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member of the ADMAF initiative, The National’s Gallery.

About Abu Dhabi Festival

Over the last 10 years, Abu Dhabi Festival has become one of the
most prominent arts festivals in the Arab world, and a key player on
the circuit worldwide. For an entire decade, this annual symphony
of cultures has celebrated the spirit of ‘Bilad Al Khayr’ (The Land
of Blessings), the legacy of the founding Father of the Nation, the
late Sheikh Zayed Al Nahyan. It has welcomed artists from the four
corners of the world and engaged the people of the UAE in unique
performances, concerts, exhibitions, workshops and talks.

The 2013 edition celebrates this ‘Decade of Distinction’ in style with
a breathtaking main programme featuring the legendary Pldcido
Domingo, in honour of this year’s Country of Honour, Spain.
Visual arts play an integral role in the main programme of the
Abu Dhabi Festival. Each year, the exhibition offers visitors
an in depth exploration of a leading practitioner(s) of modern or
contemporary art from the Middle East and Arab world. In 2008
and 2009 respectively, the pioneering work of Nja Mahdaoui and
Dia Al Azzawi were exhibited. Since 2010, Abu Dhabi Festival has
staged unprecedented exhibitions commissioned in partnership with
leading institutions, featuring the works of Parviz Tanavoli & Adam
Henein (2010); Rachid Koraichi (2011); and Hassan Massoudy

(2012). The 2013 exhibition marks the beginning of a long and
fruitful relationship with Institut du Monde Arabe, an ADMAF
International Strategic Cultural Partner. In addition, the Abu Dhabi
Festival marks its tenth anniversary with two commissioned works
by the Emirati artists Mattar Bin Lahej and Jalal Lugman, a specially
curated section of Emirati contemporary art within *25 years of
Creativity” as well as a set of commemorative coins designed by
Hassan Massoudy.

Each year, the Abu Dhabi Festival takes children and young people
on a voyage of discovery. In addition to the ticketed performances,
it welcomes thousands of students and the general public to free
concerts, performances, workshops, exhibition tours and activities.
In 2013, the Festival continues to uphold and explore the rich culture
and heritage of the UAE with innovative initiatives including the
nationwide tour of Habib Ghuloom Al Attar’s latest production
‘Bil Arabi’ as well as the tantalizing trail of traditional tails by the
students of Zayed University developed under the guidance of
master storyteller, Abdul Aziz Al Musallem.

The Abu Dhabi Festival is a unique and unforgettable experience
that celebrates the UAE as a capital of culture.

www.abudhabifestival.ae
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Foreword

The Abu Dhabi Festival is proud to present the Arab
world premiere of ‘25 Years of Creativity’ as part of the
10" anniversary edition of the Abu Dhabi Festival. This
outstanding exhibition marks the beginning of a strategic
partnership between the Abu Dhabi Music & Arts
Foundation and Institut du Monde Arabe.

In an Age of Creativity, visual art has become a remarkable
platform for the presentation of new ideas, diverse opinions
and fresh perspectives. Using a fascinating range of media,
artists of Arab origin are playing an integral role on the
global stage today; enabling societies to share, exchange
and debate their beliefs, experiences and values. Amid
the neutrality of the gallery space, issues are explored in
infinite detail amid a spirit of openness and honesty.

In the six years since visual art was first introduced to the
Abu Dhabi Festival, we have paid homage to pioneering
artists from across the Arab world and Middle East.
Through 25 Years of Creativity’, the Festival celebrates the
creativity and innovation of artists throughout the region. I
sincerely hope that the issues raised in its most ambitious
exhibition to date shall inform, inspire and excite.

Initiatives such as the Abu Dhabi Festival have a duty
towards society. By facilitating access, engagement
and participation with the arts, communities thrive and
individuals flourish. The tours, talks and workshops that
accompany this exhibition shall no doubt encourage the
next generation to delve deep into their own imaginations,
open their minds and take ownership of their cultural
identity so that they may also contribute to the continuous
dialogue of self-expression.

Sheikh Zayed bin Sultan Al Nahyan, the Founding Father
of the United Arab Emirates once said that the nation’s
pride lies in the education of its people and the gift of
knowledge they acquire. Each year, the Abu Dhabi Festival
offers the people of the UAE a fountain of knowledge
presented through a range of performances, concerts,
exhibitions and workshops across Bilad Al Khayr (The
Land of Blessings). Over the last decade, we have seen our
audience grow as more and more citizens, residents and
visitors seek intellectual sustenance, creative inspiration,
and innovative new ideas. I am sure that ‘25 Years of
Creativity’ shall provide even greater food for thought.

H.E. Hoda I. Al Khamis-Kanoo
Founder & Artistic Director, Abu Dhabi Festival
Founder, Abu Dhabi Music & Arts Foundation
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Preface

On the occasion of the Institut du Monde Arabe’s 25"
anniversary and in accordance with its mission to support and
promote contemporary Arab art, IMA has chosen to present
a major plastic arts exhibition, which has been specially
organised for this anniversary and is devoted to 25 years of
creativity in the Arab world.

This exhibition, which is being held in IMA’s Mobile Art and
exhibition rooms and has been curated by the Egyptian artist
and critic Ehab El Labban aims, in his words, ‘to paint a
precise picture of the distinguishing traits of an Arab artist’.
In line with the progress made over the last 25 years - during
which the IMA has organised more than 100 exhibitions
devoted to contemporary plastic arts, ‘25 Years of Arab
Creativity’ aims to provide an overview of the main spheres

explored by Arab artists in recent years and the inner sources
of inspiration that create an art whose characteristics are
gradually taking shape.

IMA is therefore presenting a general overview of the
plastic arts, which includes all media: painting, sculpture,
photography, video, installation art, and so on. This enables
visitors to gain an understanding of the trends and research
that are part of contemporary Arab art.

Jack Lang
President

Mona Khazindar
General Director



The Contemporary Arab Art Scene

A closer examination of the area commonly referred to as
‘the Arab world’, a term that is geopolitical in origin, reveals
that the situation is rather more complex. Indeed, this term
extends well beyond a simple abstract notion of an area
comprised of 20 states, the majority of whose inhabitants
speak a common form of Arabic, which exists alongside
dozens of dialectal variants; each variant contributes its
cultural and regional specificity, which comprises dialectal
variations that are associated with societies that are both
similar to and distinct from each other - and sometimes even
opposite or opposed to each other.

But, one might question whether a common secular history
and a shared language constitute a unified culture.

I fear that they do not. Indeed, the modern history of the Arab
countries, shaped by the Ottoman Empire and the secular
domination of colonisations - whether in the Mashriq or
the Maghreb - does not explain or describe the experiences
of different peoples, who cannot be defined according to
pre-established notions which do not take

by Ehab El Labban

and observe all the forms of artistic expression conceived
and developed in the Arab world, so that we could gain a
clear and precise understanding of this artistic landscape.
Furthermore, adopting this approach in no way meant that
we had to impose a particular vision on the Arab artists that
would serve as a point of reference and a framework for their
work. Rather, we had to conduct an in-depth study of the
artists’ work, without placing limits on creativity or imposing
a particular approach; such constraints would undoubtedly
only have hindered the development of the artists’ visions
and restricted their choices relating to the nature and form
of the work.
When one looks at all the Arab works of art produced in
recent years, there is a wide variety of sources of inspiration;
art is now an integral part of all areas of life, and the vision of
artists encompasses all aspects of life, even if the extent and
diversity of their work often result from an abandonment of
traditional artistic aesthetic criteria.

The Arab world is now experiencing

into account local cultural specificities and ~ ‘History has taught us  considerable and radical changes, and the
the accumulation of collective experiences. I that each region has artists are keeping abreast of - and taking an

think that our recent history has taught us - if
we adopt a critical and analytical approach to

its own history and

active part in - these changes. Artists, who
consider themselves part of the collective

. . P
our past - that each region in the Arab world, collective experience conscience, are playing a full and active role

and each of the constituent populations

and each social group has its own history and collective
experience, which has left a mark - or even a scar - on local
cultural forms and practices.

These were my immediate thoughts when I was entrusted by
the Institut du Monde Arabe in Paris to conceive and organise
an exhibition presenting an overview of contemporary Arab
art, as part of IMA’s 25th anniversary celebrations. There are
undoubtedly civilizational traits and many diverse cultural
characteristics which collectively constitute any society; and
a close observation of these traits and characteristics enables
us to create an accurate and as comprehensive a picture as
possible of the specific nature of a particular society.

So, in view of the preparation of a major exhibition on
contemporary Arab art, it was imperative for us to follow

20

in public debate; and, particularly when this
concerns cultural matters, they become involved in political
debate to a much greater degree than their 20th century
predecessors. Some have even gone so far as to represent
political issues in their work, in a surprisingly direct way.
Indeed, there has been a relationship between art and socio-
political and cultural changes throughout history; art often
has an influence on society, rather than vice versa.
So, while the social dimension is an important element of
artworks, there are other constituent elements that need to
be incorporated in this picture of contemporary art that we
are attempting to create. We need to closely observe the
various forms of contemporary art in all their diversity, keep
track of the changes, and ensure that we do not separate
these forms of expression from what is happening on the

world art scene, even though the focus here is exclusively
on art in the Arab world. The arts and the environment in
which they are deployed influence each other, and although
the peoples and cultural communities have distinguishing
characteristics, these particularisms do not remain fixed and
are now interacting and engaging in dialogue; there is a fertile
exchange of ideas, thanks to modern languages and means of
communication, techniques, and means of expression, which
could be considered a common good worldwide.

We cannot, on the other hand, separate art from its country
of origin. We believe that the experiences and artistic
projects presented in this exhibition will greatly contribute to
highlighting the structure and overall coherence of the Arab
art scene. Because, basically, countries are shaped by art.
We began working on this exhibition project in October
2011. The project was organised around several main
themes and a certain number of artists, while bearing in
mind that the exhibition had to match the occasion (IMA’s
25th anniversary), have educational value, and serve as a
reference for researchers and historians in the

about the ‘stage’ idea, which even turned into an obsession.
Having benefited from my recent experience as an organiser
of two biennial events, I decided to build the project around
two spatial arrangements: the contemporary Arab works
and means of expression would be presented in a horizontal
manner, and the work of certain artists - whose works need
to be studied or even deciphered in any part of the vast world
in which they have already been exhibited for several years -
would be presented in a vertical manner.
An analysis of the many Arab artistic practices led to the
selection of artists invited to take part in the exhibition
and their classification, according to four main themes,
or categories:
- artworks that are political in nature, which are simply
observational or even critical;
- artistic practices that focus on socio-economic phenomena,
thereby indirectly affecting local political issues;
- artistic practices that have been well established since the
beginning of the 20th century, and which make every effort
to explore the work’s aesthetic dimension or

years to come. I was faced with a difficult task ‘Art is now an means of expression, without the distraction of
and answering the three almost philosophical integral part Of social and political issues; I would describe these

questions was not the least of my difficulties: all areas o f llfe s  as ‘personal practices’;

‘What?” ‘Why?’ and ‘Who?’ Only one thing was

certain - the geographical location.

Admittedly, my recent experience as an organiser of two
biennial events in Cairo (2008, 2010) had familiarised me
with the Arab and African art scene, and had also convinced
me of the need to present Arab art projects in their dialectic
relationship with other projects - Western, Asian, and
Mediterranean projects - in such a way that they also reflect
contemporary visual arts practices at regional level.

As a salutary response to my thoughts and questions, I
eventually decided to organise the event in the form of a
vast stage set, where visitors can view the exhibition as a
whole and in detail; it would be a sort of visual adventure - a
challenge even - which would unfold over time and leave
certain ideas and means of expression for the final picture. As
the days and weeks passed, [ became increasingly convinced

and, finally, artistic practices marked by
globalisation, in terms of the idea behind the work
or its execution, and which extend beyond the boundaries of
cultural specificity and national obsessions; some of these
practices also feature in the three themes mentioned above.
This framework of parallel themes provided me with the
answers to the questions: ‘Why?” and ‘How?’
From December 2011 onwards, I worked with both the
exhibition team and the selected artists. Apart from the work
and specific projects that I was already familiar with in the
Arab world and several European cities, I asked the artists
to produce unique works, adapted to the architecture of
the buildings and the arrangement of the exhibition rooms
in the Institut du Monde Arabe. In just over 10 months, I
was able to gain a better understanding of the artists and
their projects, and, more importantly, I became aware of a
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very interesting phenomenon: the existence of very distinct
and personal styles in the work of these artists who are,
in fact, generationally close in age. This is a phenomenon
that involves both the horizontal and vertical dimensions I
mentioned above.

For example, the term ‘personal and spiritual’ could apply
to the works by Ahmed Mater, Arwa Abouon, Hassan Meer,
Jafar Islah, and Najia Mehadji.

I was absolutely fascinated by Ahmed Mater’s project, which
is entitled ‘Magnetism’ and focuses on the pilgrimage to
Mecca. When I saw it in the British Museum at the beginning
of the year; the circumambulation of the sacred Kabah
conveys the notion of eternity.

Arwa Abouon reuses sacred texts to convey the underlying idea
in his work entitled ‘Al-Matar Rahmah’ (Rain is a Blessing).
‘Mystic Dance’ by Najia Mehadji represents the ethereal
nature of the body, produced by upward and circular
movement, which is identical to that of the circumambulation
around a central area full of invisible energy.

I link this trend with another, ‘personal and philosophical’
movement, which aptly describes the works by Driss
Ouadahi, Ebtisam Abdulaziz, Nedim Kufi and Talal Refit,
Nadim Karam, Safwan Dahoul, Safaa Erruas, Sami Al-Turki,
and Tamara Al-Samerraei.

Driss Ouadahi obsessively represents hundreds of symbols,
drawing an analogy between the blocks of architecture and the
layers of thoughts and memories in the memory, which constitute
identity. His work recalls what Jean Baudrillard said when he
compared the levels of visual perception with the alternation of
the authentic and the artificial in the history of art.

In her project entitled ‘My Brain’, Ebtisam Abdulaziz begins
by combining a scientific and philosophical concept, and, by
alternating between concealment and conspicuousness, and
dark and light, she succeeds in presenting the viewer with
an in-depth study of the structures of the organ that
synthesises sensitivity.

Safaa Erruas explores boundaries, fragmentation and unity,
utopia, and scars that accumulate over time in works that
resemble woven standards.
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One might also use the term ‘personal research’ to describe
the artistic practices of such artists as Mahmud Obaidi,
Maha Malluh, Ammar Bouras, Meriem Bouderbala, Ayman
Baalbaki, Doris Bittar, and Zakaria Ramhani. These works
contain a certain amount of humour and create a direct
link with the viewer; they clearly evoke the notion of
belonging, boundaries that are crossed or not crossed, flags,
and identity; all these works were inspired by an event or
a personal experience, and fall under the scope of the first
and second theme in the exhibition, insofar as there is an
apparent attempt to link socio-political events with personal
artistic practices.

And, lastly, there are artistic practices that are centred around
more traditional means of expression, such as painting (Adel
El Siwi and Yousef Ahmad) and sculpture (Armen Agop),
revealing artists’ ongoing desire to work raw materials into a
means of expression. These artists draw their inspiration from
traditional symbols or their own experiences. The esoteric
dimension enhances the aesthetic qualities highlighted
by critics.

This exhibition will enable visitors to discover works and
practices that have already been presented at the project
stage, on other occasions, or on a regional or international
level; the exhibition contains projects that are dialectically
connected to contemporary concepts, in their personal,
esoteric, or interpretative dimension. These works are by
artists including Ahmed Mater, Abdulnasser Gharem and
Meriem Bouderbala.

We hope and trust that the exhibition’s impact and solid
foundations will establish fruitful dialogue with audiences.

Contemporary Arab Art:

25 Years of Innovative Visual Expression

Living Volumes
The current conceptual confusion (at the time of writing, summer
2012) around art in the Arab world corresponds to a vigorous call
for the redefinition of an artist’s function and the very nature of
the creative act, whose multifaceted and complex nature requires
interpretation. This demand does not seek to review historical
definitions, but seeks instead, and with the greatest rigour,
to replace a certain aesthetic consciousness - that remained
dominant and widely accepted until quite recently - with a
new visual artistic consciousness whose main characteristic is
a break with regional tradition, in terms of the general style,
ideas, and references. This would enable contemporary artists
to make a qualitative break with the conventional forms of the
past. Sooner or later, they will undoubtedly find themselves
facing the dilemmas inherent to this aesthetic consciousness,
but they will also have new tools, means and new materials.
While it is true that modern art, in the commonly accepted sense
of the term, has given precedence to the imaginary over the real,
and the unreal over the real - taking into account, of course, the
different approaches adopted by artists in their
implementation of this somewhat ill-defined
programme - the various works produced by

‘Art has ceased to be

Farouk Youssef

sense, in the symmetry or unintentional correspondences in a
particular work. The fact remains that art has ceased to be a
means of creating beauty - either through material transformation
or representations of nature. It now focuses on ideas, which
are considered as receptacles for life’s ambiguities and can be
extended or reduced, using random and innovative formulae.
Art is no longer a tractable means of expression that creates
beauty for a passive viewer; nor does it satisfy the viewer’s
expressive needs. In fact, I would say that the visual structures
create forms in space, quite independently from the need for
aesthetic expression, whether this is beauty in the traditional or
more recent sense of the term. From this perspective, is it still
possible to talk about an Arab art with distinct aesthetics?

An Ahistorical Struggle

Until very recently, ideological commitment used expressivity
and artistic commitment was aesthetic. These two forms of
commitment were based on an emotional approach, which was
often improvised and valued the established truths of a particular
culture and society, without taking into account the inherent
truth of art, which was considered the product
of a tormented and confused mind that made

contemporary Arab artists over the last 25 years a means 0f creating use of the visible to represent the invisible. Both

have focused on the complex network that links beauty’

the visual and the mental. These relationships

have undoubtedly been formed - on a technical

level - by postmodern thinking, but not exclusively. There is
also an influence from experimental practices, which intend to
promote reflection within the work of art, and not through it or
any intermediary. I am only using the term postmodernism in a
metaphorical sense; it is, in fact, another concept or principle -
the concept of deconstruction, which is a prerequisite for any
change. This concept also combines art sensu stricto with that
which does not fall within the scope of art.

In the process, the concept of beauty is invalidated and shattered,
or, at least, pushed aside and marginalised, until it disappears
completely. Sometimes, it is still perceptible in a hypothetical

commitments have now been invalidated by the
sudden popular uprisings that have overthrown
totalitarian regimes. There is now a freedom of
artistic expression, considered a prerequisite for any change
and objective reality. It seems to me that contemporary Arab
artists have more freedom in their deconstructive work, in the
analysis they can make of elements of their creative life, which
is very much removed from the set literary formulas dictated by
ideology.

It would be somewhat naive of me to suggest that there is still
a place for Arabian identity in the turmoil. Indeed, Arabian
identity has always been - and remains - an evolving cultural
reality; Arabian identity is capable of creating new meaning,
but only if it does not become a trademark. In the past, the
ideological regimes adopted a somewhat dictatorial approach
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to art, which led artists to hide behind the idea of Arabian
identity, but works by contemporary Arab artists can help us
understand Arab artists from an entirely different perspective.
I think that a redefinition of Arabian identity should include
imaginary elements and other dimensions that are very much
different from those dictated by ideological stereotypes. This,
however, will not suffice to produce an art that can be described
as specifically Arab. I am not advocating a particular approach.
Very often, ideas become secondary to reality. The Arab
integration of 20th century mentality is only relatively recent,
due to four centuries of Ottoman domination. This integration
of modern ideas has required a measure of heroism.

is hampered by all sorts of ideological ties, and the reality in
the world of art, which is open to the world through the use of
techniques to represent ideas and images, which are themselves
undergoing rapid change. The break away from the ideological
systems was necessary so that art could be created within its
own framework. And this is exactly what modern Arab artists
have achieved - and with what virtuosity! Today, we view their
works with admiration. These works are very much a reflection
of us, and they have the capacity to renew us, because they
‘empty’ and replenish us; they are not a mirror reflection of
us - they make us into mirrors that reflect whatever imaginary

characteristics are proposed by these works. It is

A veritable modernist movement - in painting, “7This integration of an art that redefines our dreams and we make it

poetry, and architecture - emerged in the 1940s
and established a new artistic reality. Everything
indicates that this evolution was organic, authentic,
and durable. Urban society played a major role in
this evolution, which was in no way a superficial
movement or ‘backdrop’ to a period of political
independence. All these developments, which led to modernism,
resulted from a frank reassessment of the past, with an eye to
the future. This future has now become our present, although
we are relatively ignorant about the ideas that precede our era.
I would even say that many contemporary artists are unfamiliar
with the experiences of their Arab predecessors in the 1940s and
1950s. This is because the psychological framework of their
upbringing and education - at art school and elsewhere - has
not given them the depth of imagination necessary to establish
a balance between the past and the future, between our origins
and our destination...

The Emergence of the Universal

We still needed to give the ‘improvisation’ a melody that reflects
our identity and differentiates us from others. We always looked
forward to such expressions as ‘contemporary Arab art’. As we
have not fully exploited modernism, it is difficult to go beyond
it. But reality tells us something else, something that we cannot
ignore. Has the artistic language become so realistic? I think
that we need to distinguish two realities: social reality, which
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into art, insofar as it makes us.

What is wonderful about this art is that it opens
the way to our emergence, our existence as beings
claiming the right to embrace the universal.
Acknowledging the fact that, paradoxically, an
image has the same value, whether it is present
or not is the challenge faced by the modern arts. The image is
no longer necessarily linked to the details of its content; it is
much more linked to the space (which is often hypothetical) in
which its representation is located. And one wonders whether
contemporary Arab artists can rise to this type of challenge.

I also think that the desert could be a good place for ghosts ...

The Destiny of the Image

I think that the era of the image, whose rapid transformations
constitute the framework in which we live, has given the arts an
opportunity to avoid the inevitable confines of representation,
which has been their defining criterion. Historically,
representation (capturing images, arranging them and the
exploitation of their influences) has played a central role in
the figurative arts. Today, the images are produced in great
abundance and with unprecedented ease; the appropriation of
visual reality is no longer necessarily an image-based process,
partly because they are more misleading than ever. While the
concept of figurative arts has developed into that of visual
arts, the eye also no longer has complete faith in the image;

in fact, quite the opposite has occurred. And since there were
no followers of pop art in the Arab world, it was not easy for
Arab artists to make the transition to the conception of a creative
space beyond images. Pop art, which played an instrumental
role in flattening the image and the destruction of all the sacred
elements linked to it, has done much to transform, trivialise,
and degrade the figurative ‘regime’. The image has lost all its
power everywhere; except in the Arab world, where figurative
and abstract images are still held in high esteem, at least in
artistic circles.

In any case, it will always be difficult to move beyond aesthetic
judgement, in which the image is of central importance. Arab
artists rebelling against the power of the image will have to fight
on two levels: that of artistic inspiration, which only accepts
the presence of images if they are based on a different form of
beauty (this is the approach of the Libyan artist Arwa Abouon,
the Moroccan Mahi Binebine, the Syrian Safwan Dahoul, and
the Egyptian Adel El Siwi); and on a level that is parallel to the
first, which tends to consecrate the image as an object of taste
that only sees beauty as an ensemble of images,

drawings require much effort on the part of the viewer, as they
do not reveal reality to us, but rather a truth that we are in danger
of betraying at any time and every time we look. ‘There is no
certainty in images’, but Al Said’s drawings conveyed far more
than that. Arab artists were waiting for a revolutionary figure to
free art from the power of the image - and Al Said paved the way
for this break with tradition.

Poor Draughtsmanship: Does it Matter?
Photographers resumed the production of images.
And the introduction of video has generated a continual stream
of images.
Up to now, the Arab public has had few opportunities to become
acquainted with these forms of art: event and performance.
These forms of art do actually contain fictional - and sometimes
even intimidating - images, because they use illusory material
to create a secondary reality. These representations will not
reinstate the image as a concept that once played a pivotal role
in the arts throughout the world.

In any case, the artist is no longer a creator

derived - or not derived - from the outside world ~ ‘Reality is inextricably  of images.
(this is the approach of the UAE artist Karima linked to the past’ Painters are no longer draughtsmen in the

Al-Shomaly, the Palestinian Basma Alsharif, the

Kuwaiti Tamara Al-Samerraei, the Algerian Driss

Ouadahi, tha Omani artist Hassan Meer, the Saudi Maha Malluh,
the Iraqi Sadik Kwaish Alfraji, the Tunisian artist Nicene
Kossentini, Nadia Kaabi-Linke, and Meriem Bouderbala, and
the Lebanese Doris Bittar). Indeed, the image remains a key
determinant in both instances. The non-figurative trends paved
the way for the post-imaginal age. The work by the Iraqi painter
Shakir Hassan Al Said (1925-2004) played a decisive role in
this development. In Al Said’s work, abstraction is viewed as
though it were a realist work of art. The artist believed that the
survival of vestiges is related to our view of them. The artist
was not an archaeologist, but he believed that vestiges acquired
a human dimension if we take into account the way anonymous
people appropriated them, by writing on the walls. These are
images that contain their own meanings. What we do not see
is certainly more important than what we do see. Al Said’s

traditional academic sense (the approach of

the Kuwaiti artist Jafar Islah, the Lebanese
Nadim Karam, the Egyptian Essam Marouf, the Moroccan
Zakaria Ramhani, and the UAE artist Karima Al-Shomaly). In
today’s major art schools, there is almost a deliberate tendency
for students to be technically weak at drawing. This issue
needs to be addressed with much thought and wisdom. Should
we defend and justify the practice of allowing students to be
technically weak at drawing in order to foster an art that places
more importance on ideas than images? There is no need for
extensive research - it is plainly obvious that drawing, in the
accepted sense of the term, no longer has a place in our era.
Could drawing today become a new form of art? Today’s
painters do not consider themselves to be draughtsmen, in the
traditional sense of the term. They are not seeking to compare
their practices with those of their predecessors. While there is no
aesthetic pleasure in their works, they fulfil a different function
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through drawing. They ask themselves, with some astonishment
and a little irony: “Why do we need to draw in an academic
way?’ Not everything has to be completed and perfected.
Perhaps the new artists, who are rebelling against tradition,
are closer to the truth. We speak the language of reality, and
reality is inextricably linked to the past from which it originates.
We therefore need to be prepared for the emergence of artists
who will draw without ever having received a single lesson in
drawing; their drawing will be completely unique, as if no one
before them has ever drawn on a canvas.

Today, Arab artists immediately give priority to meaning and
ideas in their work. A sort of serene strength enables them
to continue on their path; they consider themselves as the
inheritors of an ‘inventory’ of images, to which they have no
particular obligations. There will always be a sort of black
humour associated with the paradoxical relationship between
the real and the imaginary; like a potential image which is about
to emerge - an image for which the artist is not responsible and
which does not represent him. But nevertheless, I think that Arab
artists - despite all the importance they place on the imaginary -
largely remain attached to figurative work and images, and are
slightly saddened when they stand before their canvases without
the influence and presence of the phantom artists from the past.

Phantom Meaning

What is meant by ‘meaning’, when there is
no longer an image? This takes us back to the
fundamental question: What is art? The answer
to the question seems obvious, but is anything
but. Art constantly brings us back to the question of its definition
- a question, which in this context, takes the form of a recurrent
phantom. Was art a necessary part of our life? If there had
been no art, would we be who we are now? It seems to me that
Arab artists quickly discovered that images have an imaginary
element that goes beyond mere representation. The artists’
role is not confined to identifying the defining characteristics
of this imaginary world; they must also refute this imaginary
world. They have certain tasks they must fulfil on their own.
The question of the essence of art can also, for example, lead
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document that can prove
we are still alive’

us to the cave drawings. Contrary to what one might think,
this does not mean that we are straying from the subject under
discussion. The image as a mental representation continues to
be an obsession, despite the fact that the image in the accepted
sense has disappeared. I believe that art combats reality with and
through truth, perhaps because it defends things that have been
forgotten (see the work of the Iraqi Nedim Kufi).

Independent Art

There has been a gradual loss of interest in works on major
collective themes, executed in a style comprising a variety of
techniques; and works of art have become more independent
in relation to their social environment and classical references.
It is this very process that has led to a radical metamorphosis:
the artistic adventure is now unambiguously heralding the
emergence of the independent artist, who is rebellious, free
from the traditional duty of testimony, and determined to
practice an art free of the obligation to express other people’s
feelings and visions. In the face of this kind of determined
and uncompromising liberation, social control (if there is any)
will be difficult. Worse still, it will be almost impossible to
integrate new works in established cultural settings; a traditional
institutional demand. To be more precise, I think that we now
have to define art as an event that is essentially
personal and individual. This is, in a way, the
raw material that forms the basis for the work
of many contemporary Arab artists. There is an
organic relationship between arts that initially
appear to be - and which in fact are - independent
and distinct; but this process of ‘individualisation’ results in
the elimination of boundaries. For example, the three artistic
expressions - event, performance, and video - can be combined
to form a unique art, which could be given a metaphorical name
to satisfy terminological requirements. The artist stands in front
of a camera lens and creates an event, which is then made into
a video film. But this combination of three forms of artistic
expression involves skill and mastery, which are not reflected
in this simple description. This mastery enables us to perceive
the essence of the metamorphosis that is underway in the visual

arts in the Arab world. The mastery also does not have the power
to deceive us, because although it appears to be unstable and
without points of reference, it fiercely affirms its individuality
and independence.

The contemporary artist is an individual who is often indecisive
and hesitant - certainly not an inspirational prophet.

Creatures of Imagination

Contemporary artistic activity is more about hypothesis and
embracing interrogation and rejection, than transmitting
a univocal message based on certitudes. I would even say
that women have played a major role in this revolutionary
transformation. There are more female artists in the Arab
world today than ever before; things are clearly tipped in their
favour. Individualisation and independence have always been
female aspirations par excellence. In the past, female artists
drew and sculpted like their male counterparts, and some even
timidly tried their hand at erotic drawing. But that did not
alter the fact that the artistic milieu was predominantly male.
Nowadays female artists are developing independently in their
own milieu. This is not only about asserting independence
from men, but also relates to the artistic world

of expression, in which female artists contribute visual works
based on their experiences and daily rituals.

I would even say that the emergence of female artists is one
of the most positive cultural phenomena to have taken place
in the Arab world in recent years. After decades of hesitation
and perplexity, caught between modernism (for which society
was not ready) and a radical revolt that addresses fundamental
issues that would open up new and lasting avenues, female
artists have emerged and established the foundations of a
balanced art that enables individuals to express themselves, but
under new existential conditions, the most important of which
is independence. I do not think that it is an exaggeration to say
that women, more than anyone, have contributed to liberating
art from its traditional role. More importantly, they have
radically altered the role they play on the art scene. They have
gone from being inspirational to being the driving force behind
renewed inspiration. Henceforth, any inspiration that excludes
the influence of female artists will in some way be deficient.

Rupture and Continuity
However, art has begun to question society. Society is the most
powerful driving force of inspiration, with regard

of their mothers and grandmothers. Their works <A ;0 b artists consider t© contemporary Arab artists’ involvement in

address issues that women would not have dared

themselves as the
inheritors of an

to tackle (or even consider) in the past, because
they were not seen as being of artistic relevance.

subjects and techniques, which, until recently,
were not considered to fall within the accepted
scope of artistic inspiration. In my view, the

Female artists highlighted the inadequacy of this ‘invent()ry’ of images’ most important change is that which affects the

compartmentalised vision of existence because

they believed that nothing fell outside the scope

of artistic inspiration; anything can be a source of artistic
inspiration. Female artists’ pride in their singularity has created
greater equity in artists’ outlook on the world. Paradoxically,
female artists have been more committed to the principles of
freedom than their male confreres over the last 20 years. This
fact is not only evident in the themes and motifs, which are
clearly female in nature, but also in their general boldness in
exploring new techniques. Hence, conceptual artists have
emerged, endowed with wisdom, performance artists - who
are as bewitching as dancers - and a whole host of other forms

relations between art and politics. Today, political

thought manifests itself in the form of social
issues and artists no longer attempt to water it down through the
use of an aesthetic language. On the contrary, they exploit all
the violence in political issues and (even if this means shocking
the public) they appeal to public sensibilities and invite people
to face the question of the evil that is present in the collective
conscience.
While modernist Arab artists have carefully avoided falling
into the trap of tackling political issues for more than 70 years,
considering them to be some of the most simple and simplistic
aspects of life, contemporary artists are more conscious of the
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fact that - by exclusively focusing on existential and aesthetic
issues - these artists have inadvertently contributed to the
creation of much ugliness. This continues to consume and
dominate vast areas of contemporary life, which might not
have occurred if artists had focused more on social issues. In
truth, Arab artists have long overlooked society, absorbed as
they were in perfecting the tools of modernism, which were not
considered in the social context but as tools in themselves. When
the moment of truth came (after the occupation of Iraq and the
beginning of the Arab Spring revolutions), it became apparent
to everyone that there was a kind of vague area, separating Arab
art and society; this no-man’s land had been occupied by the
forces of ugliness, which had become entrenched and faced no
opposition. On the other hand, we cannot exclude the possibility
that a ‘politicised’ art, armed with sophisticated techniques, will
create a new form of social segregation. We will have to deal
with this type of contestation with a degree of trust and caution.
Contemporary Arab artists are entering territory for which their
training has not prepared them. They are entering unknown
territory, even if there is no trace of fear in the works they
produce. The range of modern techniques cannot hide the
perplexity and the hesitation of the artists, who are on the brink
of falling into the political trap. Their elders and
masters view this hesitation as being akin to
futile agitation, the first step towards an outright

‘Society is the most

Art as a Quest for Truth

Arab artists have only recently discovered that history has left
them behind.

We believed we were part of the modern movement, but in reality
we have made very little progress. I think that if Arab artists can
tear off society’s political mask they can finally advance with
their analysis and interpretation of collective visions, which are
essentially aestheticizing metaphors. But, as these visions are
beyond the scope of traditional art, they will constitute a creative
reserve for a future art that will not be hostage to its techniques
and means of expression, and will instead place these means at
the service of the spectators.

We have finally arrived at a threshold over which we can take a
bold step.

This is the threshold of a sphere in which art’s purpose is not to
dazzle us with techniques and virtuosity, but instead place it at
the service of the viewers. We are looking for the truth because
we are tired of inauthenticity and the imaginary stories that past
artists managed to transform into fine images that created so
much pleasure. So, was all the beauty that we have enjoyed for
70 years merely lies and deceit?

We should not exaggerate by labelling the past as entirely
negative, nor do we need to wipe the slate clean. I
think that art is more skilled at deceiving us than
we are at deceiving art. If we review the history of

abandonment of art. We must however admit powerful driving force  Arab art, we will see that generally speaking, the

that, until now, Arabs have not dared to take
art off its pedestal. After all, Arab poetry has
always employed a specific language, which is
different from the common language. Hence, all the other arts
developed in imaginary frameworks. But modern Arab artists
view the issue from a global and entirely different perspective.
Indeed, politics has crossed our region’s thresholds; its dialectic
no longer controls the movement of the various social sectors
and their interrelationships; the societies are breaking down
and their fragments are attempting to unite around hypothetical
meeting points. It is clear that the so-called consumer society is
only the bi-product of the cruel and derisory game that politics
has played with history.
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beginnings were always more positive than the
endings. It is true that figurative art has undergone
a disappointing decline since the 1980s. 30 years
of equally disappointing political decadence has been echoed,
on a somewhat imaginary level, by art. This is why artists have
renounced misplaced pride and have ceased to see themselves
as legendary figures. They have assumed the more real image of
ordinary human beings who are part of ordinary life.

Today, art in the Arab world no longer addresses life
metaphorically, and artists no longer strive to embellish real life.
While many ‘documents’ can attest to the fact that we are not
dead, art is perhaps the only ‘document’ that can prove we are
still alive.

1987-2012: Is Arab Art Experiencing a Renaissance?

25 Years of Reflection

In 1987, an important and atypical institution was established
in France: the Institut du Monde Arabe (IMA) was a world first
and constituted a unique organisation in the Western - and even
international - cultural landscape.

The establishment of IMA was a veritable revolution at the time and
it has since become an acknowledged authority and a centre for the
discovery of cultures and countries that still seem alien, despite the
close relations they have maintained with the rest of the world, in
particular Europe.

The institution celebrated its 25th anniversary in 2012. Designed
by Jean Nouvel, its famous facade of silver mashrabia work is now
complemented by the futurist design of Iraqi artist Zaha Hadid’s
Mobile Art structure, which was designed to provide the perfect
showcase for ground breaking artistic creations. The museum
in the main building has been refurbished and has become more
interactive and minimalist in accordance with a vision of the Arab
world that is attempting to move away from all forms of archaism
and exoticism.

This anniversary has provided an excellent opportunity to assess the
evolution of so-called Arab art in our contemporary
societies. This is the aim of this exhibition, which
in the absence of definitive answers, has decide
to reflect on the following issues through images:
what has developed over a quarter of a century?
How have representations relating to the Arab
world evolved? Where does Arab art stand with regard to universal
contemporary art?

25 years ago, the Paris art scene had not yet witnessed ground
breaking exhibitions, such as ‘Magiciens de la Terre’ (1989) which,
for the very first time, brought together the work of non-Western
artists alongside the most famous European and American artists;
and ‘Africa Remix’ (2005) definitively established the African
continent - both the sub-Saharan and Maghrebian areas - as a new
and major art platform.

In 1987, on the international arena, the second Gulf War had not
yet taken place, nor had the events of 11th September or the war in
Iraq that followed.

In France, societal issues such as the wearing of veils in schools,
the practice of street prayer, and halal meat in food shops did not

‘Placing art right at

Véronique Rieffel

yet exist.

Since then, plenty of water has flowed beneath the bridges of
the Seine. While the Arab world has been (and continues to be)
the focus of political news, bridges between East and West have
increased through the establishment of biennials, fairs, dedicated
auctions, and the presence, at last, of Arab artists in the permanent
collections and exhibitions of the most famous Western museums.
Above all, the famous ‘Arab Revolution’ has promised a new and
better world. Given this context, what role can the IMA still play?
Has its status as a qantara (‘bridge’ in Arabic and the fine title of its
quarterly review) been diminished with the emergence of other non-
specialised centres? Apparently not.

A Different Outlook

The events that have taken place over the last year and a half in the
Maghreb and the Middle East have brought these regions of the
world under the spotlight. Until recently, they were synonymous
with dictatorial regimes that needed to be overthrown, creeping
Islamicisation, political, economic and cultural immobility, and
has now become an inspiration for all the indignant
peoples of the world, in Beijing, New York, Madrid
and Quebec. A Tahrir Square demonstrator has

o s
the heart of the issues even been elevated to personality of the year in

2011, represented as a proud symbol on the cover

of Time Magazine, where Arab figures were usually
associated with terrorist clichés of bombers or bearded fanatics.
While the experts argue over whether the Revolution has taken
place in due form, like those that took place in the United States
and France, it is evident that this particular revolution has at least
produced a radically different outlook.
On 14 January 2011, a new perception of the Arab world came into
being. Suddenly, the West became aware of a world that it had always
viewed as immobile, a world marked by an irreductible otherness,
and saw that it was being agitated by movements that took place at a
phenomenal rate and aspired to common values of liberty, equality,
and democracy, which were no longer solely limited to the Western
world. Suddenly, the intoxicating perfume of jasmine replaced the
smell of gunpowder in the Arab street. Although this Terra Incognita
had been familiar to the Europe for thousands of years via the Mare
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Nostrum, it was transformed at the beginning of the 21st century
under the incredulous gaze of a disorientated West into a symbol of
popular revolt against the chains of despotism, after breaking those
of colonialism in the preceding century.

The media immediately echoed the sense of astonishment that
captivated spectators around the globe. Time had accelerated to
such a degree that every journalist was unanimously proclaiming
the precocious emergence of the Arab Spring in the very heart of
winter.

And yet, several months later, employing the same hyperbolic
terms, the emphatic and empathetic enthusiasm rapidly gave way to
an equally unreasonable fear in the face of the immediate aftermath
of the revolts. The breakthrough of movements in Tunisia, Egypt
and Syria have been like a cold shower and seemed like a sudden
awakening; they have followed a dream that was too beautiful to
be true, a fantasy of the Orient, a tale from ‘The Arabian Nights’
recounted by a naive person.

Echoing these anxious preoccupations, after the defiant cry of
freedom ‘Plus jamais peur!” (‘We’ll never be afraid again!”)
uttered by the Tunisian filmmaker Mourad Ben Cheikh, artists
quickly asked the same anxious questions: Now where do we go?
This question was also posed by the Lebanese

transforming squares and streets into enormous places for artistic
performances and producing anonymous artistic heroes, and placing
art right at the heart of the issues.

Questions have now arisen on the status and role of artists who
come from and/or live in Arab societies; these are not superfluous
and exclusively linked to a close circle of arabising historians and
art critics, but rather constitute a major step in an attempt to give
form and meaning to the changing and elusive identities of North
Africa and the Middle East. The Arab world became a place where
the issue of the role of art and the artist was a particularly pressing
and vital matter: art as a catalyst for tensions and a trigger for
contestation, art that questions and disturbs far from the mondain
aesthetic conversations of our Parisian salons.

Orientalism and post-Orientalism
In this context, it seems pertinent to take a closer look at the
emergence of a specific contemporary Arab art, an idea that has met
with a measure of success since the revolution; this is particularly
evident in the impressive number of exhibitions devoted to this
now fashionable concept, notably: “The Future of a Promise’ at the
Venice Biennale in 2011, ‘Images Affranchies’ at the Marrakech
Art Fair, and more recently, ‘Arab Express’ at

filmmaker Nadine Labaki in her latest film, ‘There is a desire to the Mori Art Museum in Tokyo. Apart from the

which was screened in 2011 in festivals around
the globe, from Cannes to Doha.

The artistic field also has not been spared from
this darker side of the Revolution. Cultural
exhibitions have provoked violent reactions,
like those that occurred in June 2012 during the
exhibition ‘Le Printemps de I’Art’ in the Marsa district of Tunis,
where works were burned and the artists received death threats.
These incidents suggest regression and unspoken censorship and
counter the belief in the emergence of a new art, which would be
free of the tacit or explicit limits imposed by past regimes.

In this atmosphere of extreme confusion, the art world has become
the receptacle for the revolutionary tensions and convulsions, and
artists have in turn addressed the questions raised by the spectacular
transformations that they attempt to translate in their own fashion
into sounds and images. Revolution is a creative act par excellence,
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Arab origins of the artists who have produced
them, what is the common denominator of the
assembled works?

This question leads to a series of related questions:
Is this interest merely a whim of fashion or a
genuine attempt to comprehend the contemporary
Arab world? Does it attest to the emergence of a singularly Arab
identity in the field of the visual arts?

On the Western side, this passion for contemporary Arab art (we’ll
refer to it as such for want of a better term) was not born ex-nihilo
after the uprisings of Tunis, Cairo and Damascus.

Since the 19th century, Arab art has excited enormous interest
and features in many spectacular exhibitions that brought together
objects found on scientific expeditions and on travels, which were
acquired by the major museums, most notably the Louvre. The
universal exhibitions that were intended as grandiose demonstrations

of the extent of colonial empires and of the industrial power of
major European powers bestowed a special status on this art, which
was qualified as Arab or Muslim in a confusion of terminology
that would last for quite some time. These exhibitions exclusively
brought together ancient works, based on the implicit idea that no
art worthy of the name had survived the decline of the Ottoman
Empire.

After decolonisation, while modern artists were finally able to
exhibit their works, the same Orientalist presuppositions existed in
the attitude to Arab art. In the best scenarios, the selection of works
was based on a definite taste for what was foreign and different -
a desire for the Orient worthy of Orientalist painting at its height.
In this very specific context, the works were often exotic products
created for consumers avid for Oriental delights. The exhibitions
were then designed to appear like kinds of neo-souks, in which
objects were juxtaposed and where collectors searching for novelty
came to acquire their goods. Many were the artists who interiorised
an Orientalist image - i.e. a Western one - of themselves and went
along with what one might term an attitude of
‘self-exoticisation’. The so-called Arab identity

‘A cultural identity that

large-scale exhibitions are organised with titles drawn from the
Orientalist repertoire that make use of and abuse references to
veils, flying carpets, Scheherazade, and the Silk Road. The most
significant example is probably the show ‘Unveiled’ which was
organised by the gallery owner Saatchi in his London gallery
in 2009. In this perspective, Arab art is evidently regarded more
in terms of its motivations and extrinsic criteria than its intrinsic
qualities.

The Arab Spring may have promised a radical change in this vision
of things, by revealing to the West - in parallel to the existence of
shared values and aspirations for citizens - a particularly flourishing
autonomous artistic sphere.

However, since the protests in the streets of Tunis and on Tahrir
Square, a curious phenomenon has taken place. There have been
many exhibitions in which gallery walls have displayed the
raw materials used in the revolutions, such as placards, banners,
and images of crowds and audio recordings of demonstrations.
The display of these materials developed as the events unfolded
and constituted a pre-written ‘score’, a sort
of obligatory phase that matched anticipated

was confined to a few imposed symbols, on is open to the world’ expectations. People are always fascinated by

which endless variations were produced; veils,

violence, calligraphy, the hammam and the odalisque: all essential
ingredients in elaborating a so-called Arab work, whose criteria
of Arabism were established as categories that satisfied Western
notions and adopted an approach of accentuating otherness rather
than a quest for correspondence (a process that consists, to borrow
Said’s term, of ‘Orientalising the Oriental’1).

The events of 11 September partly accentuated this phenomenon,
even if it also inspired informed artists to commence a fruitful
examination of how they were perceived at the time. Overnight,
Arab artists were seen as Muslim artists, as a consequence of a
semantic shift that would be interesting to examine. Many curious
and disorientated observers viewed their plastic creations as keys
to comprehend and analyse terrorist attacks, as though artists
from Arab and/or Muslim countries had become knowledgeable
sociologists or ambassadors of a peaceful form of Islam.

On the initiative of art traders who are beginning to view the Arab
world - after that of China and India - as the new artistic Eldorado,

sensational news, experienced through snatches
and fragments of the noises and fury generated by revolutionary
crowds, as though the media’s constant coverage of these events
was somehow insufficient.
The intentions of the organisers of these now frequent events would
seem to be generally praiseworthy. Even in adversity, there is a
desire to represent a proud and positive image of the Arab world,
which until recently was doomed to dishonour, and to elevate
the artists to the status of privileged witnesses at the forefront of
unfolding history. However, as everyone is aware, the road to hell
is paved with good intentions and this approach seems to limit Arab
artists to a form of recalcitrant Orientalism in which the literary
themes and motifs of banners and slogans replaces those of the veil
and the beard in an equally caricatural and limited fashion.
The artists who respond to this demand and plunge headlong
into this open breach are unquestionably guilty of opportunism
and facility.
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What is Contemporary Arab Art?

Enough time has passed for us to realise that the ‘Arab Spring’
- the much-anticipated renaissance - may in fact be the perfect
opportunity to move away from an identity that remains attached
to an Orientalist vision.

This renaissance can only take place under certain conditions. It
is important to remember that the concept of revolution, according
to its etymological sense, is the action of turning or bringing
back to a place and a process of taking one’s destiny in hand. To
create a meaningful identity that enables society to reinvent itself
through the establishment of new paradigms, it cannot be conceived
from scratch, as it would only be artificial. Art was not born last
spring from the blood shed by the insurgents. Above all, and most
importantly, these events have generated a new outlook (in the
West), renewed pride and fresh interest; all attributes that should
be seen as an opportune trigger for action and change, rather than
a tabula rasa.

The creation of identity involves an analysis of the past and
the reconstitution of art history in the Arab world,

of ourselves on our own. We must move from being a passive object
- arepresented object - to that of the active subject and author of our
own representations.
In the light of the above, it was a promising sign to see the IMA’s
anniversary exhibition entrusted to the Egyptian curator Ehab El
Labban, the artistic director of the Cairo Biennial (established in
1981), one of the first biennials in the Arab world.
The selection of artists in the exhibition reveals the sheer range,
complexity and diversity of contemporary Arab creativity, which
cannot be reduced to a monolithic and uniform block. Rather than
a univocal discourse on the contemporary Arab world, it provides
many insights that indicate that it is a developing world and an
essential meeting point for exchange (both political and artistic) in
today’s world.
Most of the Arab states are represented in the exhibition, including
Morocco, the Sultanate of Oman, the United Arab Emirates, and
Saudi Arabia. This counters the general perception that these
countries cannot be artistic nations, even though young artists like
Ahmed Mater and Abdulnasser Gharem are today

which was modern before it was contemporary, ‘An essential among the most sought-after artists on the international

while considering the important role of its European meeting point fOI’

influences.

This process of ‘turning around’ this renaissance
also requires that diverse identities claim and affirm
in their communication to neophyte audiences that the so-called
‘Arab world’ comprises as many worlds as there are artists creating
heterogeneous forms in diverse contexts. In short, it requires
departing from an approach to identity that shuts off and separates
and instead sees it as a cultural identity that is open to the world.

It is also important to define a potential Arab identity in the aesthetic
sphere and no longer leave it to Western artists to substitute for
their Arab counterparts. Because, as the Palestinian intellectual
Edward Said declared, Orientalism’s chief characteristic (broadly
speaking, the political, intellectual, and artistic construction of the
East by the West) consists, even after the end of decolonisation, of
continuing to exert power over ‘others’ by establishing a definition
of what is Oriental, Arab, or Muslim according to the West’s own
references and interests. Hence, if we want to finally depart from
this colonialist vision of Arab art, we must carry out this redefinition
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exchange’

art market.

Aside from the wealth of themes and materials in these
works, there is a clear desire to depart from a certain
number of stereotypes associated with the Arab world.
The works’ evident connection with arts traditionally associated
with Islam, such as calligraphy or Stff mystic dance, does not
demonstrate an attachment to the past, but is, on the contrary, an
entirely contemporary approach. The works of the Moroccan artist
Najia Mehadji and the Qatari Yousef Ahmad are excellent examples
of this. The survival of spirituality in art, which was advocated by
Kandinsky during the 20th century, is evident in Hassan Meer’s
ceuvre, and contrasts with all forms of religious dogmatism.
Similarly, the duality of the conflict between abstract and figurative
is analysed by many artists, such as Doris Bittar and Meriem
Bouderbala.

Introspection and existential inquiry are often perceived as Western
preoccupations, but they regularly feature in the work of the
Moroccan artist Mahi Binebine and the Iraqi Sadik Kwaish Alfraji.
Similarly, the female role in the Arab world cannot be limited to the

issue of the Islamic veil. The work of the exhibition’s large number
of female artists is a striking attestation to this fact.

The exhibition, therefore, aims to present aesthetics that are both
unique and contiguous to this shared - or to use Goethe’s fine
neologism ‘Oriental-Occidental’ - art history.

The common denominator of all the artists is the international
nature of their training, places of work, and artistic visibility. Their
Arab origins aside, these artists are above all contemporary artists.
Their ‘double’ culture is more of an advantage than duplicity.
Their familiarity with the painting of Paul Klee and the Syrian
Marwan Kassab Bachi helps them contribute to the enrichment of
contemporary art and give it a truly universal dimension.

Hence, in forgetting the myth of a golden age and a peerless past (an
idea that according to Samir Kassir2 is at the origin of Arab malaise)
the artists of the Arab world are working to establish their art in a
modern movement, in which they will play a primary role; not as
passive spectators but as decisive actors.

Fortunately, apart from the aforementioned, neo-Orientalist
phenomena, other recent curatorial initiatives have adopted a
similar approach.

For some time, London has been showing the way in the Victoria
& Albert Museum and the British Museum, which have established
a collection of modern and contemporary Arab art to complement
their ancient collections from the Middle East.

In Paris, the emergence of the Institut des Cultures d’Islam and the
opening of the Département des Arts de I’Islam in the Louvre have
finally created a connection between a majestic cultural heritage and
the latest contemporary creativity.
All these initiatives contribute to the collective and gradual
development of an autonomous aesthetic ‘space’, which does not
merely reflect changes in foreign policy in the Arab world and
shares the same conditions for the creation of identity that are
enjoyed in North Africa and the Middle East.
Shortly before he passed away, Edward Said reiterated that ‘no one
can today be defined simply in this or that way. An Indian, a woman,
a Muslim, an American ... all these labels are merely departure
points.’3
This affirmation is particularly pertinent in the post-revolutionary
context, in which Arab artists, who cannot be purely defined in
terms of their geographic origin or heritage, are above all part of a
contemporaneity, which has definitively gone beyond the frontiers
established by the West. Far from playing a marginal role or
merely producing simple copies, they seem to be fully committed
to promoting a salutary desire for creation, to revive a so-called
contemporary art whose very principle is based on the need for
perpetual evolution. Therefore, they are laying the foundations for
an aesthetic Renaissance whose many departure points are located
somewhere to the south of Europe; in Casablanca,

More recently, the latest exhibition of works at ‘We must carry out Algiers, Tunis, Cairo, Beirut and Jeddah.
the Tate Modern, dedicated to post Second World this redeﬁnition of If the term ‘Arab’ is to avoid becoming a simple

War human representations, has displayed the
impressive canvas of the Iraqgi artist Dia Azzawi
on the subject of the massacre at Sabra and Shatila,
which has proved as inspiring to modern Arab painting as Picasso’s
‘Guernica’ was to the artists of his time.

In the USA, museums like the Metropolitan in New York and the
LACMA in Los Angeles decided to introduce the installations and
videos of contemporary Arab and Iranian artists in their Islamic art
rooms. This has highlighted the contemporary resonance of their
works with the works of the past.

ourselves on our own’

label attached to an art that is subject to the passing
whims of fashion, the desiderata of unpredictable
history and a versatile market, it will be necessary
to concentrate on the need to appropriate, reassess, and open art
centres that are not solely focused on Western art, like the Institut du
Monde Arabe and the recently opened Institut des Cultures d’Islam
in Paris. If these conditions are met, a truly universal contemporary
art can emerge, in which the Arab world will become an essential
component rather than playing an unconsidered and obscure role.

| Edward Said, L’ Orientalisme, Paris, Le Seuil, 1980.

2 Samir Kassir, Considérations sur le Malheur Arabe (Glances at Arab Distress’) Arles, Actes Sud, 2004.

3 Edward Said, Culture et Impérialisme, Paris, Fayard/Le Monde diplomatique, 2000.
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Nadim Karam.

War Series Drawing. 2011. Digital
illustrations on acid free paper.
20 x 30 cm. Courtesy of the artist
and Ayyam Gallery, Beirut.
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Ebtisam ABDULAZIZ

Born in 1975 in the United Arab Emirates, Ebtisam
Abdulaziz lives and works in Sharjah. As a mathematics
graduate and multidisciplinary artist, she has dedicated
herself to video, photography and installations. She uses
her scientific training in her works and she is also fascinated
by the systematic reproduction of forms. Since 2000, she
has been working for the magazine Al Tashkeel and also
contributes to other art reviews and publications. She is
a member of several associations, including the Emirates
Fine Arts Society, Dubai Youth Theatre, and Art Atelier.
Since 2001, her work has been featured in many solo and
collective exhibitions in Dubai, New York and Germany.
She has also appeared in the 7th Sharjah Biennial in 2005.
Her work is also held in various collections: Deutsche
Bank AG, Abu Dhabi’s Ministry of Youth, Culture and
Community Development, and in private collections across
Europe and the Middle East.
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‘Our capacity for artistic creation is linked to our capacity
for linguistic creation. Both are complementary and
reinforce one another. My work is based on this idea, and
is a study of the mind and the human brain. While it is a
biological organ, it is also that of thought and culture, as it
contains our language, reflections, and intimate conscience.
Within this organ, the link is established between biological
reality and cultural reality. This link is too complex to be
simply analysed or be subjected to schematic descriptions.
It has long been accepted that the study of the brain could
not be merely studied using scientific criteria, focusing
on its extraordinary anatomical complexity. I am looking
for the human phenomena that are based in the brain;
the complexity of which cannot be understood by science.
I am fundamentally curious about the functioning of
our sensorial apparatus and about how the link is made
between what we see, hear and perceive through touch.
These relationships between the senses need to be examined
with the greatest care, as this will lead to the creation of
new forms of perception.

This forms the basis of my approach and I create works -
both visual and auditory - that enable viewers to understand
nature's principles.

These investigations have led me to the following
conclusion: the brain is an organised and complex system
that cannot be summed up by facile formulae and over-
simplified principles.” E.A.
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‘My Brain’. 2006. 2006 2l
Video Installation (52 seconds). )
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2 digital prints back-lit. S e
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Arwa ABOUON

Born in 1982 in Libya, Arwa Abouon lives and works
in Canada. She studied plastic arts and photography at
Concordia University in Montreal. She is interested in
her dual cultural origins - Western and Eastern - and her
photographic and graphic work employs the visual motifs
of Islamic culture. Her somewhat humorous works hover
between irreverent re-appropriation and respectful homage.
Their strong, visual impact perfectly expresses her subtle
messages. Since 2004, her works have featured in collective
shows in Montreal, New York, Dubai, Tripoli, Germany,
Belgium and in Mali during the 8th African Biennial of
Photography in Bamako.

‘Hardships are blessings; they call upon patience and
faith. ‘Al Matar Rahma’ depicts a positive outlook on
the dark moments of life. Hardships are among life’s
certainties. They are a reality that transcends beyond
colours and faiths. They are valuable lessons waiting to
be learned. Yet after hardship comes light; indeed, with
hardship comes ease (Quran 94:6).

Islam teaches us to remain steadfast in times of affliction.
Truly! Allah is with the steadfast (Quran 2: 153). Prayer
unites our mind body and soul; therein we manifest
submission to His authority, gratitude for His mercies,
and penitence for our sins. In prayer, we stand together
free of discrimination. Similar to prayer, rain does not
discriminate; it transcends form and colour. Similarly,
in ‘Al Matar Rahma’ colours are side-by-side; striving in
unison.” AA.
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Courtesy of the artist and (o 289,56x91,44
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Armen AGOP

Armen Agop was born in Cairo, Egypt in 1969, and lives
and works in Pietrasanta, Italy.

He made his apprenticeship in the studio of the painter
Simon Shahrigian before studying sculpture at the Faculty
of the Fine Arts, Helwan University in Cairo. Eary on in
his career, Agop exhibited his work in numerous shows
throughout Egypt and received the Sculpture Prize from
the Autumn Salon in 1998. His national recognition was
confirmed in 2000, when he received the prestigious
Rome Prize.

Since moving to Europe, Agop has been increasingly
present in the international art scene with exhibitions
across Asia, the Middle East and Europe. His works can
be found in the Modern Art Museum, Egypt; Aswan Open
Air Museum, Egypt; Mathaf, Arab Museum of Modern
Art, Qatar; Villa Empain/Bohossian Foundation in
Belgium; Giardino di Piazza Stazione in Barge, Italy; and
Coral Springs Museum of Art in Florida, USA. In 2010,
he received the prestigious Umberto Mastroianni Award.

‘Any statement may explain something, yet all that interests
me, is the unexplainable — all that really matters are the
unexplainable things. Fortunately, words are poor so we
can experience the unexplainable things. These works are
the result of my encounter with this ancient material; me,
a currently living human, who shared part of his life with
a material that is millions of years old. Now that meeting
is with you.” A.A.
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Yousef AHMAD

Born in 1955 in Doha, Yousef Ahmad lives and works in
Qatar. Between 1974 and 1975, he studied calligraphy
and worked as a calligrapher and caricaturist for the
Government of Qatar. In 1976, he obtained a Master’s
degree from the University of Helwan in Egypt and,
in 1982, a Master’s in Fine Arts from Mills College,
California. He returned to Doha where he worked as an
art career advisor at the Ministry of National Education
and taught art at Qatar University. He served as Director
of the Arab Museum of Modern Art in Doha (1994-2007).
A prolific artist, Ahmad is inspired by Qatar’s rich cultural
heritage and his country’s natural characteristics; the
desert, the sky and the sea, which he paints on paper he
makes himself from the bark of the palm trees that grow in
the region. His art, which is highly personal, has received
various international awards. His first major exhibition
was held in Doha in 1977.
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Yousef AHMAD

‘Language of the Desert: The desert has long been an
ambiguous notion in our consciousness, the symbol of
our quest for sense, and our desire to express a void or
silence. However, in the work of Yousef Ahmad the desert
is represented differently, through the words and phrases
that make up its visual language. Born in the desert, he is
familiar with its calm, vast horizons, and immense dunes
where the soul can sometimes drift and come to rest.

In his work entitled ‘Language of the Desert 5°, Yousef
Ahmad represents his exploration of the symbols of this
infinite space, which is transformed into language and
helps us to attain a state of profound understanding, if we
are ready to embrace the calm.

The picture is stripped of its colours, revealing its secrets.
The fragments of shadow on the dunes of jostling letters
trace out a geographical space with a surface area of over
32,400 cm2. We are invited to open our eyes to contemplate
the avenues of light, understand the language of the desert,
and take in the palm trees blackened by the sun.

The artist moves within this magical atmosphere created
by the letters, generating a melody that spreads over the
desert space, and its familiar murmur is perceived by
hearing, which is attempting to free itself from the fear of
the unknown, and the silence is transformed into serenity.
This is how Yousef Ahmad’s desert is represented. We behold
a land covered in palm tree shadows, so that we can gauge
the depth of its language.” Mahmoud Shams-Eddin
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(detail) ‘Desert Dawn II'. 2011.

Mixed media and handmade palm leaf
paper on floating frame.
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Basma ALSHARIF

Born in 1983 in Kuwait, Basma Alsharif lives and works
in Paris. She graduated from the Chicago School of Art
and Design (USA). As a photographer and video maker,
she employs the fantastical as a method for distancing the
viewer from politics. Her work has been projected and
exhibited in several exhibitions and festivals: ‘Rencontres
Internationales’ in Paris, Berlin and Madrid; Underground
Film Festival: The Gene Siskel Film Centre, Chicago;
31st Festival International du Cinéma Méditerranéen,
Montpellier; DocuDays 9th International Documentary
Festival, Beirut; ‘Homeland’, Contemporary Art Centre in
Australia; Ann Harbor Palestine Film Festival; Palestine
Film Week, Amman; ‘Images du Moyen-Orient’, Musée
du Jeu Paume, Paris; and the 9th edition of the Sharjah
Biennial, where she was awarded the jury’s second prize.

‘The Story of Milk and Honey is a collection of materials
that includes a short experimental video, photographs,
drawings and text, detailing an un-named individual’s
failure to write a love story. Through voiceover narration
that weaves together images, letters and songs, a story
of defeat transpires into a journey that explores how we
collect and perceive information, understand facts, history,
images and sound and where the individual is to be found
in the midst of the material.” B.A.

Produced with the Fundacion Marcelino Botin Grant for
Visual Arts Fund
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Untitled. From the series, WOlgis g
‘The Story of Milk & Honey'". 2011.
6 digital prints.
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Basma ALSHARIF & i) o

Lis Untitled. From the series, ‘The Untitled. From the series,
i i o e e Story of Milk & Honey". 2011. “The Story of Milk & Honey". 2011.
3 digital prints. 3 digital prints.
it e oy e 63.75 x 45 cm. 98.12 x 67.5 cm.
e s o s ——— Aurtist’s collection. Artist’s collection.
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Ayman BAALBAKI

Born in 1975 in Odeisse, Lebanon, Ayman Baalbaki
graduated from the School of Fine Arts in Beirut and from
the Ecole Nationale Supérieure des Arts Décoratifs in
Paris. He was also awarded a DEA (Master of Advanced
Study) from the Université Paris VIII. His work, inspired
by the expressionism of Marwan Kassab Bachi, bears the
scars of his childhood spent in Lebanon during the war.
His work attempts to go beyond the conflicts, and consists
of matiériste paintings of urban ruins, where anonymous
faces wrapped in keffiyehs underline the absence of identity
of both victim and executioner, as well as composite
installations that combine highly diverse materials.

‘Empty Words is a project trying to combine images and

texts together: images as represented by the ‘cretonne’

fabric (widespread in the Levant), perforated with cut-
out texts borrowed from flirtatious, frivolous poems sent
by lovers through SMS on Arabic satellite televisions, the
new fora of exchange and free expression of the young
generations (contemporary versions of Souk Ukaz), filling
the screens from Morocco to Iraq. The dichotomy lies
in the superficiality of those shallow, insignificant texts
devoid of any meaning, as compared to the historical value
of language in the Arab consciousness as the ultimate
purveyor of culture, identity and pride.

‘Kalam Faregh’ (Empty Words) is an art installation that
sheds light on the decadence facing the actual discourse
in the Arab world, and the necessity to stimulate critical
thought in order to bring back to words the worth and
respect they had in a civilization in urgent need to revisit
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itself, its values and its heritage.” A.B.

‘Kalam Faregh’ (Empty Words). 2011. 2012 ¢ )6 WS
Embroidered cut-outs on printed fabric. 85 ol ] 4edV) e Lilbo .

300 x 300 x 300 cm. ikt oo 25 e o
Courtesy of the artist and Agial Art ¢ 300x300x300

Gallery, Beirut. Ll e O3k
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Mahi BINEBINE st

CX IR

Born in 1959 in Marrakech, Mahi Binebine lives and
works in Morocco. In 1980, he studied in Paris and, for
eight years, taught mathematics while continuing to paint.
After his first exhibitions, he published several novels that
were translated into various languages. In 1994, he moved
to New York, where he gained recognition. His works
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‘Man on Pole’. 2011.
Bronze sculpture.
250 cm (height).
Artist’s collection.

can be seen in the permanent collection of the Solomon
R. Guggenheim Museum of New York. Binebine is also
a promising author in the emerging literary scene of the
Moroccan diaspora. In 1999, he returned to Paris. In 2002,
he finally moved back to his native city of Marrakech. He is
a prizewinner of the Trophée de the Diplomatie Publique,
which he was awarded in Rabat in 2011 for his contribution
to the international dissemination of Moroccan culture.

‘My world is in the ‘basement’ of the human condition.
My figures may be reduced to broken, bound and painful
silhouettes, but they are alive and they are struggling.
While blackness and desperation are omnipresent, there is
always hope; a rebirth from the ashes, a future.” M.B.
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Mahi BINEBINE

Untitled 1. 2012.
Bronze sculpture.
250 x 100 x 100 cm.
Artist’s collection.
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Untitled 2. 2012.
Bronze sculpture.
280 (H) x 120 (D) cm.
Artist’s collection.
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Doris BITTAR

Born in 1959 in Baghdad to Lebanese parents, Doris
Bittar lives and works in the United States. After living
in Lebanon for many years, her parents fled the civil war
and emigrated to the United States. She graduated from
the University of New York and the University of San
Diego in California. While working as an artist she taught
visual arts at the San Marcos University in California
from 1983. As a multidisciplinary artist, she focuses on
painting, photography and installation. She is fascinated
by decorative motifs and history; two elements she
incorporates into her work. In recent years, her work has
been exhibited and acknowledged in both the United States
and abroad.

‘Following the events of 9-11 and the wars in Iraq
and Afghanistan, 1 layered Islamic patterns over the
American flag to reveal alternate narratives. Within these
strict limitations, ‘Stripes and Stars’ marries seemingly
oppositional icons to probe the concepts of loyalty, identity,
nationalism and power.” D.B.
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‘Baghdadi Bride 2. 2011.
QOil on linen.

100 x 100 cm.

Artist’s collection.

B -WRRWERTR

= — L% |J}7I
— '-_r-'-r_ _l‘f‘f—u"" .’:

T8l ¥ Food 0T BN L

2011 2 &3l g,
Slod e deuy oIl
o 100x100

Ll e (,sg

61



Doris BITTAR

‘A Brief History of Iraq’. 2007.
Oil on linen.

100 x 152.5 cm.

Artist’s collection.
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Meriem BOUDERBALA

Born in 1960 in Tunis, Meriem Bouderbala lives and works
between Paris and her native city. She graduated from
the Ecole des Beaux-Arts in Aix-en-Provence in 1985,
obtaining a Diplome National Supérieur d’Expression
Plastique (M.A. in Plastic Arts) in the same year.
Bouderbala went on to study at the Chelsea College of Art
and Design in London.

Her work involves the use of various media (painting on
various supports, photography, etc.). She is critical of
Orientalism, evoking our relationship with the body and
femininity. Since the 1990s, Bouderbala has curated various
exhibitions around the world. Her work has appeared in
several solo and collective exhibitions in Morocco, Tunisia,
France, Germany, and the United States, as well as in the
Cairo Biennial of Contemporary Art in 2010. In 2012, her
work featured in the exhibition ‘Le Corps Découvert’ at the
Institut du Monde Arabe in Paris.

‘Flag Nympheas: My country is getting into deeper and
deeper water and drowning; the water-covered surface
evokes its gradual immersion. Popular revolution no
longer exists - only hijacking via a revolutionary mode
that the elites greedily share in their quest for sensations.
War is always waged by the same people. The current face
of Tunisia is like that of an erring art on a quest for the
sublime.” M.B.
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‘Flag Nympheas’ (Water Lily Flags). 2012. 2012 Sy pls
6 digital prints under diasec on aluminium. Cod duady Ldligis Olegds 6
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Meriem BOUDERBALA
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Ammar BOURAS

Ammar Bouras was born in 1964 in Algiers, where he
lives and works as a photographer, video-maker, and
experimental filmmaker. He graduated from the School
of Fine Arts in Algiers in Visual Communication in
1989 and painting in 1994. Between 1995 and 2006, he
taught photography in the School. His work addresses the
tragic events of 1990, which lends his ceuvre a political
dimension. Painting often features in his installations,
photomontages and videos. Bouras is a founding member
of the Essebbaghine Group, which brings together eight
contemporary artists in Algiers. His work focuses on
current events and contests aesthetic-political complacency
by using different media and by exhibiting his work in situ
in unconventional public spaces.

24° 3’557 N - 5°3° 237 E is an attempt to create a sort of
sweeping effect, a continual back and forth between Favril
in France and Ekker in Algeria - key nuclear testing sites
in both countries.

The two territories have two distinct histories, full of
visual differences and contrasts. The first is an agricultural
land; a land of refuge and crossing whose future will see
sustainable, organic farming. The second land is dry and
contaminated, only hoping to be rehabilitated for a healthy
future by some means of appeasing the past.

The concept for this piece came from the notion of
borders and boundaries, like an illustration of limits and
lines between individuals and the ‘other’. To freely move
between borders - to go beyond these means of separation
whether real or imagined. These frontiers are charged with
political, military and poetic connotations. To conclude,
we see rushing water full of hope in a shared sense of
humanity, a wealth to be equally distributed.” A.B.
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‘24° 3' 55" N - 5°3' 23"'E.
Video installation, 2 screens (HD). 2012-2013.
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Safwan DAHOUL

Born in Hama, Syria in 1961, Safwan Dahoul studied at the
School of Fine Arts in Damascus. In 1987, he was awarded
a grant from the Government of Syria to continue his studies
abroad. In 1997, he obtained a Doctorate from the Institut
Supérieur des Arts Plastiques in Mons, Belgium.

Dhaoul’s art is inspired by many sources, both Oriental
(Pharaonic and Assyrian) and European (16th-century
Flemish, Modernism and Cubism). He produces original
works in which women are given pride of place. Since the
1990s, his works have been regularly exhibited in the Middle
East, Europe and the United States in solo and collective
exhibitions and at international contemporary art fairs.

‘Dream 43:

Perhaps... it’s a dream... right to the end

Perhaps... her nails are sharp... right to the end

Perhaps... curves

Perhaps... degrees between black and white

Perhaps... joy

Perhaps... sadness, love, or even death and illusion
Perhaps... there is someone, maybe no one

Perhaps... it is Nawar, when she questioned me

Perhaps... it is my mother, when I needed her

Perhaps... that’s what I have left

a little less than I want

and a little more than I want

Perhaps... I would have liked time to suspend its flight for
a while

Perhaps... I am no longer capable of rendering its movement
but I never stop moving, right next to myself

like a suspended spirit ... right to the end.’

S.D.

70

Ol &S § (o W89 bjgw § olem> 1961 wdlge e be Olgo
oo duwlyd dovia e 1987 (‘l" @ Juazg (1983) Bdwod @ dliosdl
ple Jb Cum Kuzmly ] cdd sl @ anulyd dmylal &y5d] dogSadl
-Mons 3590 § Sl Ggial) Jldl agsbl oo 09550 Solgds 1997
Lol Al (gidS OIS 48 e Bodsmin yolan (o paliue Js=Is Olsho 8
odlly e gusladl O e galdll GAIS dusysl ol (el
3Sye Bl lad Jisd 8,5 Jloely G 8y dausSHI 35,0y Euusdl
& dslozy 08 (oylme § dlosl Bue Clgiw die (oymy 909 blall
o4l ddgall (oylslbl 5,0 § ISy Buseill SLslls Lg)sls awsYl Gl
polsll

3 o

6@ Sl o Ll U ey
@ Js i . B0l ollg) ey
Olpoda . Ley

ey 35l o Silerys sy
TS )

ot Y ey ds 3o b e
s S35 Lewss Y e,
bl oS ewis ol s

d As ks e,

35h s S 8

sl las iy 3819

U8 paxl) iy o Sl ey
Gl 8yeal L sy
Ve ol i ddlle zss

ININY -

Sl B |

‘Dream 43". 2011.

Acrylic on canvas.

250 x 400 cm.

Courtesy of Ayyam Gallery, Beirut.
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Safaa ERRUAS

Born in 1976 in Tétouan, Safaa Erruas lives and works
in Morocco. After studying at the School of Fine Arts in
Tétouan, she began a series of exhibitions in Morocco. Her
first international appearance took place alongside well-
known artists at ‘Arts Contemporains au Maroc’, which
was toured Spain (Valencia, Barcelona, Santander and
Majorca) in 1999. In 2000, she was invited to take up a
residency in the Cité Internationale des Arts in Paris, after
which she took part in many exhibitions across Europe,
notably: ‘L’Objet Désorienté au Maroc’ at the Musée des
Arts Décoratifs in Paris and the Villa des Arts Fondation
ONA, Casablanca; ‘Mutations Plastiques Sculpture
Plurielle’, Sardinia and Marseille (2001); Dahlem
Museum, Berlin; the Fondation Antonio Pérez, Cuenca,
Spain; and the D’ak’ Art Biennial, Dakar (2002). She also
contributed to the exhibition ‘Beyond the Myth’ held at
the Brunei Gallery, London, and ‘Regards Croisés’ in the
Musée de Marrakech in 2004.
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‘Curtains’. 2011-2012.

Series of 22 curtains.
Embroidered small white pearls
on cotton paper.

50 x 70 cm.

Artist’s collection.
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Safaa ERRUAS

I have been creating white works for over ten years. Even
today, using the flags of all the countries as the starting
point, I'm still continuing with my work in white. [ want to
reproduce each flag identically using white on white. I'm
reproducing each design by embroidering its motifs and
symbols with white pearls on white cotton paper. This is a
particularly feminine approach that I adopt in all my work,
but there is also the notion of effacing the original as well
as strong symbolism relating to the tensions and confusing
events we are experiencing in today’s world. I reflect on all
the paradoxes that exist in our contemporary societies and
I’'m aiming to highlight this through a utopian idea.

My work (2011-2012) commenced with a series of flags
from the Arab countries, based on the 22 countries that
are members of the Arab League. I delicately embroidered
stars, trees, and ... red, green, and black ... everything
is embroidered in white. I'm aiming to make each piece
precious and fragile, and I'm trying to create a poetry of
absence; perhaps a discrete form of mourning. The world’s
pain is irreparable and its memory is scarred.” S.E.
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‘Curtains’. 2011-2012.

Series of 22 curtains.
Embroidered small white pearls
on cotton paper.

50 x 70 cm.

Artist’s collection.
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Reem AL FAISAL

Born in 1968 in Jeddah, Saudi Arabia, Reem Al-Faisal lives
and works in Jeddah and Paris. She graduated in Arabic
Literature from King Abdulaziz University in Jeddah, and
subsequently moved to Paris to study photography at the
Ecole Spéos, where she began her career as a photographer.
Al-Faisal works on universal themes (identity and
difference, memory, etc.), which she illustrates with images
from her native country. Since 1994, her work has been
regularly exhibited in the United States, Europe, Middle
East and China. She has also produced several books on
photography, including ‘One and Ten Thousand Things’,
‘A Journey into China’ (2010), ‘Hajj’ (2009), and ‘Diwan
Al-Noor’ (2001).
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Reem AL FAISAL

‘I define myself as a Muslim artist whose roots are grounded
in the culture and history of my native Saudi Arabia. My
art aims to represent the presence of the divine in nature
and man. I see light as one of the many manifestations of
God, which He casts before us as reminder of His constant
presence in us and all around. Each photograph is a model
of light and shade. I see photography as a tool for praising
the glory of God in the universe.” R.F.
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Untitled. 2012.
Digital print.

80 x 60 cm.
Artist’s Collection.
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Mounir FATMI

Born in 1970 in Tangier, Mounir Fatmi lives and works
in Paris and Tangier. After completing a course in plastic
arts in Casablanca, he studied in Rome. In his work,
Fatmi constructs spaces and interplays of language.
Videos, installations, drawings, paintings and sculptures
highlight our ambiguities, doubts, fears and desires. They
underline world events; what occurs in accidents, and
reveal structures.

Fatmi’s works have been exhibited in numerous
museums around the world, notably: Migros Museum
fir Gegenwartskunst, Zurich; Museum Kunstpalast,
Diisseldorf; Centre Georges Pompidou, Paris; Mori Art
Museum, Tokyo. He has appeared in several biennials,
including Gwangju, Seville, Sharjah, Venice, Lyon and
Austria. Over the last 20 years, he has received several
prizes, including the Grand Prize Léopold Sédar Senghor
at the 7th Dakar Biennial (2006) and the Uridt Prize
from the Rijksakademie in Amsterdam. In 2010, he was
awarded first prize at the Cairo Biennial and, in 2011,
took part in the first pan-Arab exhibition, ‘The Future of a
Promise’ at the Venice Biennale.
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‘In ModernTimes, A History of the Machine -

The Fall’. 2012.

Video installation (15 minutes).

Courtesy of the artist; Galerie Hussenot, Paris; and
Goodman Gallery, Johannesburg. £ agilage
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Mounir FATMI

‘Modern Times envelops the viewer. Images projected
show the architectural construction in the Middle East,
creating an intense cinematic environment. The title of
the piece ‘Modern Times’ is inspired by Charlie Chaplin’s
celebrated 1936 film.

In his ‘Modern Times’, Mounir Fatmi engages with this
modernity, which began in the 19th century in the West.
The speed of industrialisation and the growth of cities are
reflected today in the rapid development and urbanisation
of the Middle East. Cities are appearing out of the desert,
with buildings thrown up so fast that there is no time to
reflect on the changes. This mental link between Western
industrialisation and recent FEastern development
manifests itself in ‘Modern Times’.

As early Arab astronomers observed the movement of
stars and planets, Mounir Fatmi observes the shape of
today’s world and the, often erratic, motion of global
contemporary society. Almost a century later ‘Modern
Times’ continues this exploration of movement in the
modern world, with the added complexity of a global
dimension and the dialogue between East and West.” M.F.
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Mounir FATMI
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Abdulnasser GHAREM

Abdulnasser Gharem was born in 1973 in Khamis
Mushait, Saudi Arabia, where he lives and works. He is
both an artist and a soldier, and taught himself art history
and philosophy. As the leader of an emerging generation
of young Saudi artists, his work addresses local issues.
Part of the conceptual art movement, Gharem produces
performances and in situ installations and highlights
environmental, geographic, urban and social issues. His
work has been internationally acclaimed and presented
at the 53rd Venice Biennale (2009) and the 8th Sharjah
Biennial (2007). His works have also been exhibited in
Venice, London, Berlin and Riyadh.

‘The Stamp: Each day in Saudi Arabia thousands of
stamps are slammed down onto a mosaic of official
papers by bureaucrats, officials, policemen and soldiers.
Together they articulate an unconscious and collective
imprimatur. They spell out what is acceptable, or which is
the ‘right path’. With The Stamp I declare ‘Inshallah and
Have a Bit of Commitment’; have a bit more intellectual
rigour, more bravery, more faith in your convictions. In
committing to this action, I become my own authority, and
the controller of my own destiny.” A.G.
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The Stamp (Inshallah)’. 2012.
Rubber on wood.

95 x 95 x 50 cm.

Courtesy of EOA Projects, UK.
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Khaled HAFEZ

Born in 1963 in Cairo, Khaled Hafez lives and works in
Egypt. While studying medicine, he attended evening
classes at the School of Fine Arts in Cairo. In the 1990s,
after qualifying as a doctor, he abandoned his medical career
and devoted himself to art. He received a Master of Fine
Arts in new media and digital art from the Transart Institute
in New York, and a Diploma from Danube University
in Krems, Austria. In 2005, he was awarded a Fulbright
scholarship, the prestigious cultural exchange university
programme which was established in the United States in
1946. In 2009, he took part in an artists’ residency at the
Rockefeller Foundation in New York.

Hafez combines different techniques, including painting,
installation, photography and video. His work is based
on traditional popular Egyptian culture combined with
the contemporary consumer society. This underlines the
inherent dichotomy between East and West, male and
female, and ancient and contemporary. His work has been
exhibited in Shanghai, United Kingdom, Belgium, Greece,
France and Egypt.

‘The project was inspired by my life in 2011, from revolution
to its kidnapping/hijacking. The title’s core evolved from an
interest in the work of Jean Baudrillard* who in his seminal
research of cultural specificities wrote about simulation and
simulacra. We can look at those terms as the “fake and the
authentic” in cultures. In what he addresses as the third
order, he describes how societies identify themselves by
codes and symbols. 1 explore the idea of what is fake and
what is authentic in a contemporary culture, loaded with its
codes and symbols of faith, ideology, wealth, subjugation
and the quest for power.” K.H.

*Baudrillard, Jean, “For a Critique of the Political Economy
of the Sign”. Telos Press Ltd. 1980, and Baudrillard,
Jean, “Simulacra and Simulation (The Body, In Theory:
Histories of Cultural Materialism”). Michigan: University
of Michigan Press, 1995.
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‘Stockholm Goddess’. 2011.
Mixed-media on canvas.

250 x 200 cm.

From the series, ‘On Codes,
Symbols and Stockholm Syndrome’.
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Jafar ISLAH

Born in 1946 in Kuwait, Jafar Islah divides his time between
India and Turkey. He studied at the University of Berkeley,
California from 1966 to 1970. He is a painter, draughtsman
and sculptor. Islah refuses to be categorised by one particular
style. He is a multidisciplinary artist and sees himself as a
citizen of the world. His work is nourished by his travels.
Islah has worked in Kuwait, Indonesia, the United States,
France, Denmark, Italy and Egypt. In 1991, he designed a
series of stamps commemorating Kuwait’s independence.

‘In essence, religion and tradition are forces in order to uplift
humanity and not for abuse; to enforce women’s submission
to men, as experienced today in some countries... An end to
this will certainly come (sooner or later) if evolutional of
ijtihad does not continue. Faith and tradition are not a dress,
but a code for practicing noble behaviour. ‘DIALOGUE or
NO DIALOGUE’ is about this conflict. To where will this
suppression lead...?” J.I.
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‘DIALOGUE or NO DIALOGUE". 2010.
Oil on canvas.

200 x 140 cm.

Courtesy of Contemporary Art
Platform (CAP), Kuwait Oxygen &
Acetylene Company.
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Nadia KAABI-LINKE

Born in Tunis in 1978 to a Tunisian father and a Russian
mother, Nadia Kaabi-Linke lives and works in Berlin. She
received a Master’s degree from the School of Fine Arts in
Tunis in 1999, before moving to Paris, where in 2008, she
was awarded a Doctorate by the Sorbonne. Her installations
and pictorial works tackle issues of identity combined with
themes of remembrance. Since 2009, she has taken part in
various biennials and her work has featured in many solo
and collective exhibitions in Tunis, Berlin, Madrid and New
York. In 2010, she won first prize in the Joint Art and Urban
Architecture Competition and the jury prize at the 25th
Alexandria Biennial in 2009. Her work is also held in public
collections, including MoMA in New York.

‘Tunisian Americans (2012) is a wall installation with 400
tiny flacons (small bottles in which kohl is sold). It’s the first
part of a series that I plan to accomplish during the next
years. In each flacon is Tunisian soil, which was taken from
near the American Cemetery in Tunis. I understand the work
in two different ways. The first question for me was, why did
all these American Gls and citizens not die at home within
the circle of their families. What brought them to die and be
buried in Tunisia and in other parts of the world?

This question implies a criticism of both the institution of
the US Army as a global police force and the American
foreign policy of making wars outside their own country, a
strategy that characterizes the history of the 20th century.
But beyond this first-degree criticism, there is a deeper layer
of historical processes that investigates the unfathomable
dependency of events. The US campaign in North Africa did
not only bring the turn in WWII and ended the occupation
by the Axis powers, it also lead indirectly to the end of the
French colonialism in Tunisia. The work thus also questions
the rigid opposition of enemies and allies seen through the
aftermath of World War 11" N.K.L

92

29 daws) ply guigs Y 1978 plall (uigs adlse o S - (oS L3k
o @ Jasis s

Sl Eus Og2y9ud dnsle 63 puiss § Aol Oidl] digalST § o
aedlon & pyatlly 4 lollos] Jslisy 2008 ple § oly9iS3 Solgs s
Jladl o 1S sde § 2009 ple die lis ag B,SIly Losally dndye
O 39 ey bl (ygasn § deslozdl (o)l=bls

Urban Joint Art Architecture” Jio dde ;S Plo> DLl Casia
omeldl & yuSa) Jlw § oLl 833l Sy 2010 ple § "Competition
2009 ple § o sl

Cadod! 3l Csia Oluste de gozeaS dols 48 Clegamma J] lplos] ot

9295 &

G55 Dlzys Bed) e Ay a3 Jas (2012) Dozl 35S,
o (0 By e 400 Undiin IS N Byie baumma 0 L3 Jo
Olgad) & )loay st Jlash degazma (o Jsl 32 43} (JoSIb dolsd)
3 Byde Jasoma (30 imesr Ly W3 Eumdg drlery US § - desla
sl Jsw o Ble JY) blins 03y Jasdl e 081 ) (i &
" Mg 33605 S gl s 0o § oS, ) sV g $ 15U guitsd
P IRV RE WA FCS SRR PR

8585 Lpauds catd ) Sy i) A S8 Y gohai gl Vi
sl s ) A8, Ao ylod) Al S8 Yo LS s a5
Ol R s G Azl ode S, (o) ks 9y2d)
Uasdls dgiuaio J) 525 A )6 ddos Sua GBIV 3o e s 5SIs
OS5 b dsl) Al Gymd) N5 ool g 00 Ly 31 Jlads § A5 ,aY)
e 28 T S8 3 cod o) A5 § o) Ol § Il § Lupw
O ds da b s oI5 0 Mg (g § @t S Ay &
AU Godl il Lo & (e85 Jasl) Whslizy ) sasl) /gaonadl Aoz
D80 s 438

-
L

(Detail) “Tunisian Americans’. 2012.
Installation composed of flasks
containing glass, cork, wood and soil.
145.6 x 135.6 x 5.2 cm.
Commissioned by Institut du Monde
Arabe, Paris.

Courtesy of the artist
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Nadim KARAM

Born in Senegal in 1957, Nadim Karam lives and works in
Beirut. During his doctoral studies in architecture in Tokyo,
he began to depict the themes of war, life and death in his art
exhibitions. When he returned to Beirut, he founded Atelier
Hapsitus in 1996; a creative centre for young Lebanese
architects and designers that focuses on urban installations
based on dreams and stories, and, above all, on the absurd
attachment to symbols that destroyed the city. He has
developed a unique symbolic vocabulary that questions the
role of architecture and design in an area that is in the throes
of transformation. His urban installations are in various
cities around the globe, including Prague (1997), London
(2001), Tokyo (2003), Nara (2004), and Melbourne (2006).
All are the result of a desire to unearth instances of urban
remembrance. Karam’s work has been exhibited in solo and
collective shows, in contemporary art fairs from Liverpool
to Venice, at the Gwangju Biennale in South Korea, and at
the Scope Art Fair in Basel. His work has been acquired by
foundations and museums in Europe and the Middle East.
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‘War Series Drawing’. 2011.
54 numbered illustrations on
acid free paper.

20 x 30 cm.

Courtesy of the artist and
Ayyam Gallery, Beirut.
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Nadim KARAM

‘Closets & Closets is a series of seven stainless steel, wall
sculptures. The seven cabinets are aligned at head height
and are divided in three sections, three for dreams, three for
war, and an empty one, which can be inserted between the
others and acts as a mirror.

These suspended cabinets provide spaces in which the
spectator can place or remove their thoughts, memories or
observations. Karam’s sketches of his experiences during
the Lebanese civil war and the Israeli-Lebanese conflict
in 2006 inspired the war cabinets. The dream cabinets are
based on a desire to present a parallel world in which one
can create, build, and develop one’s imagination.

In the war cabinets, the juxtaposition of rusty steel pieces and
those in stainless steel evokes the decline and destruction
of life in the torments of war, and certain pieces that have
fallen down within the cabinets illustrate the contagious
effects of conflicts and their lasting impact. In contrast, the
dream cabinets made from mirror-finished stainless steel
and coloured buttons transport spectators to an imaginary
country in which fantasy and the absurd reign.

The mirror effect at the back of the cabinets forces
spectators to become part of the worlds they represent.
When spectators stand before the empty closet, they can see
themselves between the wars and the dreams.
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‘Closets & Closets’. 2012.
Installation, seven stainless steel wall structure.
200 x 100 x 30 cm.

Courtesy of the artist and Ayyam Gallery, Beirut.
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Nadim KARAM

Karam’s trio of elephants possess an internal memorial
universe that radiates geometrically from their eyes. The
apparent abstract motif comes from Karam’s rich formal
vocabulary and provokes numerous reflections, ideas and
stories. The sculptures were cut by laser from stainless steel
and are 0.7m, 1.5m and 3m tall respectively. The largest
corresponds to the size of an adult elephant. The perforated
surfaces employ the same formal vocabulary. The sides of
each animal are composed of 500 stainless steel tubes.
These elephants are a typical example of the artist’s use of
anti-symbols in a region of the world where symbols play an
important role in creating meaning and history. The highly
polished finish gives them a luminous aura that reflects the
environment. Together, these three sculptures create various
spatial interactions that impose their presence on the
spectators and draw them into the works. The perforations
surrounding each elephant’s eye contain ‘stories’. The
content of these stories and the meaning of the sculptures
remain open to interpretation and are determined by the
spectator’s thoughts, emotions and memories.’
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‘ElephantTrio’. 2012.

3 sculptures in stainless steel.
3(H) x 1.5x 0.7 m.

Courtesy of the artist and Ayyam
Gallery, Beirut.
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Muhammed Omar KHALIL

Born in 1936 in Buri, Sudan, Muhammed Omar Khalil
lives and works in New York. He graduated from the
School of Applied Arts in Khartoum in 1959 and, in 1963
he received a grant from the Sudanese government to study
in the Florence Art Academy, Italy. In 1967, he moved to
New York, where he has taught at various institutions:
Pratt Institute (1971-1983), New School University (since
1971), Parsons School of Design (since 1988), and the
University of Columbia (2000-2002). Since 2003, he has
regularly stayed at the Cité Internationale des Arts in Paris.
Considered to be one of the greatest masters of contemporary
American engraving, he also teaches engraving techniques
in New York’s galleries. Khalil’s works regularly feature
in major institutions around the globe, including the
Smithsonian Institute and Skoto Gallery in New York,
Asilah Gallery in Morocco, and Galerie Claude Lemand
in Paris. His work is also held in collections such as the
Metropolitan Museum of Art, the Bibliothéque Nationale
de France. Muhammed Omar Khalil has also received
many awards, including first prize from the National
Academy of New York (2001 and 2003), first prize in the
Cairo Biennial (1993) and the bronze medal at the Osaka
Triennial in Japan (1991).
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‘Fez... How I love it because of the ambiguity of its
forms, colours, decorations and even its smells... How
many secrets has she recounted and how many have been
recounted about her? I would like those who behold it to
look more closely and imagine and dream... and they can
help me to uncover the mystery of this great treasure. We
will be able to see other things and capture the truth. What
is truth without imagination?

This is what I am attempting express through my work. If
have succeeded then I have been successful. If I have failed
then I blame you, the inattentive spectator.” M.O K.
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Muhammed Omar KHALIL

‘Fez II'. 2010.

Oil and collage on canvas.

100 x 230 cm.

Courtesy of Albareh Gallery, Bahrain.
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Nicene KOSSENTINI

Born in 1976 in Sfax, Nicéne Kossentini lives and works
in Tunis. She graduated from the Institute of Fine Arts in
Tunis and Marc Bloch University in Strasbourg. Kossentini
has studied and attended courses at the Le Fresnoy, Studio
National des Arts Contemporains and at the Ecole de
I’'Image des Gobelins in France. Inspired by her culture and
Tunisian roots, she illustrates the difficulties experienced by
Tunisian society in making progress, while respecting the
enduring memories of the past. Her photography and video
works have been presented at the Kunstnernes Hus in Oslo,
the Circulo de Bellas Artes in Madrid, Tunis Museum, and
in the Musée du Quai Branly in Paris.

‘The decision to use the photographic and video media
in my work is related to my interest in the theme of
“disappearance” . I'm looking for something intangible and
elusive that is almost impossible to represent. By capturing
the slow mutation of beings and things, 1 am inviting
spectators to enter into symbiosis with a living space that is
both uncertain and familiar.” N.K.
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‘What the Water Gave Me'. 2009.
5 digital prints.

109 x 60 cm.

Artist’s collection.
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Nicene KOSSENTINI
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Nedim KUFI - Talal REFIT

Nedim Kufi

Born in 1962 in Baghdad, Nedim Kufi lives and works in
Amersfoort in the Netherlands. In 1986, he studied engraving
in Baghdad, before being drafted into the army (1980-1988)
during the first Gulf war between Iraq and Iran. Although it
provided him with inspiration for his art, his was a painful
time for Kufi. After the war, he fled Iraq and settled in the
Netherlands, where he studied graphics and multimedia art
at the Hogesschool voor de Kunsten in Utrecht. Since 2002,
his work has been exhibited in many institutions, including
the Tate Modern in London, the Kunst-Werke Institute
for Contemporary Art in Berlin, the Tapi¢s Foundation in
Barcelona, and the Triangle Art Association in New York.
As a minimalist artist, Kufi’s works are highly eclectic and
involve the use of a variety materials.

Talal Refit

Born in 1957 in Kirkuk in Iraq, Talal Refit lives and works in
Bad Bentheim in Germany. He graduated from the Faculty
of Architecture in the Middle East Technical University of
Ankara and is a visual designer, architect, and multimedia
artist. He worked for the Turkish Ministry of Town Planning
before moving to Germany in 1985, where he has taught
painting and graphics since 1990.
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Nedim KUFI - Talal REFIT

‘Wisdom Machine: We want to be exposed to a form of
wisdom that has never been expressed. Our machine
continually produces sentences, or rather a sentence
composed of randomly arranged words. They sometimes
make sense, and sometimes they do not, but they are
always convincing. The machine’s unfamiliar murmur
generates copyright-free thoughts.

You will read these words of wisdom for the first and
last time.

We have also developed a programme that generates
mental images. Phrases flow out of a reservoir of words,
which is supplied by an extensive library within the
machine.

The meanings are devoid of all intention and flow
effortlessly at the click of a mouse.” N.K. & T.R.
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Sadik KWAISH ALFRAJI

Born in Baghdad in 1960, Sadik Kwaish Alfraji lives and
works in the Netherlands. He studied at the School of
Fine Arts in Baghdad and went on to train in design and
draphics at the CHK Constantijn Huygens in Kampen, the
Netherlands. His work is not limited to a particular style or
material, but rather combines art and philosophy to create
poetic works. Since 1980, his work has been regularly
exhibited in the United States, Europe and in the Near and
Middle East. His works are also held in the collections of the
National Museum of Modern Art in Baghdad, the National
Gallery of Fine Arts and the Shoman Foundation in Amman,
the Novosibirsk State Art Museum in Russia, and the Cluj-
Napoca Art Museum in Romania.

‘Sisyphus goes on demonstration: You are to suffer, to carry
your burden and the weight of your existence on your back
forever. And on this rough road, you are to travel. You walk,
with blackness round your eyes blocking your entire vision,
and a hole in your head preventing you from knowing. You
are not to learn, to see or to understand. You are to travel
the path Sisyphus, this is your fate and this is how you are
destined to exist.

Note 1: We are all Sisyphus.

Note 2: Sisyphus, at this moment, has the face and the
tongue of an Arab.

Note 3: Sisyphus can go on a demonstration and cry out
loud against his destiny.” S.K.A.
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“You May Take a Break’. 2012.

Qil on canvas.

300 x 240 cm.

Courtesy of the artist and
Ayyam Gallery, Dubai.
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‘Sysyphus Goes on Demonstration’. 2012.
Video animation (3 minutes).

Courtesy of the artist and Ayyam Gallery,
Dubai.
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Maha MALLUH

Born in the Najd region of Saudi Arabia, Maha Malluh
lives and works in Riyadh. After studying English at the
University of Riyadh she studied design and photography
at De Anza College in San Franciso, California (1998—
2000). Inspired by her country and its transformations, she
is working on a series of photograms that express contrast,
both through their aesthetics and their themes. Since the
1980s, her work has been regularly exhibited in collective
shows, notably: ‘Journeys: Stories of the World’ at the
Orleans House Gallery in London (2011); ‘Hajj: Journey
to the Heart of Islam’ in the British Museum (2012); ‘We
Need to Talk - Edge of Arabia’ in Jeddah; and ‘The Bravery
of Being Out of Range II’ in Kuwait. She has also taken
part in contemporary art fairs in Marrakech and Dubai as
well as the 2012 Beirut Art Fair.
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‘Head over Heels’. 2010. Photogram.
127 x 159 x 2 cm.
Courtesy of Athr Gallery, Jeddah.
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Maha MALLUH

‘Tradition and modernity is a series ultimately about
society’s transformation from tradition to our present
modern day. This part of the series unveils the modern
experience of screening for Saudi Arabians.

The objects chosen in these photogramic collages include
trinkets relating to the country’s cultural heritage and
present experience of modernity, part of Saudi Arabia’s
material cultural make-up.

These images are primarily concerned with security
checks at airports terminals. Underlying post 9/11 security
checks is an exaggerated greed to increase sales at duty
free centres around the world. Our objects and our bodies
are screened in order to throw out items, which can be
bought from the Duty Free area.

Unfortunately, modernity, with its increasing technological
advancement, comes hand in hand with screening.
Yet this does not mean we cannot also use this to scan
the discourses, which have made this possible. Using
photograms is one way of reclaiming and arranging our
objects, speaking in ways not possible when screened by
security officials. Their use is one way of talking back
to power.” M.M.
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Barcoding I'. 2010. Photogram.
125 x 159 x 2 cm.
Courtesy of Athr Gallery, Jeddah.
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‘Barcoding II'. 2010. Photogram.
126 x 159 x 2 cm.
Courtesy of Athr Gallery, Jeddah.
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Waheeda MALLULAH

Born in 1978 in Bahrain, where she lives and works,
Waheeda Malullah obtained a Diploma in Graphics and
Multimedia Art from the University of Bahrain in 2003.
She is a graphist and video-maker and regularly organises
and participates in workshops. As a member of the
Bahrain Contemporary Art Association, she has received
various prizes and distinctions in Bahrain and Egypt. In
her videos, photographs and installations, she addresses
social issues, rules and the role of women. Since 2009, she
has taken part in many collective exhibitions, notably at
the Delfina Foundation in London, the Townhouse Gallery
in Cairo, the Alkatraz Gallery in Ljubljana, and the IFA
Gallery in Stuttgart. She has also taken part in ArtDubai,
the 2009 Sharjah and Cairo Biennials, and the Casablanca
International Multimedia Festival of 2008. ‘Red Apple’
won the Al Dana prize at the 39" Bahrain Annual Fine
Arts Exhibition.
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Essam MAROUF

Born in Cairo 1958, Essam Marouf studied painting at the
Faculty of Fine Arts in Cairo, and graduated in 1981 in
Mural Painting. Between 1982 and 1985, he continued
his studies at the Accademia di Bella Arte in Rome, Italy.
Marrouf has appeared in numerous exhibitions, including
‘PAN Amsterdam’, Galerie Helga Hofman (2012); ‘Same
People..Same Story’ solo exhibition, Galerie Helga
Hofman, (2011); MENASA Art Fair, Beirut (2011);
Marrakech Art Fair (2011); and Ward Art Centre, Hawaii
(2011); ‘Muse’, Ofok Gallery, at the Mahmoud Khalil,
Cairo (2011); “Still Valid’, American University of Cairo
(2011); Art Paris Abu Dhabi 2010, presented by Art Sawa;
the 11th Cairo Biennale (2008); ‘100 Years - Faculty of
Fine Arts’, Cairo (2008); Institut du Monde Arabe (2008);
and the Museum Complesso del Vittoriano, Rome (2007).
Works by Essam Marouf can be found in several public
and private collections in Egypt and abroad.
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Untitled. 2010.
Acrylic on linen.
165 x 135 cm.
Artist’s collection.
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Ahmed MATER

Born in 1979 in southern Saudi Arabia, Ahmed Mater
grew up in Abha, the capital of the Aseer region, where
he practiced as both an artist and a doctor. As the leading
figure of the Ibn Aseer Collective, he participated in
the Al-Miftaha Arts Village project, which became the
centre of the emerging Saudi art scene. Mater’s work is
exhibited throughout the Middle East and Europe, and he
is acknowledged as one of the most important Saudi artists
of his generation. His work lies between art, science and
identity, and heralds the revival of the contemporary art
movement in his country. His works have been exhibited
at the Sharjah Biennial (2007) and the Cairo Biennial
(2008), and have been displayed in group exhibitions in
London - ‘Word into Art’ (2006) and ‘Edge of Arabia’
(2008) - Venice (2009) and Berlin (2010).

‘When my grandfathers spoke to me as a child about their
experience of Hajj, they told me of the physical attraction
they felt towards the Ka'‘ba; that they felt drawn to it by
an almost magnetic pull. In this work, I evoke that feeling
by using tens of thousands of iron filings placed within
the magnetic fields of two magnets - only the upper one of
which is visible. I convey one of the essential elements of
Hajj that all Muslims are considered the same in the eyes
of God, whether rich, poor young or old. As such, the iron
filings represent a unified body of pilgrims, all of whom
are similarly attracted to the Ka‘ba as the centre of their
world.” A.M.
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‘Magnetism I-IV’. 2011.

4 digital prints.

62 x 81 cm.

Courtesy of EOA Projects, UK.
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Hassan MEER

Born in Mascat in 1972, Hassan Meer lives and works in
Oman. He received his BA degree from Savannah College
of Artand Design in Georgia (USA) in 2002, and during his
studies he developed a particular interest in photography
and video, which became his favourite creative media.
He is inspired by his past and his childhood, which he
combines with his country’s history and legendary tales
to create dreamlike works. His works have featured in
solo and collective exhibitions over the last 20 years in his
native country as well as abroad.
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‘Enlightenment’. 2011.
From the series, ‘The Spiritual’.
3 digital prints.

2011 dsl>g )l dsgae (o
dedy dd))2 9598 30 3

105 x 148 cm. ¢ 148x105
Artist’s collection. oL gpe 3L
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Hassan MEER

‘Enlightenment: My works are the result of an active
contemplation of the spiritual and ritualised aspects of the
ancient traditions in our societies, associated with beliefs
and legends from the ancient Orient. They are the result of
my fascination for rituals relating to the passage between
life and death.

I see art as a language - using various ideas and symbols
- that enables me to reveal the human condition and the
contradictions that emerge in conflicts between civilisations.
Given the violent clashes we are witnessing in contemporary
societies, I focus on experimentation and I am looking for
new tools to express current issues. I use conceptual ‘seeds’,
and my art is based on ideas and employs video and photos.
However, my experimentation is based on precise criteria
and roots, and is never without points of reference.

This explains why my more recent work contains a
particular mix of personal and collective dimensions, or,
in other words, a combination of personal and collective
remembrance.” H.M.
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‘Enlightenment’. 2011.

From the series, ‘The Spiritual’.
Video (2 minutes, 38 collection).
Artist’s collection.
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Najia MEHADJI

Born in 1950 in Paris, Najia Mehadji is a Franco-Moroccan
artist who lives and works in France and Morocco. In
the mid-1970s, she obtained an MA in Plastic Arts and
Art History at Université Paris I, and a degree in Theatre
Studies at Université Paris VIII, which brought her into
contact with avant-garde theatre troops. She began to study
the body and the body’s movements and this has profoundly
influenced her work. Mehadji juxtaposes the imprint of body
movements and extreme architectural, geometric forms
on large unprimed canvases. Since 2005, alongside her
painting and drawing, she has been creating large-format
digital works that lend a sculptural appearance to movement
by enlarging them. These make reference to Oriental
calligraphy and Suafism, which is omnipresent. Some of
her recent exhibitions include: ‘elles@centrepompidou’,
Musée National d’Art Moderne Georges-Pompidou, Paris;
‘Résonances’, Museum of Marrakech and Marrakech Art
Fair; ‘Architectures/Dessins/Utopies’, National Museum
of Contemporary Art, Bucharest, Romani; ‘Nature et
Paysages’, Espace d’Art, Société Générale, Casablanca;
and ‘Drawing Now Paris’, Louvre Carrousel.
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‘Mystic Dance 2'. 2011.
Digital print.

160 x 160 cm.

Artist’s collection.

2011 2 ddgo dad)
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(o 160x160
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Najia MEHADJI

‘In our era, some contemporary artists advocate
‘disembodied’ art, so my idea of enlarging one of my
body movements using digital techniques unites new
technologies with the painter’s sensitive touch. The works
in the series ‘Mystic Dance’ are enlargements of circular
movements. Although they can be interpreted in various
ways, they suggest the Sifi dance of the whirling Dervishes.
The axis of their bodies pivots around in a quest to unite
the carnal and the spiritual, life and death, the earth and
the cosmos.” N.M.
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‘Mystic Dance 3'. 2011.
Digital print.

160 x 160 cm.

Artist’s collection.
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Mahmud OBAIDI

Born in 1966 in Baghdad, Iraq, Mahmud Obaidi lives and
works in Canada. He graduated from the Academy of Fine
Arts in Baghdad and from the HIF Film Academy in Los
Angeles, and defines his work as primarily conceptual. His
work, in which the concept dictates the choice of medium,
evokes the spirit of exile, belonging, and the search for
identity, and attests to a quest for hope and renewal. Since
the 1990s, his work has been exhibited in Amman, notably
at Alya Art Gallery, Darat Al-Funun, Aba’ad Art Gallery, as
well as in New Delhi, New York, Toronto, Doha, Manama
and Frankfurt. His work is also held in permanent collections
around the world, including Quebec, Qatar, and Tunisia.

‘CONCEPTUALLY DRIVEN

‘I've never thought it necessary to categorise my artwork,
nor have I found it imperative to name each piece. All that
I encounter affects it. I often work with many kinds of forms
and images, but try to delve into them to discover new forms
and create new meanings. I compose pieces that challenge
the viewer to reach new levels of understanding, though
not without effort. The conceptual is the most important
aspect. It is the concept that dictates my choice of medium
- whichever best conveys my intended meaning. I do not
render concepts for a specific purpose; they are there but
other things are at play. Art is universal. I'm not an artist
from the Middle East or the West. However, I am wary of
globalisation’s negative aspects. The lack of a critical
approach towards contemporary production urges me to
find inspiration not only in art history but also in everyday
life. I draw my inspiration from reading, from my work as
a filmmaker, from everything around me. I feel connected to
the context around me, which is why my work is about the
recurring themes of war, displacement and loss of identity.
Since 2003, everything I do is related to the war. Everything
I did before that was executed properly but for the wrong
reasons.” M.O.

140

JuS & demyg piusy 909 1966 diw dlasy § gdus dgasme Ol Wg
& HIF sg=e (309 3l dsale § doosdl O9idll 4igalST (0 355 935

sl o)
Wl 52 pogdlls (asalis LS @l Je s JS U8 duds QL) Bym
slam¥ly &5l slie a8 Gl Wilog) & lpbostiany LU Slskl Samy
Alosl Cudye 439 wyazally S dshass e agi3s disgll e sy
olsl delBy Geuall Bylag Gsxall dlle &l & Olie § Oligmudd] din
Ay o «209855),35 dalibly dsully 933935 eygrs05 LaI0s0 § Sy
(os1 hgye kb (] S o bl elol § L8l 48 Olesazee 3 Ol

RETRIWNEALIN

lawly (se bdash O i Vs sl Jasd Ciuans &8 O e b
& 55U ol IS 35 ad) Bystly agelsl e USs deS 3Ll 1S 131U
RETIP

Slasd e Aasd IS & Uy« Pl Biod) & 3lin ¥ Gal Jes O
IS 58 sl (IS IS5 Bys0 IS s s Gl L (09 Gl
Do Ay o3 e sl hod Vsl giol Basis (g dy Bosse
Lo o B0 e Yol Slogie J) 3 o)

daads Jast GV AR (s i) iy sl iy & (3395 dpesalal)
el L (851 093 Baladl Sl ) b @) 98 poadll 0L Bl &
03350 g3 psadlly dgaill (sl

S 5093 Alal) 1) el O sl Vs (Jasd) & @B 0y Lo s Y
33 5,5 3541 9m S5 T Sz 58l s 58 O s IS
3 B8 5551 83Ny gl

gl B il o3 Ao 5 ol s 3,510 gu 6519 Bls (Ls ol
smh Gn Bledly o) § 4k, g mulid) By dolsus del Sty
ol § sy amd BB Y @IS sloul ) Gimday e Vs 8531 0
a3 s e S e VB dsliuog il Jes) e, e Lad dung)
oS Qs e 4008l Lo 38 1N (3 Juomy Las Vi 0581 O S Y
Uaasall Bladdg 5y Lyed) CN

il e

‘Dress Code'’. 2011. 2011 ("eby5i"
Video and photography. L gisd ys09 sd

Edition of 3+2 artist proof. - . .
) OLL dold) JoV) 23ledl 342
Courtesy of the artist okall d9V zdledl 3+2 d=ds
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Driss OUADAHI

Driss Ouadahi has Algerian nationality. He was born in 1959
in Casablanca, Morocco, and lives and works in Diisseldorf,
Germany. He attended the School of Fine Arts in Algiers
from 1984 to 1988, and studied at the Kunstakademie
in Diisseldorf. He is interested in architecture and urban
planning and paints urban landscapes, tower blocks and
other suburban metropolitan scenes. His work has featured
in many solo exhibitions in Dubai, Germany, France and the
United States (New York and San Francisco). He has also
contributed to numerous group exhibitions, particularly in
the Museum of Modern and Contemporary Art in Algiers
(2011-2012), the Circulo de Bellas Artes in Madrid (2011-
2012), the Cairo Biennial (2010-2011), the Colorado Art
Museum in the United States (2010), the Centre d’Art de
Neuchatel, Switzerland (2009), the Kunstnernes Hus in
Oslo, Norway (2009), and the Bab Rouah Bab El-Kebir
Gallery in Rabat, Morocco (2009).

‘Real architectural elements, tower blocks, green spaces,
and fences all constitute the various strata of memories and
cultures that create a bridge between transitional territories
and are part of a particular psycho-geography of places
and ‘non-places’, which are echoed by the work’s pictorial
density.” D.O.
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‘No Return’. 2011. 2011 Boge ¥
Qil on canvas (triptych). LW plod e da Ololi
200 x 180 cm. 8 3 e &3 O

@ 200X180

Courtesy of the Nadour Collection.
Collection Nadour (s O3k
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Zakharia RAMHANI

Born in 1983 in Tangier, Morocco, Zakaria Ramhani
lives and works in Montréal, Canada. He was introduced
to painting at an early age in his father’s atelier, obtained
a Diploma in Plastic Arts, and devoted himself to art.
His work is inspired by traditional Islamic art and uses
the ornamental character of letters in almost abstract
calligraphic compositions of the human form. His work
has been displayed in numerous exhibitions and has been
purchased in auctions at Christie’s in Dubai and CMOOA
in Morocco. Works by Ramhani can also be found in
public and private collections in America, Europe and
the Middle East.
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‘Faces of Your Other’. 2012. 2012 ,5Y 6929
Oil on canvas. T
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Tamara AL SAMERRAEI

Born in Kuwait in 1977, Tamara Al-Samerraei lives and
works in Beirut. She graduated in Plastic Arts from the
American University of Beirut. Her works feature framed,
sequenced and changing images inspired by video.
Inspired by indescribable memories that oscillate between
collective remembrance and family albums, her works light-
heartedly evoke the ambiguity between the familiar and
the improbable. Since 2002, she has taken part in several
collective exhibitions in Kuwait, Lebanon, Germany, the
United Kingdom, Denmark and Finland.
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‘Behind This Wall Nothing 2012 oSl
Ever Happens'. 2012.

Detail on paper from video
installation (26 seconds).
200 x 126 cm. Ll oo O3l
Courtesy of the artist.
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Tamara AL SAMERRAEI

‘The works presented are fragments from a series of
interventions exploring absence through the re-use of
personal images. In this case, I chose to work with personal
representations of women. By burying, hiding, dissipating
and waiting for these images, ‘absence becomes an active
practice’*.” T.S.

(*Roland Barthes, Lover’s Discourse, Hill and Wang, 1978.)
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‘Prop’. 2009.

Detail on canvas from video installation
(26 seconds).

126 x 151 cm.

Courtesy of the artist.
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Jowhara AL SAUD

Born in 1978 in Saudi Arabia, Jowhara Al Saud lives and
works in New York and Jeddah. She studied at Wellesley
College, Boston, USA. Since 2009, she has participated in
collective exhibitions, including ‘Paris Photos’, the 10th
Festival of Photography in Aleppo, Syria; ‘Art Rotterdam’
at Witzenhausen Gallery, The Netherlands, and ‘Scope’
at Winkleman Gallery, New York, USA. Al Saud has also
taken part in international fairs, notably in New York,
Chicago, Mexico, Dubai and Switzerland. Her work focuses
on our relationship with the body and its representation. Al
Saud’s pieces can be found in public and private collections
in Europe, the United States and the Middle East.
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‘Knots Series, 2012: These works are unfinished and will
probably remain so. Inspired by the traditional, wooden,
mashrabia work that separates private and public areas
in Islamic architecture, they address many themes. They
revel in the idea of what lies ‘in-between’; photography and
drawing, private and public, representation and abstraction,
obscurity and revelation. Whether they transcend or
trespass, they are about the lines we draw and all the spaces
in between.” J.S.
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Jowhara AL SAUD

‘Knots Series’. 2012.

8 digital prints.

41 x 51 cm.

Courtesy of the artist and Athr Gallery, Jeddah.
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Karima AL SHOMALY

Born in 1965 in Sharjah, Karima Al Shomaly lives and works
in the United Arab Emirates. After studying Economics and
Accounting at the University of Sharjah, she studied in the
UK at Chelsea College of Art and Design in London, where
she obtained an MA in Fine arts. Her photographic work and
installations focus on the role of man. Her work has featured
in numerous exhibitions in the United Arab Emirates and
abroad, especially in London, Vienna, Paris, Cairo, Belgium
and Algeria. Al Shomaly’s works have been acquired by
galleries in London, New York, Dubai, Spain and France.
In 2002 and 2005, she received the Sultan AI-Owais Award,
and won second prize at the Sharjah Biennial.

‘Al Burga: The Arabian burqa: a physical and symbolic
expression of the invisible mask worn by people in their
daily life.

1 explore, through my artwork, what exactly the Burga means
to the other. I study the new symbolism it would acquire when
transferred from my country, the United Arab Emirates, to
other cultural contexts from a psychological, mental and
imaginative point of view. I survey the specific reactions to
actually wearing a Burqa. As a result of this research, and
by scrutinising contemporary lifestyles, I conclude that the
invisible Burgh makes its user uncomfortable.

Finally, I hope this work will also answer an interesting
question I have been pondering; why do people feel driven
to wear this invisible mask? Is that mask now a requirement
of modern life?’ K.S.
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‘Mask’. 2012.

Acrylic on canvas.
140 x 180 cm.
Courtesy of the artist.
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Adel EL SIWI

Born in Behera, Egypt in 1952, Adel El Siwi lives and
works in Cairo. He studied medicine between 1970 and
1976. He started a course at the Cairo Faculty of Fine Arts
and subsequently abandoned his medical career to devote
himself to painting. In 1980, he moved to Milan where
he stayed for ten years before returning to the Egyptian
capital in 1990. His works focus on the relationship
between subjects and their immediate surroundings, and
are regularly exhibited in Egypt, the Middle East, Europe,
South America and the United States.

‘The ‘Water Guardians’ trilogy:

Looking for water is like looking for life itself and constitutes
the daily heroic acts of women in the Egyptian countryside,
our vast African hinterland. Here we can observe the
delicate interplay between equilibrium and physical pride,
like the extension of an uninterrupted and familiar dialogue
with a place; like a form of grace that defies fatigue and
helps us return to a more sensory relationship with nature.
In the ‘Water Guardians’ series, [ wanted to create a bridge
between ancient and sometimes contradictory visual
experiences that haunt me; the sudden presence of figures
inspired by primitive art that evoke and represent the
Oriental spirit, comprising delicacy, light and sweetness.
It is inevitable that initially the faces appear and surprise
us, but they soon disappear and are replaced by humble
creatures that recount their stories. Gold is a safe haven
that enables the women in this familiar story to bear
their jars and be seductive, and this story is open to every
interpretation ...” A.S.
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‘The Water Guard'. 2012.

Mixed media on canvas (triptych).
270 x 170 cm.

Artist’s collection.
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Sami AL TURKI

Sami Al Turki was born in 1984 in Jeddah, Saudi Arabia,
to a Saudi father and an Irish mother. He lives and works
in Dubai. Al Turki graduated in photography from the
American University in Dubai. Since February 2012, he
has been taking part in an artists’ residency programme
in Ivry, France. His varied, almost eclectic style focuses
on his Western and Eastern upbringing and on the mixed
influences in Dubai, which is also a heterogeneous country.
Sami Al Turki examines his immediate environment to find
the best way to express his quest for identity - a quest that
results in a very personal art form. Since 2007, his works
have been exhibited in the Middle East (Dubai and Jeddah)
as well as Europe (Paris, Vienna and Munich).

‘Running: We are born, bred and bled. Choosing unknown
paths on the adventure of life, finding options midway,
avoiding more damage, our consciousness hovers around
We are who we are at the core, even if we try to change it
momentarily. In a further dimension after time and space
where the psyche finds its home, there lies the undeniable
truth of existence. “You meet your destiny on the road you
take to avoid it.” - C.Jung’ S.T.
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‘Running’. 2008.
Video (7 minutes, 53 seconds).
Courtesy of the artist and Athr
Gallery, Jeddah.
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ABU DHABI FESTIVAL

25 Years of Arab Creativity
The Aesthetics of Identity

Abu Dhabi Festival presents a specially curated section
of ‘25 Years of Arab Creativity’ that complements
the representation of Emirati artistic practice in the
original exhibition presented at the Institut du Monde
Arabe in Paris.

The 10 divergent works by 10 different artists echo
the 10 years of the Abu Dhabi Festival and highlights
the creative practices of three generations of Emirati
visual artists. Together, they use a wide range of
media in expressing a dynamic cultural identity that
is both rooted in the traditions of the past while firmly
focusing on the present and the future.

Artists such as Alastad, Al Qubaisi, Lugman,
Demithan and Bin Lahej seize upon core functional
elements that form the fabric of traditional Emirati
society. By reappropriating them as objects of
aesthetic appreciation, these elements become both
representational forms and evocative statements
entrenched in emotion and memory. From the
functionality of ‘kurab’ (palm wood), once a staple
source of firewood in the freezing desert nights of
winter, Al Qubaisi has transformed this most basic

of raw materials into an object of design where form
and function, the past and present, unite in a single
chair. Demithan’s examination of a bisht, a traditional
symbol of authority and social status, touches on
form, function and the memories held within. She
explores the dichotomy of this object that resonates
with both strength and fragility, while capturing the
spirit of Sheikh Rashid Bin Saeed Al Maktoum, not
only the late ruler of Dubai but also a loving father
and a grandfather. Alastad calls upon Nature to play
a deciding role in the creation of his works by giving
the coastline (a rich source of history and tradition) a

blank canvas on which to cast its shadow. Bin Lahej’s
sculpture ‘Depth and Speed’ is inspired by the lines and
movement of calligraphy; transposing the progression
of a reed across a page into an abstract form in steel
that captures the gallop of an Arabian horse.

Just as no man is an island, no country exists in
isolation. Lugman’s work ‘ The Hint of a Smile’ brings
together in one work distinctive, traditional Arab
craftsmanship with one of the world’s most iconic
portraits; highlighting the parallel histories of two
converging cultures. In doing so, the artist presents an
image of ‘glocality’ — one that is both local and global,
which in essence reflects the identity of the UAE in
the world. Najat Makki draws upon the influences and
experiences of her own creative journey from the UAE
to countries far beyond its borders.

The pieces by artists of the youngest generation
including Al Suwaidi, Al Shamsi, Al Omeira and Al
Mazrouie are preoccupied with the psychology of
modern society and the almost performative role of the
individual. They play on the often contradictory and
contrasting nature of the public persona and the private
person, in addition to that which is used to divide,
protect and conceal.

While the specially curated section of the exhibition in
no way seeks to present a comprehensive overview of
Emirati visual arts practice, it endeavours to convey a
snapshot of the breadth and depth of national creative
expression. In addition, the exhibition-within-an-
exhibition commemorates the commitment to the UAE
visual arts sector by both the Abu Dhabi Festival and
its presenter, the Abu Dhabi Music & Arts Foundation
through the year-round initiative, The Nationals’
Gallery.
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Mohammed ALASTAD

Emirati artist and designer, Mohammed AlAstad Al
Hammadi, has been a member of the Emirates Fine Arts
Society since 1987. Among his many accomplishments,
he was the first Emirati to obtain a Bachelor’s degree from
the American University, Washington DC in Graphic
Design (1998).

AlAstad has participated in exhibitions on local, regional
and international levels for 27 years; a total of over 300
group exhibitions and 20 solo shows (six in the USA).
AlAstad established The Mohammed AlAstad Centre for
Artistic Creativity, the first centre for visual art, design
and photography in Abu Dhabi.

Having started out with a strong foundation in Realist
drawing, his style has developed over the years, and his
interest in Surrealism and Abstract art has grown. Most
recently, AlAstad developed a new technique which
he has registered, where beaches become a sort of ‘art
grave’. The method employs the forces of nature. Iron
is buried with canvas for 2-3 weeks, resulting in abstract
works that bear the imprints of rust. Each piece is unique
and can never be replicated.

‘The Art of Beach Tombs: I wanted to strengthen my
friendship with coastal nature. I wanted a different art
project in order to to find new creations that add to the
world of art. I came upon the art of beach tombs.

In this kind of creative activity, I found another world of
art; where boundaries vanish and where the imagination is
the only limitation. I found painting, sculpture and printing
together in one. This work is a common point between
nature and myself. It allows me spontaneity in utilizing
numerous colours. It also makes me see the different
physical forms in a surrealist, abstract or symbolic fashion.
The work then becomes a source of joy for the spectator
who is transported into the imagination and searches for
the aesthetics in the world of beach tombs.” M. A.
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‘Midnight. 2012.

Iron, rust and acrylic on canvas.
120 x 100 cm

Courtesy of the artist.
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Maitha DEMITHAN

Born in Dubai, Maitha Demithan combines several media;
photography, scanography, painting, drawing and photo
transfer. The first drawings she created were sketched in
sand, which subsequently formed her appreciation for
colour, texture, line and shadow. Demithan’s most notable
exhibition was in 2009 at Tashkeel (Dubai) entitled
‘Documentation’, where her first scanned self-portraits
appeared. Later that year, she participated in ‘Across the
Gulf, a group show that was part of the Arc Biennial of Art
in Brisbane, Australia. Since then, she has participated in
several exhibitions in Germany, USA, China, Spain, Korea,
Italy, and France.

“I feel a strong need to release the overwhelming stream
of thoughts; to share a place I only see; to visually express
my ideas. Recently, I have used scanography. Compared to
photography, the difference is in the layers of construction
and deconstruction that occur when creating an image.
With scanography, I feel that I'm painting with light. I work
with different parts of the body separately and watch how
the image grows. It is slower than photography, thereby
closer to painting. I use a flat-bed scanner to reproduce
two-dimensional images/documents or to copy an original.
I scan figures in parts and then reconstruct the images
digitally. The composite result is both an objective and
mechanical record. The pose, body language and quality
carry an emotional statement. My thoughts arise from the
world, the environment and the people I am close to. |
live each moment as it comes. My pieces reflect this. The
deconstruction and reconstruction in my works reflect
my journeys and personal struggles that enable me to
understand my state of being, my place and my role in this
world.” M.D.
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‘Rashid Bin Saeed. 2011. Scanography.
170x170cm.
Courtesy of the artist.

“In this work, the cloth ('bisht’) belonged to Sheikh
Rashid Bin Saeed Al Maktoum, late Ruler of Dubai
(1958-1990). A humble man, he is still loved and looked
upon with great admiration. The garment is a symbol of
simplicity yet great hardship, exemplified by the stitches
which are fragile and easily torn, yet hold two pieces of
heavy cloth together. After the passing of Sheikh Rashid,
Sheikh Mohammed gave this bisht to one of his father’s
close friends from whom | obtained it in order to create
this artwork.The photograph of Sheikh Rashid with his
grandson, Sheikh Saeed, is being revealed from beneath
a fold. Sheikh Saeed as a young boy is embraced in his
grandfather’s arms - representing the embrace of the
local culture, values and traditions, M.D

“My grandfather rode a camel. My father rode a camel.

| drive a Mercedes. My son drives a Land Rover. His son
will drive a Land Rover, but his son will ride a camel”” -

‘Sheikh Rashid Bin Saeed Al Maktoum’
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Mattar BIN LAHE]J

Mattar Bin Lahej was born in 1968 in Dubai and is among
the second generation of Emirati arts practitioners. He is a
self-taught artist, sculptor and photographer. An important
aspect in Bin Lahej’s art is movement; from his large scale
oil and acrylic paintings with unique signature brushstrokes,
to his equally powerful sculptures that capture split-second
movement, especially those of horses. Bin Lahej has also
successfully explored traditional styles of painting, mixing
deep, warm and vivid colours with calligraphy.

As an artist, he is well aware of his role in society, and
is increasingly concerned with addressing social issues. In
addition to running his own gallery, Marsam Mattar, Bin
Lahej nurtures young talent through an annual summer
camp for children. He also runs workshops across the UAE
and curates exhibitions independently.

Bin Lahej has participated in exhibitions in the UAE,
Germany, Morocco, Kuwait, Turkey and the USA. His works
can be found in private collections throughout the region
and has been featured in Bonhams auctions. As Director
of the Cultural Committee of The Architectural Heritage
Society, Lahej has supervised arts workshops and exhibitions
throughout the UAE, both as a curator and an artist.

“I use the concept of movement in all of my art. As an artist,
[ insist on leaving my fingerprint on society.” M.L.
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Jalal LUQMAN

Mixed media artist Jalal Lugman introduced digital art to
the UAE in 1996 and has been a pioneer ever since. His
unflinching approach has landed him many career firsts;
first Emirati digital artist; first Emirati freelance graphic
designer; and first contracted Emirati website designer.
Lugman’s work is limitless in both meaning and material;
transforming metals, wood and other common materials
into pieces of art that transcend the limits of the frame and
reach out to provoke the viewer.

A significant name on the Emirati art scene, Lugman has
exhibited in USA, Kuwait, Japan, Egypt, Morocco, the
Czech Republic, and China. Today, he is a strong advocate
for the Emirati visual arts, conducting seminars and
workshops in schools, colleges and universities nationally
and internationally, in addition to public speaking
engagements on the promotion of art in the UAE. Lugman
is a frequent member of UAE delegations to international
arts events.

‘Heavily inspired by the classic masterpiece, I wanted to
present an Arabised version, digitally repainted, where the
smile remains the major part of the work, framed within an
old Middle Eastern door. This work was first exhibited at
Art Paris.” J.L.
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‘The Hint of a Smile. 2008.
Mixed Media.

200 x 109 x 17cm
Courtesy of the artist.
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Najat MAKKI

Najat Makki’s artistic practice maintains a focus on
rhythm and tone. The beginning of her career as a painter
saw formal and focused creations, strong in symbolism
and expressionism. She began by experimenting with
phosphoric colours and held her first exhibition in Al
Wasl Club, Dubai, in 1989. Over time, her style took turn
incorporating figurative elements where their association
with each other on the canvas contributes to a certain
rhythm and harmony.

The female figure has a strong presence in her artwork;
tall and strong like a palm tree touching the sky, yet
grounded with roots digging deep into the earth. Her work
is replete with these iconic women who represent patience,
ambition, optimism, struggle and love. Colours serve to
strengthen the density and dynamism, while strong lines
define their own consistent rhythm.

Dr. Makki graduated from the Faculty of Fine Arts
in Cairo in 1982, then went on to receive a doctorate
degree in Fine Art in 2001 from the same university.
In 2008, she received the National Award of Arts,
Sciences and Literature. She has participated in many
exhibitions around the Arab world. In 2012, she carried
out a four-month residency in Paris at Cite des Arts
with the support of the Emirates Foundation. During her
residency, she was able to experiment with new methods
and techniques, even incorporating French poetry in
her compositions.
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Dana AL MAZROUEI

Dana Al Mazrouei’s interest began at Latifa School for
Girls, where she received a GCSE and AS Level in Art, later
graduating with a Bachelor’s degree in Design. Al Mazrouei
was awarded a Sheikh Mohammed Bin Zayed Scholarship
to undertake a Master’s Degree in Art History and Museum
Studies at Sorbonne University with an internship at the
Louvre in Paris.

Al Mazrouei’s talents evolved throughout her studies, during
which time she was exposed to different cultures during her
travels around the world. Her work has been showcased
in numerous public venues in the UAE, including Harvey
Nichols, Bloomingdales, Media City, Bastakiya and Emirates
Palace. She was selected to paint the 89th level of the world’s
tallest tower, Burj Khalifa, as well as one of the five life-size
F1 replica cars during the Formula 1 Etihad Airways Abu
Dhabi Grand Prix. In 2012, Al Mazrouei was selected for a
touring exhibition, part of the ‘Art for All’ initiative by The
Sheikha Salama bint Hamdan Al Nahyan Foundation.

“Sunglasses transform from a tool protecting eyes from
sunlight to a fashion statement, and a screen hiding an
identity. By the early 20th century, celebrities used them as
a public disguise. They became stylish and multipurpose. By
covering one’s eyes and avoiding eye contact an individual's
private space is maintained. They hide the window to the
soul; concealing emotions, evoking detachment and silently
communicating. Sunglasses offer viewers a new perspective
on the work; by looking through my eyes. By viewing the
artwork as a whole, viewers form a personal perspective in
relation to the fashion statement. They become part of the
installation as they explore and in turn, are viewed differently.
Sunglasses filter the city of Abu Dhabi. The new perspective
of the urban environment develops in the viewer’s mind.”
DM.
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Shamsa AL OMAIRA

Shamsa Al Omaira is a visual artist born in Abu Dhabi.
Through her work, she conceptually explores philosophy
and the mind, which is deeply embedded in personal
experience. She expresses her ideas through a variety of
media including photography, painting, printmaking, mixed
media installation, and with found and collected materials.
Through the process of creation, her work transcends and
becomes a form for personal confessions, inspired by
historical possessions and childhood memories.

Intrigued by the machinations of the mind, Al Omaira enters
a fascinating world through her creative practice, extensive
research and philosophical theories. This leads her to
create works that question the complexity of the mind, the
reflection of thought, and conceptually corresponds assorted
mind theories with parallel personal experience.

Al Omaira’s work has been exhibited extensively both
locally and internationally, including Zayed University, and
‘Nishan’ at Bastakiya Art Fair, Dubai. She has most recently
shown at ‘Emerge II: Radiating Ports’ at the Museum of
Diocesano in Venice, Italy, in conjunction with the 2011
Venice Biennale. Her latest solo exhibition was ‘Deer in the
Headlights’” at Ghaf Art Gallery in Abu Dhabi. A body of
work entitled ‘Muted Thoughts” was exhibited at the 2012
edition of Abu Dhabi Art.

‘The work is a portrait capturing my struggle to restrain my
personality, and my frustration in wanting to be accepted.
It sums up what anyone would feel if they were asked to
withhold their character and limit their reactions to a level
that people can tolerate. The lampshade diffuses light that
hurts the eye, and in these drawings, it is used to limit my
personality - to present only that which I choose to disclose.
It is a metaphor for being trapped, hidden and concealed. The
clowns symbolise curiosity, nosiness and the games people
play. Viewing them from a distance, they are deliberately
inconspicuous. Their size indicates insignificance and weak
will.” S.0.
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Azza AL QUBAISI

Azza Al Qubaisi is a self-represented Emirati artist living and
working in the Emirate of Abu Dhabi. She studied at Chelsea
College of Art & Design and London Guildhall University.
A certified HRD diamond grader, she is pursuing an M.A.
in Cultural and Creative Industries. Al Qubaisi is the UAE’s
first jewellery artist, corporate gift and awards designer.
Founder of 2 public craft initiatives, she established the first
platform for local crafts and design, ‘Made in UAE’. She has
won several awards including the British Council 2011 YCE
Award. In addition to lecturing in universities and colleges,
Al Qubaisi has spoken at events including Dunyana: World
Energy Forum Dubai and Abu Dhabi Festival. She was the
first artist to exhibit at DIFC in 2005. Her work has appeared
in exhibitions and festivals in Qatar, Bahrain, Morocco,
Egypt, UK and Belgium as well as The 1001 Steps Festival
in Helsinki (2004) and ‘Languages of the Desert’, Abu Dhabi
(2007). Her jewellery is featured in several publications. Al
Qubaisi’s most recent initiative ‘ART Junction’ with HCT
Fujairah supports creative, young Emiratis.

‘The desert dunes, the shapes, patterns, texture and colour
of the grains of sand highlighted by a few green strokes...
There is movement in the far distance coming closer every
minute until I can see my own reflection in the eyes of the
wise man walking in front of a caravan... I imagine scenes
like this every time my skin touches the sand. I seek to know
how my ancestors felt, lived and traveled between their oases
and islands, and to understand how they balanced their needs
to sustain life. This feeds my inspiration. My work varies
Sfrom small wearable pieces to large sculpture; each series
representing different elements related to the environment,
my culture and the world around me. By experimenting
with different materials, my work incorporates ancient and
modern techniques - evident in my full scale works with palm
tree branches, a material that was the core fabric of Emirati
life only five decades ago.” A.Q.
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Hamdan Buti AL SHAMSI

Hamdan Buti Al Shamsi was born in Al Ain in 1981. He is a
self-taught photographer, graphic designer and writer. Since
childhood, he has been fond of art and sketching and has
won many school prizes and certificates of commendation.
He went on to win first prize in drawing and short story
writing as an undergraduate of UAE University. Today, he is a
freelance website and graphic designer and often undertakes
voluntary photography work. For the last five years, he has
been working as a schoolteacher and has taught courses in
graphic design and photography. Regarding his approach
to art, Al Shamsi quotes John Updike, ‘What art offers is
space - a certain breathing room for the spirit.” Al Shamsi
has participated in a number of group exhibitions around
the UAE including Abu Dhabi and Dubai. He was recently
commissioned to create site-specific digital artworks for the
Qattara Arts Centre in Al Ain.

‘Whoever is used to a whole loaf of bread, is not satisfied
by a bite’ (proverb). This is my interpretation. I believe that
a person who aims high and who has great ambition to
accomplish great things in life is someone who won't settle
for less, who has a strong will and the determination to be
innovative — no ordinary person.” H.B.S.
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‘State of Mind. 2011.
Digital mixed media.
100 x 95 cm.
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Sumayyah AL SUWAIDI

Sumayyah Al Suwaidi is a digital artist whose passion drives
her to manipulate seemingly normal, boring photographs into
masterpieces of emotions and sensuality. A giant in a small
body, Al Suwaidi moves the skies, stretches the oceans and
elevates humans to the clouds, and in it all brings out beauty
in whatever painting she decides to bring to life.

Hailed as the first female Emirati digital artist, Al Suwaidi
started her journey in 2001 with a series inspired by the late
Sheikh Zayed bin Sultan Al Nahyan. Her first exhibition was
in 2003 and since then, she has participated in numerous
exhibitions in the UAE, France, Germany, China, USA,
Morocco and Kuwait. She has received commissions by
entities such as the 50th level of Burj Khalifa, and the
Embassy of the UAE to the USA. In 2007, Al Suwaidi
established a curatorial career and went on to curate group
exhibitions promoting UAE emerging talent. She is a judge
and panelist for competitions and exhibitions, including
Watani’s art competition for the 2009 UAE National Day,
Tashkeel’s ‘Biladi’ exhibition, and the UAE Pavilion of the
2012 Shanghai Expo.

Al Suwaidi is the recipient of several awards, including
L’OFFICIEL Arab Women Award 2010 for best new talent,
later becoming a judge in 2011 and 2012; Emirates Woman
Achievers Award 2011; Emirates Woman of the Year 2011,
International Award of Petrochem GR8! Women Awards
2012. Al Suwaidi appears in the Ahlan! HOT100 and was
the only Emirati female chosen by Olay Arabia as a brand
ambassador for their Total 7 Effects campaign in 2011.

“This is one of a series of 10 artworks dedicated to those who
worked hard their entire life to reach a stage where they feel
liberated and free to think and do as they please.

Those who decided to let go of negativity and hate and to
embrace optimism, happiness and love. People who are
driven by passion to succeed and make their own path, taking
that difficult bumpy road to reach their goals and learning
something new along the way, gaining all that experience and
sharing it with others and giving a helping hand and support
to all those who need it.!  S.S.
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