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HAFIZ

The Hafiz Foundation

The Hafiz Foundation was founded in 2008 to support outstanding initiatives within the visual arts, with
a special emphasis on the greater Middle East. With the city of Dubai as its base, the Foundation aims
to become a centre for the production, preservation and promotion of the arts at large. At the heart of
the Foundation’s goals is the development of educational opportunities for disadvantaged youth. Also
central to the Foundation’s mission is serving younger artists from the Middle East, students, scholars,
curators, and art enthusiasts.

As a partner to both local and international cultural initiatives, the Foundation’s recent activities include
having supported the founding of the award-winning Middle Eastern arts magazine Bidoun, support for
local arts education programmes, as well as the organization of a series of exhibitions of selected
works drawn from The Farjam Collection.
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THE
FARJAM
COLLECTION

The Farjam Collection

The Farjam Collection is one of the most impressive privately owned collections in the world today. The
Islamic section of the collection spans the entire history of Islam, bringing together items produced
throughout the vast region between Andalusia and Mughal India. Its treasures include Quranic manu-
scripts, miniatures and illustrated books on science, mathematics and poetry, as well as finely-decorated
metalwork, lacquer, glasswork, tiles, glazed pottery, woodwork, textiles, coins, jewelry and fine carpets.
The modern and contemporary section of the collection includes works in a wide range of media by inter-
national masters such as Picasso, Braque, Renoir, Matisse, Miro, Leger, Giacometti and Basquiat. The
Collection also holds one of the foremost collections of modern and contemporary art from the Middle
East, including pivotal works by Moshiri, Ehsai, Al Rais and Moustafa.

Viewings of selected works from the collection are available free to the public through a series of curated
exhibitions held at The Farjam Collection at the Dubai International Financial Center in Dubai. A
programme of educational events offers audiences the opportunity to learn more about the works on
view and the context in which they were produced.

The Farjam Collection at the DIFC is a non-profit, non-governmental institution generously supported by
the Hafiz Foundation.
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From the birth of civilization to the present day, the Arab world has produced a multitude of gifted
artists, from painters and potters, to musicians and poets. Today, the region, and the UAE in particular,
is at the forefront of major developments in art and culture internationally. The strong support of the
governments and the ruling families, as well as the flourishing of non-profit institutions, have all
increased access and opened up educational opportunities to a wide range of audiences. By recogniz-
ing art as a career, foundations and educational institutions have also encouraged new practitioners to
enter and enrich the field.

It has been very rewarding to see our audiences at The Farjam Collection grow and diversify, and it is
a great personal pleasure and satisfaction for me to share with them a selection of Arab art drawn from
the collection. This exhibition is a candid overview of some of the artists whose stories, energies, and
imaginations have made me think in new ways about the world around us. | invite you to join me in
celebrating their achievements and the region’s radiance for which they speak.

747 =

Farhad Farjam
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Exhibition: Nujoom, or the Light of Intelligence.

Over thirty works from The Farjam Collection have been brought together in an exhibition of modern
Arab art entitled: Nujoom, “Constellations”, a beautiful title with a classical resonance, which is not
necessarily in consonance with “current trends” and even more with certain aspects of the artworks
that “manifest counter-culture”. However, this selection gives a panorama of Arab modern art of the last
half century and mainly of the three styles of its expression that have marked its history: figurative
expression, conceptual expression and the variations of calligraphy. Furthermore, neither are the new
mediums absent, nor are women artists neglected. Impertinent and provoking, they take the place that
was not given to them: where they should be mute: they shout; where they are supposed to be invisible
and submitted, they make the feminine body, suggested, transformed, or even denied with irony, the
very subject of their creations.

Be it as it may, praise must be given to the light of intelligence that guided the selection of these works,
for this beautiful choice makes us surmise the long parabola, which unites modern painting to contem-
porary creation. The exhibition also includes the works of two Egyptian pioneers of easel painting: the
masters, Mohammad Naghi (The daughter of Abd el-Rassul, 1939), and Mahmud Said (Laundry at
Kobba, 1920), the first influenced by the school of Montparnasse, and the second faithful to the school
of French impressionism of the 19th century, and whose works, quite anterior to all those that are
presented in the exhibition, give historical depth to this event. But is it not Egypt that hosted as early
as1938, at the instigation of the group, Art and Liberty, founded by the poet George Henein and the
surrealist painter Ramses Younan, the first exhibition of modern art?

The figurative painters of the exhibition are at the same time the founding fathers of this movement,
that is to say Palestinian-Lebanese, Paul Guiragossian (Jerusalem, 1926 - Beirut 1993) and Syrian
Fateh Mudarres (1922-1999), both neighbors, both contemporaries, both leaders of young Arab art of
the 1950s. Festivities (1986), by Paul Guiragossian is a magnificent canvas, so much for its drawing as
for its very joyful association of colors. The painting represents his major preoccupations: his love for
simple people, his meditation on the symbolism of vertical lines — whilst conveying rhythms and
essences of the human body — his preference for “simplified” representation, where the figures, without
volume, without shadows, without features, become signs of the universal. Farewell to the Gods in
Beirut by Fateh Mudarres, a composition in four panels, in which are crammed, in disorder, a multitude
of brown colored idols with massive heads, also plays on the blind representation of faces. Here the
artist underlines grossness, brazen indifference to human destiny and consequently to the vanity of
cults, in which they are worshipped. Fateh Mudarres’ pictorial style suggests a possible influence by
Mesopotamian statuary.

N
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This simplification of lines, inspired by antique heritage, is dominant in all the works of the Egyptian
sculptor, Adam Henein. Today aged around eighty years old, he is one of the major artists of this exhibi-
tion as well as a founding figure of modern Arab sculpture. Permeated with references to Pharaonic art
(as well as to the granite rocks of Aswan modeled by nature), the work of this renowned artist, is never
lacking humor, life and childlike naivety. This miraculous balance between opposite characters, hieratic
on the one hand and gaiety on the other — signs the work of a master. We find these exquisite qualities
in the five small bronzes of The Farjam Collection and mainly in the Owl/, and in the two effigies repre-
senting, on the one hand the famous Sheikh el-balad of the museum of Cairo (here in a dressed
version), and the other, the singer Oum Kalthoum, with her mandeel (handkerchief). These two guard-
ian genies have become under the fingers of the sculptor, forever devoted to the happiness of Egypt.

The figurative vein is also mirrored by the Syrian Marwan Qasab Bachi (born in Damascus, in 1934).
Marwan made his career in Germany — where he lives and works. This explains the expressionism of
his style which is influenced by the Northern European schools of the beginning of the 20th century. His
physical representations, face or body, are imprinted with a tragic convulsion (“beauty will be sad or will
not be” said André Breton). Nearer to us, the skillful works of Safwan Dahoul (born in 1961, in Hama),
demonstrate the extent to which figurative art continues to recruit adepts. In his work representing the
feminine nude, large bodies are represented by a dégradé of browns that confer them with a surrealistic
statue-like volume.

The new trends of conceptual art are present in several artworks in the exhibition. In Destination X by
the Lebanese, Ayman Baalbaki, a car overloaded with baggage is leaving to nowhere, a fate reserved
to a forth of today’s habitants of the planet. In her monumental banner Over my dead body, Palestinian
Mona Hatoum protests against the violence made to the bodies by the robotized soldiers. Familial
series in which the young Emirati, Lamya Gargash photographs’ depicts one star hotel lobbies with
their doubtable luxury, are variations on the theme: hotel room — essential emptiness. Several artists in
the exhibit recreate Orientalist mises-en scene: Hassan Hajjaj (Odalisque), Lalla Essaydi (Silence of
the sought), Maitha Huraiz (Behind closed doors). Thirty years ago, when Edward Said published his
thesis, we would have seen, and quite justly, an accusation of western bias. However, today this
critique is addressed to the very societies, where these scenes take place.

The third genre and theme brilliantly illustrated in the exhibition is that of calligraphy — the private
garden of Arab art and thought. Calligraphy is a fundamental subject for the Muslim world because it is
in charge of reproducing, with clarity, the Koranic message. It has been invested, from the 9th century,
with an inexhaustible and mysterious religious dimension. Many letters and many stars ensure the
passage between the world of the Creator and the material world, here below. One can insist on the

symbolic reach of their shapes, the importance of spacing, of their slants, of their lengths. Every detail
has a meaning. In modern Arab art, around the 1960s, calligraphy, removed from its religious context
became for painting theorists an undeniable factor of identity — the Western World does not possess
this treasure. In Iraq, Egypt, Syria and Morocco, these schools of painting, founded on the exploration
of the calligraphic sign, sprang up and flourished. We shall not retrace here the meanders of this
history, but will only note that the integration of graphic writing continues, quite justly, to inspire artists
and continues to appear in two forms: that of liberty and of apparent rapidity, and that of mathematical
precision that confers to the letter Pythagorean virtues. This first category includes the rebellious graffiti
of the Egyptian Fathi Hassan, and the mystical inscription and Sufi compositions of the Algerian,
Rachid Koraichi. The partisans of precision are of course the Egyptian master, Ahmed Moustafa.
Educated as a geometrician, he synthesized in a remarkable thesis the results of his research.
Between these two poles are gracefully inserted the charming compositions of Ali Omar Ermes, born
in Libya and yet another great master, those of the Syrian Khaled Al-Saai, and those of the young
Emirati Abdul Qader Al Raes, as well as the poet Adonis’ manuscript pages over which floats stones
and leaves.

Mona Khazindar
Responsible for exhibitions and collections in the Museum of the Arab World Institute
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The Farjam Collection’s wonderful initiative, “Nujoom: Constellations of Arab Art” is a welcome
surprise. After decades of promoting Arab and Iranian contemporary art, few people have been willing
to see beyond the superficial tensions and differences and to spot the shared artistic trends, sources
of inspiration and aspiration, between these two cultures. In some way, Dubai is the ‘“Third Space’ that
the critical theorist Homi Bhabha often mentions - a new area of negotiation of meaning and representa-
tion. In the last five years, Dubai has come to symbolise a kind of hybridity, where certain discourses
were put forward, examined and experienced; where both Arab and Iranian cultures, among many
others, could meet. Only now is the extent of how much they are historically and creatively intertwined
becoming evident, not only through some shared vocabulary, economic interests and religious beliefs,
but also aesthetics concerns.

The Farjam Collection was one of the first organisations to have the courage to shed light on the
similarities, close ties, and common heritage of Arab and Iranian cultures. The art in the collection has
further demonstrated the numerous enlightenments both cultures have enjoyed sharing over the
course of many centuries. Maybe it was because Farhad Farjam started collecting Islamic art that he
could spot the similarities and the complementarity earlier than others.

| don’t know when The Farjam Collection started quietly gathering such excellent work by established
Arab artists, but the selection is like hidden treasure. Today each artist represented has deservedly
achieved a reputation for being a truly inspired and inspiring talent, and will no doubt have many follow-
ers.

What is also impressive is how The Farjam Collection has captured the essence of important trends in
the recent history of Arab Art through a small number of key works. Like the Saqgakhaneh (Spiritual
Pop Art) movement in Iran in the 1960s, the Arab world also experienced a desire to differentiate itself
aesthetically from Western culture. The use of signs, traces and calligraphy was one way of express-
ing this difference, as seen in the work of Ahmed Mustafa, Ali Omar Ermes, Nja Mahdaoui and Rachid
Koraichi. Others, like Adam Henein, reference their Pharaonic sculptural heritage with a very modern
twist.

The Farjam Collection, as any other collection in the world, whether private or institutional, could
always continue to expand. Today, however, it has a very strong foundation and true gems.

Rose Issa,

London 2010
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Introduction

Nujoom: Constellations of Arab Art from The Farjam Collection aims not to be a comprehensive repre-
sentation of artistic production in the Arab world, but rather, as the title implies, a selection of artworks
that together, form a vivid picture of the region’s artistic landscape. This selection is the fruit of a
passionate collector’s journey through artists’ studios, art galleries, and auction houses across the
world. Whether pursued with determination or discovered serendipitously, these works were gleaned
because they stand out.

This approach to collecting and to curating this exhibition has the benefit of averting a predetermined
reading of the artworks, which, in the context of Arab art, too often supersedes the act of looking and
letting the art speak for itself.

The selected works cover a span of a century. Each piece tells a different story, making up a narrative
that is as chaotic, disjointed, and complicated as the history of the region over the same period. Yet,
despite their differences, challenges, and plural perspectives, the countries that constitute what is
referred to as the Arab world are also bound by strong cultural ties, and commonalities inevitably
emerge in their art.

The works of Lara Baladi, Ahmed Moustafa, Nja Mahdaoui, and Susan Hefuna, for example, are com-
posed of small, often geometric, and repetitive forms, which when assembled, create a distinctive,
larger image. Aesthetically, this sophisticated visual vocabulary of intricate detailing and the resulting
awe-inspiring effect are characteristic of traditional Islamic arts and architecture. Pre-Islamic iconogra-
phy is also often recuperated, particularly amongst Egyptian and Syrian artists as exemplified here in
the works of Mahmoud Mouktar, Chant Avedissian, and Fateh Moudarres.

If many of the artists speak of the past, and often with a degree of nostalgia, their work is also very
much relevant to today. Faisal Samra’s triptychs denounce the deceit embedded in mass media
imagery and its destabilizing effects on our self-awareness; Abdulnasser Gharem leaves literal marks
on the cityscape to question the way we live; and Hassan Hajjaj’s kitsch compositions humorously
touch on the merging of fashions and styles in a multi-cultural world.

The influence of the West is prevalent, a result of many Arab artists working in exile. Fusing stories from
their homeland, at times partially forgotten and reconstructed, with those adopted in their new environ-
ments, these artists fertilize the narratives on both sides. Walid Raad, who lives and works in New York,
manipulates records of Lebanon’s recent history by adding a little beauty to it, while Ayman Baalbaki’s
work Destination X is the poignant reminder of the anonymity that comes with exile.

It is also important to remark on the female artists who feature in the exhibition. The strength of their
work both contradicts stereotypes as to the gender bias of talent, and reinforces the function of imagery
as discourse in contexts where freedom is suppressed. By writing on the bodies of women and photo-
graphing them in poses reminiscent of Orientalist paintings, Lalla Essaydi presents herself, and the
women she photographs, as storytellers in their own right. In Over My Dead Body, Mona Hatoum'’s
ongoing thematic interests in physical vulnerability and resistance are escalated to ones of sacrifice
and defiance.

The artists in the exhibition, a sample of those included in The Farjam Collection at large, reflect the
seasoned taste of a serious collector. Defying predictable categorizations, they offer a powerful
reminder that letting art speak for itself encourages curiosity and sparks fresh perspectives. All we have
to do is look carefully and take notice.

Emilie Faure
Collection and Exhibitions Manager
The Farjam Collection

19



20

Losia

LSy 58 s vy gpndl Al 8 il £ G531 aan ALeLi B0 0350 0T I oo ¥l esaana Oy ool &) JLac¥ 050 S spusad” b o
gl iy 855 GIS ALkl Ldll Jlae¥ [Laal kil sia s Gl gils e da 8 ysem bas anss Sl 201 Jlae¥ ] (ya 5l degans cilgic Lo
OIS 5T e timy Lubae oy JlaeW T 08 e Jamall o5 s allall ol psans 3 a3l oligas 2adll Gajalls (Gl anlye 3 G811 Glie aaY
Ayl Ll dabadl e T, olole yas LSl (ol 138 8 Susase Lld diniall jaaas Ledlax]

JLAL‘YIGMJ!JJQJJIQUJQ&LA}QJ&&J’A‘L}‘Y L@M}M|JL¢;§”S;|‘)§ ML‘:"'UUJ‘_)AJJLPJ’-LI |MSJ|J!U_5‘93§A§J|JLALFY|&%L;§%,\9LJY| lia

5 s U1 3 Lually Iy (SSaag Ligeinsd T pew doiiill oS3l Gahias Tl (gioad (S alid S cale Bl gas e S 5,5al JlaeY|
ke el By g8 Ll ke Lpman ool Al g (16 2L 11 el gs cbusnTlly SSERYI o n 1 e (S5 5 55l1 ki B3 il
Sl a ] i g JSs ks

Lo oo Lpnan e U3 85,005 ucusin wlaiale (o Llle 08 0S8 JBL s e Lt 5150y gslage s dan Gilaiany guly 1Y Jlecl
Llalall by Dl Leadlea | 8 Loally (y3al] lane Cya Suine Jaalis Cpo 8 gl Lyemd| sl ikl sia ias «Lllea - 15asi SiSTg ST 8 yum il
el 3l (sl by i ssane Jlael b Ll play LS sl cppall il Jlael b Zunls L5 il

5 yans oot L5 ool &y Alom 13 adlac 51 ¥ Ll cyo s oo Wiy e el e (ysiamis o pall Gl (o sl 5 m w1 e
Se Uil £ 3l e Gigall o clodle ol ealill e o cpm b e 3111 Gaeg 1l e alls 35 a05leY ] ysenll o 331 g 13l 03
sanie alle g3 SLall ol s gros Ulie 1 55k 48 o om pmam Jlael g3 Laludl Sl GS15 LT bl Lbla o s 3 i bl
Losla s

SIS e il oyl o5 dae 3 JISEY o Uit (gl il all G5 n L3S Ly 11 A Sln B £ s Sl ol
Siad Sasandl agilhgh cyo Lagiionl I elfs o Busin & Lo 13 51 Lo (155 Lo ¥ Qe 3 1 (Y agilag ol pros ke e ellig piaell
o) gl il Jeall Sk pn b cl] wllaall o Julil ¢ ad] 3k e asall Gl oyl GUS g b Jonas Ghns ill cae ly

il Bl b 5Lyl 33y s3] Saglly (Salay o 4pnlial

il 3 55y ST Lange sk $patl] Lilaall ypeall sanali allee] 858 1 3] wodall b ol Latl bl Jlael e ol lulos LT agdl oo
el elagd i JICAT 3 oot psseady e bl sl e LESI 3y (pad - olall Daalill e ldl 3 Cllan lsm ol 3 ypenll Loty oo 4513
ol Al Ldae 8 ashla e Bl Jaal$ g b - Gaseaills Dl gl ol pan ol i Goa s ol ol o Lilly peadi goncadl ¥Y 4

ALl (gal Jsadll S50 4613 e cmanll Sall Zen il ) S 613 gl & S35 a s daiadl eliiemill gunti Jlae¥ sin . 2dl] Jlae¥ - LY 4o
olimd oy 53005 ling Sl ga <l Uil Lo S oA gl o cll JLae¥T 1 L1l 0

Losd oo

plasd desane 8 obuially 2 )lal) 8 pae

27



22

MAHMOUD SAID

The Egyptian artist Mahmoud Said is one of the Arab world's greatest modern painters. His works are
often records of his travels, which retain the mark of his origins even in depictions of foreign land-
scapes. Said was born in Alexandria and painted the city's old harbour on several occasions. A lover
of the sea, he considered all his paintings as infused with the energy of a sea-born journey.

View of Sirros, 1949, shows the vivid Greek sun as a sculptor of shapes and shadows. The influences
of both cubism and naturalism permeate the painting, granting it with a rare, three-dimentional quality
unlike the artworks produced by some of his contemporaries in the region. Laundry at Kobba depicts
a scene of clothes drying in the Royal Palace of Kobba, in Alexandria. While still a young artist, the
work announces Said’s skill at capturing light and the confidence in his brushstrokes.
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VIEW OF SIRROS, 1949, OIL ON CANVAS, 71 X 91CM
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LAUNDRY AT KOBBA, 1920, 60 X 37.5 CM
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ADAM HENEIN

Egyptian artist Adam Henein is one of the most
reputed living sculptors internationally. Drawing
from Pharaonic art, Egyptian and Greek antiqui-
ties, and the work of European modernists such
as Brancusi, Henein’s foremost artistic preoccu-
pation has been that of form.

While his sculptures are often sparse and mini-
malist, Henein’s talent at choosing a single detalil
to reveal the essence of his subject is clearly
manifest in both Om Kalthoum and The Owl. In
Om Kalthoum, the abstracted figure is made
recognisable from the signature handkerchief
the famous singer held in her hand during her
concerts. In The Owil, the bird’s round, glassy
eyes shed light over its kind.
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OM KALTHOUM, 2008, BRONZE, 160 X 50 X 50CM
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MAHMOUD MOUKTAR

Egyptian artist Mahmoud Mokhtar left a lasting
mark on the Arab world’s artistic landscape. His
renowned monumental statue Nahdit Misr
(Egypt's Renaissance) ushered Egyptian sculp-
ture into modernity. Depicting a sphinx rising and
a peasant woman unveiling, the work reconciled
Egypt’s ancient history with the transformations
at play in the country’s modernization.

Meeting The Man relates to the themes boldy
expressed in Nahdit Misr. In the form of a
staunch peasant woman unveiling, Mouktar
simultaneously represents the strength of a
nation attached to its roots, and the hunger for
female emancipation. Noble and proud, his
contemporary subjects pay homage to their herit-
age while also longing for a more progressive
future.
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MOHAMMAD NAGHI

Egyptian artist Mohammad Naghi studied the art
of ancient Egypt before moving to France. There,
he met Monet and his style took the mark of
Impressionist influences. His style also reflects
the influence of the group La Chimere of which he
was a member alongside other illustrious artists
such as Mahomud Said and Mahmoud Mukhtar.

In Daughter of Abd-el Rassoul, Naghi depicts a
young woman from the wealthy Abd-el Rassoul
family. The young woman’s style of dress was
popular in Luxor in the 30’s, at the time and place
when the work was painted.
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RASHID KORAICHI

Born into a family of Sufis, Algerian artist Rashid
Koraichi spent his youth surrounded by mysti-
cism. Following art training in both his native
country and later France, Koraichi asserted his
style by integrating his early interest in numerol-
ogy, writing, and inscription into his work. Aversa-
tile practitioner, Koraichi often collaborates with
artisans to produce works in a wide range of
media. In addition to his influence as an artist,
Koraichi has also asserted himself as a commit-
ted defendant of the political struggles of other
artists and intellectuals across the Middle East.

Untitled, 1981, exemplifies Koraichi’s style of
laying a bold, graphic black character over a
smaller set of inscriptions. Here, he uses red and
blue, an unusual addition to his typically black
and white works.
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PAUL GUIRAGOSSIAN

Armenian artist Paul Guiragossian was born in
Jerusalem and later moved to Beirut where he
became a Lebanese citizen. His works are popu-
lated with elongated and solemn figures reminis-
cent of the Byzantine-style icons that surrounded
him as a child. Painted in thick strokes and
crowded against each other, they blend into the
background, testifying to the influence of Modern-
ist painters on Guiragossian’s style.

Festivites is a striking example of his signature
style. Depicting anonymous and interchange-
able characters in brilliant colours, the artist man-
ages to fuse melancholy and celebration in an
arresting exposure of the duality in all emotions.
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FATEH MOUDARRES

Syrian artist Fateh Moudarres’ distinctive style borrows from ancient and primitive Syrian arts and the
work of Surrealist painters. An acute observer of his surroundings and deeply moved by the burden of
others, Moudarres nonetheless succeeded in painting suffering without pathos, displaying in his work
the elegant restraint proper to great modern masters.

In his monumental piece Farewell To The Gods In Beirut, Moudarres depicts Beirut’'s demise following
the Lebanese civil war. Ravaged by conflict and the collapse of basic servicing, Beirut went from being
the emblem of paradise in the Middle East, to a place of inhospitable gloom. Typical of his work, objects
and subjects are treated alike, creating a sense of chaos that questions political leadership and, as the
title suggests, bids farewell to glorious days.
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FAREWELL TO THE GODS IN BEIRUT, 1986, 120 X 79CM
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MONA HATOUM

Palestinian, Lebanese-born artist Mona Hatoum has a flair for transforming familiar objects and places
into frightening and unfamiliar ones. Famed for her large-scale installations, her work explores the
vulnerability and resistance of our bodies within the spaces they are made to occupy.

Vulnerability and resistance are also the topic of Over My Dead Body, a large billboard banner on
which a miniature toy soldier ascends the artist’s profile. The play with scale, the radicalism of the state-
ment, and the resolve in Hatoum’s face gives the work’s anti-war message a feminist tone.
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OVER MY DEAD BODY, 1988, INKJET ON PVC, 204 X 305CM
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NJA MAHDAOUI

Tunisian artist Nja Mahdaoui revisits kufic script to create geometric works of intricate detailing which
he refers to as ‘calligrams,’” or beautiful writing. Rather than write specific words, Mahdaoui breaks
down the forms and structures of the letters, playing with scale, lines, and colors.

Untitled, 1990, is a stunning and unusual example of Mahdaoui’s work. A versatile artist, Mahdaoui
paints on many surfaces but mostly in bold, primary colors. In this work on melamine, the intricate
calligraphic patterns glisten on the surface as though having just emerged, revealed by light. The
similarity of the colors used gives the work an evanescent quality, further enhanced by the arrange-
ment of the two main forms that appear as though merging. The combination of this elusive composi-
tion with the precision of its letter-based fabric creates a sense of poetic wonder and affirms that a
visual vocabulary, disconnected from linguistics and unconcerned with meaning, can be all the more
eloquent.
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UNTITLED, 1990, CALLIGRAM ON MELAMINE, 132 X 307CM
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ALI OMAR ERMES

The work of Libyan artist Ali Omar Ermes is
recognizable from the large scale Arabic letters
that typically serve as the centrepieces of his
paintings. Painted in broad brushstrokes and
bold colours, each single letter appears as a
portrait, with distinctive traits and features. The
simplicity of his compositions bears the mark of
Eastern influences gleaned during his travels.

Untitled exemplifies Ermes’ larger body of work.
By giving such prominence to a letter, the artist
pays homage to language and the pivotal role
that literary traditions have played on cultural
and artistic developments in the Arab world.
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AHMED MOUSTAFA

A scholar of classical Arabic calligraphy, Ahmed Moustafa is also a reputed practitioner. His work is
seeped in religious themes and often integrates verses or words from the Holy Quran. While he pays
homage to a long tradition of Islamic calligraphic arts, his conceptual style and innovative technique
are decidedly contemporary. Overlaying both fluid and geometric calligraphic forms with vibrant colors,
he creates pieces of striking visual impact.

Cubic forms are a recurrent feature of Moustafa’s work and hint at the Ka'bah, the sanctuary in Mecca
whose name in Arabic translates to 'cube.’ The purity of the shape and the possibility of its infinite repeti-
tion are considered testimonies to Allah’s creative power. In The Limitlessness of God’s Continents,
Moustafa turns to the cube to express his belief of multiplicity, vastness, and immeasurability within the
unity of a monotheistic God. In Meditation on Three Themes From Sura Ya'Sin, Mostafa explores Sura
Ya Sin, considered in The Prophet Muhammad’s sayings (hadith) as the holiest Sura in the quran.
According to the numerical value attached to the 28 Arabic letters, Ya' equals ten and Sin equals sixty.
The ratio between them is hence 1:6, the same as the ratio between any side of the cube and the cube
itself. What Moustafa presents in this piece are 3 of 6 thematic variations, touching upon the multiple
insights derived from repeated reading and meditating the Holy Book.
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FAISAL SAMRA

Born in Bahrain of Saudi nationality, Faisal Samra works in a variety of media including painting, sculp-
ture, performance and photography. In his earlier works such as Heads No 01, Samra uses raw canvas
as the skin of his three-dimensional “heads” to explore the physicality of painting and sculpture.

His more recent body of work including the series titled Distorted Reality denounces mass media’s
manipulation of visual information and the resulting internal conflicts with regards to notions of identity
and desire. Distorted Reality #19 is a three-part photographic documentation of the artist in perform-
ance. As in other works from this series, Samra is engaged in a battle with the fabric and gear that
covers most of his body and face. Inspired by the world of advertising, Samra’s work speaks of the
deceit embedded in sales-driven imagery, and its destabilizing effects on our self-awareness.
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DISTORTED REALITY #19, DIGITAL PRINT ON PAPER MOUNTED ON ALUMINIUM, 90 X 360CM
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HASSAN HAJJAJ

Hassan Hajjaj is a reputed Moroccan designer and artist whose signature style blends elements drawn
from high-end and popular culture. Many of his photographs are a humorous take on the merging of
Western and Eastern fashion in contemporary urban lifestyles. His pieces are often framed with every-
day objects, a nod to his favourite artist Andy Warhol.

In Odalisque, Hajjaj revisits the figure of the odalisque, one of the preferred subjects of nineteenth
century Orientalist painters. The exotic refinement and demureness of the odalisque was seen as a
promise of the East’s luxuriousness and accessibility, contributing to the imperialist agenda. In this
piece, however, the odalisque as symbol of the Orient’s passivity and availability is dismissed in favour
of a woman that exudes confidence and self-awareness.
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ODALDALISQUE, 2000-2007, MONOCHROME DIGITAL PRINT INSET WITH CARTONS
AND GLASS JARS MOUNTED ON BOARD IN ARTIST'S FRAME, 131 X 93CM
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YOUSSEF NABIL

Egyptian artist Youssef Nabil’'s photographic
works read like movie stills, moments captured
from a larger narrative. His technique of hand-
coloring the surface gives the works an aged
look, recalling the golden age of Egyptian
cinema. His portraits of Arab writers, singers and
film stars show them in a candid light.

In his portrayal of the famous Egyptian belly-
dancer and actress Fifi Abdo, Nabil highlights
her voluptuous features, suggesting both self-
awareness and detachment in her pose. Infused
with Nabil’s dreamy aesthetic, the piece speaks
of desire and longing.
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WALID RAAD

Lebanese artist Walid Raad is the founder of The
Atlas Group, a fictional collective dedicated to
recording the recent history of Lebanon. His
work produced for The Atlas Group draws aware-
ness to the various ways in which history is told
and, at times, manipulated. Working mostly in
film, photography, and video, Raad also explores
the ways in which these media document the
personal narratives behind traumatic historical
events.

1 Only Wish That I Could Weep, is attributed to a
Lebanese Army intelligence officer, Operator
#17, who was assigned to monitor the Corniche,
a seaside boardwalk in Beirut. From 1996
onwards, the officer decided to videotape the
sunset instead of his assigned targets. This vide-
otape, donated by Operator #17 to The Atlas
Group in 1998, recounts the operator’s experi-
ences on the Corniche.
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HALIM AL-KARIM

This work by Iraqgi artist Halim Al-Karim bears the marks of the traumatic experience the artist under-
went during the first Gulf War. Condemned to spending three years in a hole in the desert to escape
the compulsory military service of a regime he was opposed to, Al-Karim relied on the generosity of a
Bedouin woman who taught him about mysticism and spirituality.

Untitled, from the series Urban Witness, follows Al-Karim’s hallmark format and style of a photographic
triptych comprised of three blurred faces. The out-of-focus images imply political uncertainty, decep-
tion, and erasure. The choice of children as subjects hovering against the background like ghosts, the
sealing of their mouths, and the striking quality of their eyes emphasize the unspoken horrors of war.
The combination of innocence and brutality manifest in this work mirrors the artist’'s own experience
as a vulnerable, muted, and involuntary witness in a prolonged conflict.
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UNTITLED 1, FROM KING'S HAREEM SERIES, 2008, PHOTOGRAPHED LAMBDA PRINT, 225 X 100 CM
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UNTITLED, FROM THE SERIES URBAN WITNESS, 2002, PHOTOGRAPH IN LAMBDA PRINT TRIPTYCH, 138 X 300CM
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LALLA ESSAYDI

The composition Lalla Essaydi’s photographic
work is in appearance quite simple: calligraphy
strewn across staged scenes of Morrocan
women. And yet their execution is dauntingly
pain-staking: rather than to overlay the calligra-
phy upon the completed photograph, Essaydi
writes directly on the women’s skin and their
surroundings, covering all surfaces with thin
lines of calligraphy in henna.

While Essaydi’s work is impactful in itself, posing
important questions such as the circumscription
of women under colonial discourse, her
art-making process brings a further dimension to
her message. By using her own hand and a mate-
rial associated with femininity to write over
scenes loosely reminiscent of Orientalist paint-
ings, Essaydi reclaims domestic and social
spaces and presents herself, as well as all the
women she photographs, as storytellers in their
own right.
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CHANT AVEDISSIAN

Chant Avedissian’s stencils of iconic performers
and public figures are a reminder of those who
represented Egypt’s social and political heyday
in the fifties and sixties, when securalism and
democratization were on a high. In 1991, Avedis-
sian started painting the many icons of the Nile,
and specifically portraits of the legendary Om
Kalthoum, the Arab world’s most revered singer,
as a response to the first invasion of Iraq.

Om Kalthoum is still today, 35 years after her
death, a unifying figure in the Middle East and
remains a best seller in the charts in the region.
A symbol of the birth of a nation, she conveyed
for decades the essence of love, loss and pan-
Arabism. In Forever Om, Avedissian layers her
over a background of Pharaonic, Islamic, Otto-
man and socialist iconography, paying homage
not only to the glory of Egypt in the sixties, but to
the rich cultural heritage of the Arab world at
large. The colourful assortment of references
implies positive momentum. While nostalgic for
times lost, Avedissian suggests that the future
may also be bright.
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FOREVER OM, 2005, COLOUR PIGMENT ON CORRUGATED CARDBOARD, 250 X 150 CM
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MARWAN

Syrian artist Marwan lives and works in
Germany. Drawing inspiration from German
expressionist painters of the early 20th century,
he paints distorted forms in bold colors. The
intense emotion captured in his works is further
enhanced by Marwan’s approach to painting.
Instead of tools, the artist uses his hands to
apply the paint to the canvas. The finger prints,
often visible on the surface, add a physical
dimension and vibrancy to the works.

In Marionette, the artist tackles the portrait as a
landscape, laying the figure down against a bold
background and dissolving the human features
into broad patches of colour.
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SAFWAN DAHOUL

The uniqueness of Syrian artist Safwan Dahoul’s
style finds its roots in ancient Assyrian and
pharaonic art, as well as the work of European
masters. Yet despite the variety of Dahoul’s influ-
ences, his aesthetics and choice of subject
matter are consistent and recognizable. His
paintings, usually painted in ochre and black,
depict women in languid poses with sculptural
features and large, melancholy eyes.

Dahoul’s signature style is particularly well
suited to this piece, titled Dream. The tight fram-
ing around the head and the thin rim that outlines
the face like a mask, focus the viewer’s gaze on
the woman’s haunted expression.

Sl 3ilal Jlel s Sad duse dlly d,es¥ ) dasudll
e il U1 e il oS G ) e oK1 yY)
385 g pmdlsall oolialy Jsals olilea o Y] aslu
Sl Bole Logu bl dlagl Lalldl malgy cull 3o

Sy daaly Gsaes

Ousiall Gl Jaall 13a g3 il Suall Joal Ciloa sl
Gl Glsalls pul ] Jom Gl bl A 5 pla
aalall Jaad lls g Gl selis dale iy dagll aaas il

YU e lall BT, day ol s e S5

REVE, 2007, OIL ON CANVAS, 185 X 185CM
aes VA0 VA0 aled e ey I, Yoo Voala

81



82

ABDULNASSER GHAREM

Saudi Arabian artist Abdulnasser Gharem is both a prominent figure in his country's artistic revival, and
a major in the Saudi army. Improbable combinations are applicable to his artistic style, one that defeats
assumptions and precludes categorization. Working in many different media including photography,
performance, installation, and video arts, Gharem uses the streets as his studio to highlight social and
ecological issues at play in urban environments.

In The Path, Gharem pays homage to the inhabitants of a village, who upon hearing that heavy rain
was to sweep down their valley, took refuge under a nearby bridge. When the flood came, it washed
away the villagers and the bridge. Gharem covered the remains of this bridge with the words: Al Siraat
(the path' or 'the way'). Imbued with spiritual connotations, the term Al Siraat refers to both the choices
one makes in life and the bridge between this world and the next in Islamic faith.
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[HE PATH, 2007, DURATRAN PRINT IN LIGHTBOX, 70 X 120CM
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LARA BALADI

Born in Lebanon of Lebanese-Egyptian parents, Lara Baladi has lived in Beirut, Paris, London and
Cairo, where she currently resides. Exploring the passage of time and the accumulation of traces left
behind, Baladi’s work is often layered with multiple stories and relates to the artist’s Islamic heritage.

The concept for Kaleidoscope was drawn from Baladi’s piece Roba Vecchia, a large-scale kaleido-
scope that visitors walked into to view. In both works, the intricate patterns of shapes and colours are
computerized amalgams of countless images. The effect produced is reminiscent of the arabesque, an
elaborative repetitive form prevalent in Islamic arts. Traditionally used as a visual expression of infinity,
the motif is here revisited as a scintillating digital collage. Pointing to the saturation of visual information
that characterises the modern era, the work questions the make-up of what inspires awe in us today.
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KALEIDOSCOPE, 2007, ACETATE ON MIRROR POLISHED STAINLESS STEEL, 153 X 300CM
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EMNA MASMOUDI

Tunisian artist Emna Masmoudi’s work speaks of
her homeland, a place cloaked in warm light.
Trained as a painter, Masmoudi has worked with
a variety of materials including metal, wood,
sand, and wax, complementing the earthliness
of her colour palette.

In A L'aube, the house, shimmering in the
distance, seems warped by the effects of flood-
ing light. Oscillating between the real and the
imagined, the work evokes the hazy state in
between forgetting and recollecting.
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FADI YAZIGI

Syrian artist Fadi Yazigi is both a reputed painter
and sculptor. Interested in the “first touch” on an
artwork, Yazigi strives to preserve his first crea-
tive expression intact, without additions or
changes. This philosophy leads to works that are
bold and crude, a style that suits the illustration
of his favoured themes of anger and despair.

Quasimodo is a strong example of Yazigi’'s work
in bronze and an unusual take on the famous
character in Victor Hugo’s novel The Hunchback
of Notre Dame. Half-animal, half-human,
Yazigi’'s work touches of the discomfort in
acknowledging humanity in hybrid or improbable
forms.
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KHALED AI-SAAI

Khaled Al-Saai, a young Syrian artist, learned
calligraphy from an early age and practiced by
copying the texts of great Arab poets. Following
formal training in both calligraphy and painting,
Al-Saai broke away from the rigid rules of tradi-
tional calligraphy and found his own style as a
painter. Informed by both calligraphy and poetry,
his works are abstract variations on both.

Al Saai is particularly interested in the symbolic
origins and attributes of individual letters, and
considers each one as invested with meaning
and sentiment. In this piece, rather than combin-
ing letters to reveal meaning through words, he
manipulates the form of individual letters to
capture their underlying essence. The result is a
work of great energy that emphasizes the musi-
cality of the script.
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LAMIA NAJI

Following the death of her partner, Moroccan artist Lamia Naji delved into photography as a means to
escape the trauma of the experience.

The resulting series of works, titled Vertigo, explore empty interiors and the immensity of natural land-
scapes. The words that came to her as she spontaneously photographed her surroundings serve as
titles for the works. Conjuring up an absent person, these titles heighten the absence and sense of loss
conveyed in the imagery.
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AND | WOKE UP ALONE 2008, COLOUR PRINT, 90 X 120CM
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KHALED BIN SLIMANE

While also a talented painter, Khaled Ben
Slimane asserted his reputation as a ground-
breaking artist in the field of ceramics. His inter-
est in ceramic finds its roots in his native region
of Nabeul in Tunisia, a region known for its
pottery-making. After his studies, Slimane
traveled to Japan to study ceramic craftsman-
ship. There, formal principles were infused with
spirituality, a synthesis Slimane brought to his
own work. Borrowing from outside influences as
well as from his own rich artistic heritage,
Slimane defined his unique style and contributed
to reviving Islamic pottery traditions.

Slimane’s distinctive style is perhaps best char-
acterized by his use of primary colours — used to
symbolize earth, fire, air and water — heightened
with black swirling brushstrokes. His pieces
often display words with religious connotations,
and phrases such as Allah (God), er-Rouh ('the
soul'), or Huwa ('He’ often used to evoke God).
Religious meaning can also be read in the works’
shapes and forms. In Ceramic Ill, for example,
the cone shape imparts the piece with a sense of
ascension further enhanced by the upward slant
of the letters painted on the surface.
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BRICK OF WALL, 2008, CERAMIC SCULPTURE ON MARBLE CERAMIC III, 2008, CERAMIC CONE, 102 X 31 CM
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SUSAN HEFUNA

Susan Hefuna draws from her dual Egyptian-German identity to create works imbued with a sense of
ambiguity.

As many of her pieces, Blind Angst alludes to the mashrabiya, the carved wood latticework the covers
the windows of traditional Arab homes to protect women from public view while also allowing them to
see outside. In this piece, the words ‘Blind’ and ‘Angst,’ inscribed in the centre of each wooden panel,
can only be read from a certain angle and distance. The choice of words, as well as their partial
concealment, makes a forceful statement about the ramifications of seclusion.
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ADONIS

Considered to be one of the Arab world's greatest living poets, Adonis’ long and prolific career in the
field has undoubtedly influenced his style as an artist. Reputed for his influential role in defining an
Arab-specific modernism in poetry, Adonis’ vision of modernity is the expression of a mystical state of
mind influenced by Sufi traditions.

In these collages on paper, Adonis has arranged pieces of organic material such as felt, thread, wool
and stone in shapes reminiscent of human and animal forms. A testament to the artist’s literary inclina-
tions, the forms are pressed over elegant lines of script that run across the white paper like underlying
prophecies. Succinct and evocative, these works touch on the essence of things, like poems.
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UNTITLED, 2008, MIXED MEDIA ON PAPER, 35 X SOCM, (3 WORKS)
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MAITHA HURAIZ

A promising emerging Emirati artist, Maitha
Huraiz’s burgeoning career also involves curato-
rial roles in which she has pushed forward the
artistic accomplishments of her local peers. Test-
ing new terrains as both an artist and a young
curator, Huraiz is dedicated to questioning the
presumption that Arab art is a revisiting of the
past.

The photographic works pertaining to her series
Behind Closed Doors reflect on the values of
Emirati society. Exploring the private sphere and
the issue of secrecy, Huraiz’s work also
expresses the sense of invisibility she feels as a
young woman and the imposed duality of her
identity.
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LAMYA GARGASH

In a fast-paced country committed to the future,
Emirati artist Lamya Gargash takes a step back
and focuses on what was left behind.

In Familial Series, displayed at the UAE pavilion
during the 2009 Venice Biennial, Gargash photo-
graphed the varied interiors of one-star hotels.
Her images of modest and empty lobbies and
hotel rooms show the lesser-known side of the
nation’s hospitality industry and speak more
generally of the transience of our times.
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ABDUL QADER Al RAES

Self-taught Emirati artist Abdul Qader Al Raes
learned painting by copying the works of great
masters. His realist works draw inspiration from
the artist’s home country, chronicling the vanish-
ing forms of its traditional architecture. Painted in
soft beiges and blues, the works reflect the
colour palette of the desert. In his more recent
work, Al Raes moves into abstraction, laying
geometric and calligraphic forms over realist
imagery.

Al Sakeena of his Serenity Series exemplifies
the style of his latest works. His signature use of
small floating squares, which also appear in his
realist work, complements abstracted
calligraphic forms hinted at under vibrant
colours. The use of watercolour, his medium of
choice, gives the work an ethereal quality.
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AYMAN BAALBAKI

Ayman Baalbaki’s artistic trajectory is entwined
with that of his Lebanese homeland. Born in
1975, Baalbaki spent his childhood and teenage
years escaping violence.

In Destination X, the artist draws inspiration from
his experience as a refugee to create a work that
speaks both of despair and hope. The humour in
the excessive piling of personal belongings atop
a small car is counterbalanced by the latent
absence of human figure, a poignant reminder of
the anonymity that comes with exile.
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