based in Melbourne (Naarm),
Australia. Her practice is largely informed by the wide-reaching impacts
of forced displacement and cultural re-writing related to the diasporic
experience. Applying translational processes, she regenerates motifs,
images and linguistic structures in her material-led approach to image and

object making.
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Sarah Ujmaia, in Marmoreum (28°48°34.4”S 153°16’45.6”E) g

Sarah Ujmaia’s And thank you to my baba for laying the timber floor is
an installation of approximately 4,000 pavers made from an extremely
commonplace material: chalk. However, Ujmaia’s treatment of the
chalk—which she worked with in the form of shell grit purchased from
a pet supply store—dramatically changes the material’s properties.
When subjected to heat, pressure and time, chalk becomes marble,
and this is a process that Ujmaia has mimicked in a truncated fashion
here in Marmoreum (28°48°34.4”S 153°16°45.6”E). For Ujmaia, the ' =
physical and temporal gap between commonplace chalk and costly =7 = =
marble is fertile ground for considering peripheralised languages and . =y
how they operate under imperialism. This exploration is personal. The | ; S f \
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artist is a first-generation Chaldean in Australia and the first member : Lo ( \ \
of her family, from Ankawa, in northern Iraq, to be born here. ' : f" / ,l
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Installation view of And thank you to my baba for laying the
timber floor, in Marmoreum presented at Gertrude Contemporary,
2024. Photo: Christian Capurro.
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Ujmaia’sisadeeplyresearch-driven practice,centred onthe capabilities
of specific materials, usually a single medium in several forms.
Previously, she considered the potential of graphite for Of Particle and
Wave (2023) at Heide Museum of Modern Art in Melbourne. There she
produced a series of high-lustre graphite drawings that referenced an
under-exposed roll of black-and-white film she had taken at Ankawa’s
Syriac Heritage Museum. The graphite further obscured already
abstracted images, introducing opacity as a thematic, which she has
now extended on with And thank you to my baba for laying the timber

floor.

Here, Ujmaia invites audiences to appreciate a material that is
constantly changing, while not necessarily at the peak of its economic
or cultural value. Just as chalk undergoes change in the process of
becoming marble, Ujmaia proposes that peripheralised languages
and cultures don’t die out, but always exist in ever-changing forms. As
one walks across Ujmaia’s floor, the pavers clink together, producing

a chatter that is reassuringly alive.

The migrant experience is often discussed in relation to groups
rather than individuals, a tendency that risks homogenising diasporic
narratives. In titling her work And thank you to my baba for laying the
timber floor, Ujmaia goes some way in undoing this reductive practice,
focusing it upon herself and her family. The work is partly an ode to
Ujmaia’s father, who left a PhD in physics to become a labourer, laying
floors to support his family in Australia. At the same time, it references
the cobbled market squares of the family’s former home in Northern

Iraq.

Sarah Ujmaia Marmoreum (28°48’34.4”S 153°16'45.6"E)

This iteration of And thank you to my baba for laying the timber floor
responds spatially to the architecture of Lismore Regional Gallery.
Originally commissioned by Gertrude Contemporary in 2024 — where
the work was presented with one open side — here the work will
be in contact with four walls, and with approximately 2,800 pavers
(two-thirds of the original number), resulting in an increased sense of
intimacy. Ujmaia has named the exhibition Marmoreum (28°48°34.4”S
153°16°45.6”E) in reference to the coordinates of Lismore Regional
Gallery, explicitly titling the conditions of presentation separately to the
artwork itself. She says, “the two titles are a way to signal the framing of
what the opaqueness of the work is equally about, particularly without
didactics. | think of Marmoreum as a site of marble metamorphosis, but
| also view the actual research, the production and laying of the floor

as an ode to my father’s labour and a remanifestation of his energy.”

Ultimately, the work is couched in a refusal of explicit readability.
Within the singular materiality of repeated chalk pavers, Ujmaia
condenses a narrative that is open to multiple interpretations, a
narrative that stretches across the past and future, her family and
broader community, while never explicitly spelling this out. Access
to someone else’s culture and experience is a privilege, not a given.
However, Ujmaia is not withholding. Indeed, she demonstrates huge
generosity in asking audiences to place themselves within the work,

stopping short of laying everything bare.

Amelia Winata
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