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 The elevation of the profile of contemporary art in the UAE is a personal interest of mine. 
Creating greater public awareness of the visual arts and their practitioners is essential in 
preserving the UAE’s cultural heritage, and exhibitions such as “MinD/Body” also serve to 
highlight the development of new trends and techniques and explore modern innovative 
means of expression. By pledging my support to this exhibition, I hope to promote interest 
in local contemporary art and inspire artists in the UAE, particularly emerging talents, to 
enter into and actively participate in exciting new realms of artistic creativity.
 The role of art in the development of cultural and social awareness can never be 
underestimated. Now in its fourth edition, “MinD” (Made in Dubai), is a platform intended 
to showcase local artists and enhance the communication and cultural exchange within 
the UAE’s composite community. It can be perceived as an authentic tool for cultural 
mediation and integration.
 “MinD/Body” truly focuses on the UAE and the Gulf region, bringing to international 
attention a phenomenon too often overlooked - performance and body related artworks. 
While Middle Eastern artists have deservedly gained international attention and recognition 
for their contribution to the visual art scene since the mid 1990s, in reality, artists from the 
Gulf have been actively contributing to the contemporary art scene since the early 1980s, 
mostly without being acknowledged for their role. This exhibition aims to acknowledge the 
importance and the pioneering role of some of the artists presented in the development 
of contemporary art in the region. Amongst them Hassan Sharif, Mohammed Kazem, and 
Abdullah Al Saadi, all of them are internationally acclaimed whilst their work is showcased 
in major biennials & exhibitions worldwide.
 The importance of this exhibition does not lie in an attempt to drive attention onto a 
“local” phenomenon, but rather in highlighting the international relevance of the work 
developed in the region by number of artists who deserve and should gain full international 
recognition.

H.H. Sheikh Zayed bin Sultan bin Khalifa Al Nahyan
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 DUCTAC’s Gallery of Light aims to provide an innovative forum, collaborating with both local and 
international artists and curators as well as providing a platform for emerging artists whose work 
has rarely or never been exhibited in the UAE.
 Launched in 2010, “MinD” (Made in Dubai) is the Gallery’s alternative art platform and aims to 
function as a barometer, reflecting the state and mood of art in the UAE. “MinD” serves to advance 
the cultural dialogue in the UAE, to provoke public interest, input and debate around new artistic 
developments, encouraging fresh thinking and new ways of viewing and appreciating contemporary 
art. “MinD” is part of our ongoing initiative to provide a platform for UAE-based artists, in order to 
build a dynamic and vital foundation for visual arts in the Emirates. 
 We are extremely privileged to have His Highness Sheikh Zayed bin Sultan bin Khalifa Al 
Nahyan as patron of the “MinD/Body” exhibition. On behalf of DUCTAC I would like to extend my 
sincere gratitude for His Highness’es invaluable support and generous contribution towards the 
exhibition and catalogue. The honour of this patronage is certainly indicative of the ever increasing 
significance of the exhibition and I am confident that His Highness Sheikh Zayed bin Sultan bin 
Khalifa Al Nahyan’s endorsement will serve to further highlight the quality and development of art in 
the UAE.
 I would also like to congratulate Cristiana de Marchi on curating such a superb exhibition. The 
group of artists whose work comprises this year’s exhibition represents a truly fascinating cross 
section of the wealth of artistic talent that is present in this region today and Cristiana’s vision and 
expertise have resulted in a collection of work that is both engaging and enlightening. I would 
also like to express our sincere thanks to Mohammed Kazem, who, after curating 2012’s “MinD” 
exhibition, has continued to offer his valuable time and support as an advisor for this year’s show.

Joseph Fowler
General Manager 

Foreword
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Since ancient times, artists have visually recreated and re-evaluated the human body. 
Representations of the body are not merely works of art but can also be read as social documents; 
paintings and sculptures are direct vehicles of history. Over the centuries, the representation of the 
human figure has played different roles in different societies.
 To a certain degree all art embodies crystallised history, allowing its cultural values to be portrayed 
through the iconography of art. For example, cultural attitudes and a society’s understanding of 
sexuality can often be seen through the depictions of the human figure. In traditions like the portrait 
and the nude the human body is portrayed as a sight to be gazed at, reflecting the concern of 
artists to communicate the same kind of ideas. And among the many changing themes of art, one 
of the most enduring is Man himself. 
 The ancient Greeks and the Italian Renaissance artists held the view that the human body should 
personify ‘perfect’ forms of balance and symmetry, culminating in equal proportions. The Greek 
artists chose a much more naturalistic ideal of beauty, based on sound knowledge of the human 
figure (although it is still really an ideal, in the way it is formalised). The Egyptians in comparison 
made symbols of reality by reducing the human figure into simple geometric shapes. In ancient 
Egypt, artists had strict rules imposed upon them with regard to the representation of the body, the 
description of everyday life and the journey to death and the afterlife.
 For much of the Middle Ages, the ability of observation is as if asleep, while the pictorial 
narrative flourishes to the dictates of the church. Images of the human body were transcendent and 
hierarchical. 
 With the development of humanism and popular awakening of earthly life and with the resurgence 
of scientific interest for man and his environment in the fifteenth century, we arrive at rebirth. No 
longer during this period was the body regarded as a sinful instrument which must be hidden or 
as something sacred that must not be anatomically investigated. Classical ideals were returning 
and artists were the first heralds of the new age. No doubt the scientific study of the nude and the 
anatomy of the human body is basically an innovation of the Renaissance. 
 Artists were taking an interest in the accurate representation of the human form and because of 
this, naturalism in art was revived (1450-1550). Depiction of the human form returns to the classics 
and in a period of just 250 years, we move from the shape and monumental space of Giotto (1266-
1337) and Masaccio (1401-1428), through Leonardo da Vinci (1452-1519) and Michelangelo 
(1475-1564), to the lavish waste of the periods of Baroque and Rococo, in the seventeenth and 
eighteenth centuries.
 The pursuit of aesthetics for those educated in the eighteenth century did not belong to art 
academies and paintings alone, but was a way of life. The body increasingly became a visible and 
tangible medium through which artists could transmit codes of aesthetics that were also interpreted 
as codes of ethics. Eagleton points out in The Ideology of the Aesthetic (1990), “The beautiful is just 
political order lived out on the body, the way it strikes the eye and stirs the heart”.
 Cultural ideologies harnessing scientific exactness to artistic beauty were the canons on which 
paintings and sculptures were produced. The human body was seen by eighteenth century artists 
as a tool from which to learn. The body, whether real or artificial, dead or alive, took on many guises 
as a physical being to be scientifically explored and artistically rendered. 
 Until the eighteenth century, painting of the nude was predominantly based on the male figure. 
At the turn of the century, however, painting of the nude became increasingly painting of the female 
nude. Women continued to be absent as producers of art, but were ever more present as objects of 
painting, as an image with specific connotations and meanings, which signify the position of power 
between men and women. 
 In nineteenth century Salon art, the female nude appeared in many guises. Accompanied by 
classical, historical and literary titles, paintings offer women’s bodies as frankly desirable and 
overtly sexual. Art is one of the cultural and ideological practices which constitute the discourse 
of a social system and its mechanisms of power - these relations of power are reproduced in 
language and images. During the nineteenth century the feminine stereotype became a catch-all 
for a wide range of ideas, which constructed male dominance through the significance it attached 
to difference – the basis for twentieth century reactionary representational Feminist strategy.

Discourse on the body: 
the body as sight and site

Colette Mol



           

 Much discussion has centred around theories of the body, especially since the late nineteenth 
century. Discourse surrounding the naked and the nude, Freudian psychoanalysis, the decline of 
beauty, and the onslaught of feminism have all helped to shape and define what art and the body 
is, and what it is not. Early twentieth century artists including Henri Matisse, Auguste Renoir, Pablo 
Picasso, and George Braque launched new visions of the human figure as each struggled with 
ideas of form and content. The fragmentation of subject matter, which became the hallmark of 
Cubism, meant that representations of the body were seen as small fractions of picture-planes, all 
positioned at irregular angles. Ideas of figurative and abstract art are thought to have been born at 
this time, especially in the works of Paul Cezanne, a pre-Cubist painter. After 1945, post-war Britain 
saw artists such as Stanley Spencer, Lucien Freud, Euan Uglow, Allen Jones, Francis Bacon, and 
Henry Moore extending the boundaries of figurative and abstract renderings of both the male and 
female body. In America during the 1950s the American Abstract Expressionists also began to 
reassess the impact of figurative/abstract art, leading Willem de Kooning to paint a series of ‘pink 
nudes’, and Pop artist Andy Warhol to make icons of leading Hollywood stars. By the 1960s and 
1970s, art was undergoing another metamorphosis, and alternative conventions were being found 
to re-construct the body in the guise of photo-montage, body-prints, life-size sculpture, concept 
art, happenings, and performance art. By this time, Feminist ideology, the decline of easel painting, 
and new forms of art were affecting the type of ‘Body Art’ made.

      

Henri Matisse, Nu Bleu 1, 1952 Pablo Picasso, 
Les Demoiselles d’Avignon, 1907

Willem de Kooning, 
Woman V, 1952-53

Lucien Freud, 
Eli-and-David, 2005-06
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 By the beginning of the twenty-first century the fragmentation of knowledge about the body 
has dominated - the fracturing of traditions like the portrait or nude (a sight to be gazed at) takes 
place when the body becomes a site/a sign; an arena for debate. “Body art” may refer to any 
work that uses the body as a canvas, and can include tattoos and piercings, but in a performance 
context it represents work in which the artist’s body is integral to the work of art, as material rather 
than subject. According to Robert Hughes (“Lost Among the Figures”, Time, 1982), the figure in 
contemporary art has become a parody of itself, a “vestigial sign”, a mere remnant of a tradition. 
 The contemporary artist’s interest in the body – his/her own body as “material” or as “surface” 
– should be examined in the context of a shift from the artistic product – an artifact about to be 
objectified – to the subject itself, which becomes art by exposing its own self and by presenting its 
own creation as a work in progress. 
 A possible source for the appearance of “Body Art” would be the artist’s gesture during the 
execution of abstract expressionist paintings. A role-model in this direction has been the American 
painter Jackson Pollock who, by using the technique of gesture painting on a horizontal surface, 
started to paint by making movements that involved the entire body. His gesture tends to become 
more important than his work as such. Harold Rosenberg states that such gestures of painting 
have set American artists free from political, aesthetic and moral values, turning the surface of the 
canvas into a sort of “arena where one performs.” The direct relation between the artist and the 
material surface of his work, seen as a receptacle of the artist’s gesture, highlights the degree of the 
subject’s involvement, whose body seems to be a sort of “tool” (“The American Action Painters”, Art 
News, 1952).
 Since painting started to be considered an “arena” where the artist performed live in public, 
even ritual, theatrical and staging aspects grew in importance, causing a shift of emphasis from 
the work (object) towards the artist (subject). At the same time, gesture painting introduced new 
materials and techniques, which corresponded to a new visual expressivity.
 In the Vienna of the 1960s, a group of painters affected by “the crisis of painting” (caused 
by the changing of the usual painting methods, as well as of the traditional materials), became 
interested in Pollock’s and Klein’s experiments. The four Viennese Actionists – Otto Mühl, Günter 
Bruss, Hermann Nitsch and Rudolf Schwarzkogler – were all in search of a way of renewing the 
language of contemporary art and used the bodies of models or their own bodies as painting 
surfaces on which they released all the tension in their gestures.
 These actions were no longer aimed at painting, but at the body itself, foregrounded, turned into 
a visible measure for human existence. 
 “Body art” comes largely from the 1960s and 1970s, and constitutes work that addresses 
taboos concerning what was acceptable as artistic action, by forcing the audience to confront 
these taboos. The body was the means of expressing an identity established by genres; the body 
became an influential site for artistic inquiry, exploration and resistance. By replacing paint and 
canvas with the immediacy and physicality of the human form, body artists aimed to unite physical, 
psychological, and emotional experience. 
 The body - most often the artist’s own - was manipulated, probed, and investigated as its physical 
capabilities and limitations were put to the test. Crucial to “Body Art” is its performance aspect. 
Whether artists “performed” in front of an audience or in the privacy of the studio, documentation 
through photography, film, video, and/or text allows the work to be experienced by others. French 
artist Yves Klein, Italian Lucio Fontana, and the British duo Gilbert & George used live models and 
the human body to perform “living sculptures.” 
 Hermann Nitsch, founder of Vienna “Aktionism”, gave performances reenacting ancient 
Dionysian and Christian rituals that involved sacrificial acts with animals and blood. Yayoi Kusama 
and Carolee Schneemann, who both worked in New York City in the mid-1960s, created happenings 
and installations incorporating live, nude performances that represented the nascent stages of 
feminist art. In the later 1960s, Vito Acconci, Valie Export, Bruce Nauman, Martha Rosler, and 
William Wegman began subjecting themselves to actions, tasks, and manipulations that tested 
the limits and malleability of the human body in varying degrees. While spectator response is 
fundamental for Adrian Piper and Barbara Smith in their critical examination of the body in the social 
and political realm, Bruce Nauman conducts repetitive, mundane actions in the privacy of his own 
studio. 



      

               

    

 The body is the space where a unique subjective essence finds its expression, the centre of 
physical, sensorial and spiritual energy, as Yves Klein put it. Marina Abramovic chose to use her 
body as “material” in a couple, together with the German artist Ulay. Both of them tested their limits 
of physical and mental endurance in the 1977 action called Imponderabilia, when, on the occasion 
of an exhibition at the Museum of Modern Art in Bologna, they stood naked in the main entrance, 
forcing the public to pass through the small space between them; the performance was filmed 
and projected in the halls of the museum, the two artists remaining in the same position until all 
the visitors went inside. They also tried to demonstrate physical inseparability in a performance 
during which they twisted their hair together in one plait. The body may be considered an essential 
vector of expression, a privileged space for the artist that becomes a “visual territory” (Carolee 
Schneemann). This territory shapes a “symbolic geography” that still retains its mysterious regions, 
regions that have not been sufficiently explored and that are revealed only gradually, thanks to the 
objectification made possible by the artist.

    

 With advancing technology we see that art mirrors modern science, and artists reconsider the 
body as scientists update its constitution - the divide between organic and mechanic has become 
increasingly obscure. We cannot escape thinking about how we look and are looked at, since the 
media bombard us with advice on how to sculpt and surgically alter our own bodies. We have 
reached an evolutionary endpoint where the next logical stage of adaptation is for the organic 

Marina Abramovic and Ulay, Relation in Time, 1977 Gilbert & George, The Singing Sculpture, 1973

Yves Klein, ANT 20, 1961 Ugo Mulas, Lucio Fontana, 1963 Lucio Fontana, Red, 1960

Valie Export, Body Configuration, Lean In, 1976 Valie Export, Body Configuration Rigid Identity, 
1972

Valie Export, Body Configuration, 
The Human as Ornament, 1976

Yayoi Kusama, Self Obliteration by 
Dots, 1968

Vito Acconci, Three Relationship Studies,1970 Adrian Piper, Catalysis III, 1970
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Stelarc, Third Hand, 1981 – 1994

to assimilate the mechanic. Artists now not only work with the visual, but also the biological, and 
the mechanical, effectively exploring the obsolescence of the corporeal body. A key practitioner 
in post-humanist art is the Australian performance artist Stelarc. Stelarc’s work deals heavily with 
“the obsolete body”. In Prosthetics, Robotics and Remote Existence: Post Evolutionary Strategies 
2, Stelarc writes: “It is no longer a matter of perpetuating the human species by REPRODUCTION, 
but of enhancing the individual by REDESIGNING. What is significant is no longer male-female 
intercourse but human-machine interface. THE BODY IS OBSOLETE.” The perception of an 
obsolete body has led artists to question, and effectively problematise the corporeal form. The 
body is not necessarily obsolete; it is just a matter of its limits being pushed, tested, and redefined.
Never has the obsession with the body been more alive than in the contemporary period, with its 
tendency to turn narcissistically inwards. At the core of these works, in which the body becomes the 
site for artistic activity and exploration, is a basic human need for self-discovery. Both the private 
and the public body tell something about an identity or several identities – individual or collective – 
which they disclose and bring to the public conscience.

    

 Lately, contemporary artists have been initiating a fresh discourse by experimenting with a 
wide range of representations. In contrast to the historical renderings, today the body is frequently 
politicised and digitised in order to manipulate, dissect and provoke.
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Mindful body 

Cristiana de Marchi

“It’s strange how the sense of touch, infinitely less precious to men of vision, becomes at critical 
moments our main grip with reality, if not the only.”
(Vladimir Nabokov).

“For each and everyone their body is their own event, so essential that it becomes a metaphor for 
being. This is therefore more than contingent “form” that takes its necessary existence... The body 
is a metaphor for all of the universe and of its potential” (Daniel Sibony).1

I have recently read for the second time Lolita, the famous novel by Russian–American writer 
Vladimir Nabokov, an indescribably rich, dense, thick text in which multiple registers are introduced, 
intertwined and finally dissolved. 
 Mind and body are inextricably connected in each and every individual as they obviously pertain 
to dimensions characterised by intersections, territorial invasions and communications. The mind 
can perceive, it can experience through the body, it can even force the body into certain directions, 
influencing its natural development. Therefore the mind seems to indiscriminately prevail over the 
body, because of a kind of supremacy that many would allegedly recognise in it. Nevertheless, it 
couldn’t be any more surprising to discover that the body can deeply influence the mind as well, 
inhibiting or propelling its energy and its “polarity”. Both the mind and the body can be in alternate 
ways catalysts, can act as magnets inducing behaviours and directing the other element in this 
delicate and ever changing balance.
 This connection has reflections on a larger scale as we move from the individual to the social 
dimension and try to see the regulators of human interactions. How much do political and 
religious directives determine social phenomena, in both their physical and mental expressions 
and consequences? In which proportion is mass media (a mental construction) influencing our 
physical desires (subliminally) and self-opinion (trying to comply to the dictate of stereotypes)? 
These are just a few of the many questions we could ask about the determination of general, social 
behavioural patterns induced over the collective bodies and minds (the “public body”). 

 When we think of the preponderance of the body over the mind we do, perhaps naively and 
with misconceptions, think of a sort of “animalism”, of a sort of resistance embraced by the most 
spontaneous, unrefined, rebellious aspects of human personalities. 
 Indeed, performance is often using the body to its extreme potential, tying it or liberating it, 
thus marking a point against fixed, over-structured, or judgemental positions. Through the use of 
the body we tend to create a break in a continuum by physically intervening in the “reality”, and at 
the same time we mostly invite the audience (if any, and both the one attending the performance 
and the one who will come to know it through the documentation of the event – a critical and often 
carefully set aspect of the performative action) to make contact, to a “tactile” experience where the 
limits of the bodies tend to fade and to encourage an encounter.
 The spectator is asked to “attend”, meaning that a tension is to be created in order to pass on the 
message. Space and time are conspicuous elements, and their variation determines a variation in 
the result of the single event. The audience’s response can become an essential component of the 
performance, always to a certain extent and within certain limits, for the artistic intervention mostly 
has a status by itself, as a manifestation. 
 The terminology adopted and the appeal to the mental, spiritual and emotional sphere in 
response to and in connection with the physical gestures brought before the audience by the 
performer, somehow evokes and recalls a “religious” or rather mystic experience: the audience 
would then enter a door which was closed, access a dimension, be exposed to a perspective, 
witness an action that can be surprising, annoying, shocking, disturbing, engaging, intriguing, and 
affect many more senses or aspects of our set world.
 The senses are undeniably under stress, although several performances are cerebral and tend 
to communicate on a purely mental level rather than on a physical one. Yet a sense of distress, a 
questioning is activated by the performative intervention.



 “MinD” (Made in Dubai) is a format - now in its fourth year - that aims at staging very diverse 
concepts related to Dubai and the UAE art scene. It is indeed a very flexible format that accepts 
and incorporates various aspects of what is a certainly variegated “reality”. 
 This year the focus of “MinD” is on the body - how do artists use the body in a culture where it 
is, especially with regard to women, more often than not sheltered from the public gaze? We need 
to first of all define the terminology as a certain confusion permeates this sphere of artistic creation. 
“The term “Body Art” is not an art historical one, but rather a more anthropological one and as such 
implies using the body as a support for painting, piercing etc.  The use of the body in contemporary 
art theory is more or less strictly related to performance art”.2  
 In most cases, if not all, the performances relate directly to an understanding of the body, whether 
in relation to space, gender issues, etc. and they can be divided into a few main categories: body 
and space (Abdullah Al Saadi, Hassan Sharif, Mohammed Kazem, Tarek Al-Ghoussein), body and 
political/social issues (Anas Al-Shaikh, Noor Al-Bastaki), body and gender (Ebtisam AbdulAziz, 
Saeide Karimi, Shaikha Al Mazrou, Waheeda Malullah).
 The use of body as a physical support, which is properly responding to the definition of “Body 
Art”, is also represented within this exhibition along with Performance (Cristiana de Marchi, Nujoom 
AlGhanem, Rabi Georges). It must be clarified that Performance in the Gulf area is often not a 
happening with an audience gathering at a set place, date and time. It is more often a solitary 
action, sometimes attended by few friends also acting as technical supporters assisting and 
documenting the event that is later proposed as a documentary act. The public, instead of being a 
direct witness, is a “voyeur”, but one encouraged by the artists themselves. 
 Another group of works included in this exhibition - besides Mohammad Al Mazrouei’s sketches -  
are those using the body as a subject in a more narrative way or responding to a sort of “illustrative” 
desire (Manal Al Dowayan, Siavash Yansori). This is not strictly pertaining to performance but what 
is of interest here are the many ways artists from the Gulf and Iran have approached and do 
approach the body; the ways they relate to and incorporate the world through the body (their own 
or that of an alter ego) and the way they perceive and represent the body of others, observing 
and projecting over another subject the relationship that runs between the social corpus and the 
individual. 

Le corps découvert: discovered body3 

 A year ago a major exhibition, curated by Philippe Cardinal and Hoda Makram-Ebeid and held 
at the Institut du Monde Arabe in Paris, focused on the body in Arab art. The main interest and 
attention was paid to painting, with an extension to photography, and in a more limited capacity to 
sculpture and video art. 
 In their introductory essay, the curators trace an interesting although synthetic time frame for the 
discovery of “live” painting, the practice of painting a model, and often a nude one, that started 
with the beginning of the practice of the “grand tour” in Europe, which has characterised the first 
encounter with the Western tradition for a number of Lebanese, Syrian and Egyptian artists since 
the last decades of the nineteenth century. 
 Nevertheless, and regardless of the fact that this exercise had been incorporated long ago in 
the practice and education of Middle Eastern painters, interest in the body has shown a remarkable 
increase in the last 20-30 years (since the beginning of the 1980s), and not only as a subject to be 
represented, but also as a tool for exploration of the surrounding world.
 Regardless of the well-known and often recalled Islamic fundamental stipulation that forbids 
the representation of any animated creature (both man and animals), since the first dynasties, 
starting with the Umayyad, a series of socio-cultural factors has played in favour of and to the 
advantage of figurative representation; a representation that has always existed, in Persia, in India, 
in Constantinople and in the whole Ottoman Empire, even on the general level of civil society.4 

Regardless of its predilection for abstraction, Islamic art, and Arab art in particular, is not totally 
contrary to animated representation, provided that it remains within the limits of decency - a 
circumstance that is mostly respected.5

 There is indeed a profound difference between portraiture and performance, between portraiture 
and the use of body conceived as a vehicle to explore “more than simply the body”, an amplified 
dimension often referring to socio-political issues.
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 The last years of the first decade of the twenty-first century have witnessed an increased attention 
and interest towards the masculine/male body, often through photography, in a way that seems to 
stand between documentary and artwork, thus inscribing itself in a line that is well represented 
by the rich archive of the Arab Foundation for Image.6 The photographs of Georges Awde from 
the series Quiet Crossing (2007-2010) explore the delicate question of the relationships existing 
between men in Eastern society, including that of latent and/or declared homosexuality, a social 
taboo here “covertly” approached and mentioned. Similarly the theme of the male body appears, 
although tinted with a more tortured humouristic note, in the work of Moroccan-French artist 
Mehdi-Georges Lahlou (Tango, 2010 and Mouvement décomposé, 2011), who raises questions 
pertaining to identity, sexuality and to the freedom of a sort of bodily self-determination; in the 
video Camaraderie (2009) by Egyptian artist Mahmoud Khaled, in whose work “the impact of social 
codes over the everyday life”7  is explored as well as in Nabil Boutros’ Hammam de Sana’a (2010). 
In all these works the representation of the body stages and approaches issues of self-perception, 
sex and desire, aiming to address an even more universal theme, that of the Arab identity and of 
the identity of the individual within the Arab world, at this moment in history which is characterised 
by a growing and often overpowering globalisation.

  

 These works, and more generally this tendency and theme in Arab contemporary art, is very 
recent. Traditionally, and with few exceptions (among them, Lebanese painters Khalil Saleeby, 
Deux nus, about 1901, Habib Srour, Nu, 1898, and Daoud Corm, title unknown, 1917, Mathaf, 
or Iraqi Abdul Qadir al-Rassan, Portrait de Mohamed Darouich Al Allousi, 1924, Mathaf, as long 
as I could recall; in the Gulf area, before Hassan Sharif’s Portrait series, 1981 or Swimming Pool, 
1981 and Mohammed Kazem’s sketches, 1998, Bahraini painters Abdulla Al Muharraqi and Ahmed 
Baqer, Kuwaiti sculptors Issa Saqer and Sami Mohammed, and UAE Najat Makki, Abdul Qader al 
Raiss and Abdul-Rahim Salem) the representation of the body consists of the representation of 
the woman’s body, body par excellence, by male artists, a pure object of aesthetic pleasure or an 
object of pure aesthetic pleasure.

Mehdi-Georges Lahlou, Mouvement décomposé, 2010 Mehdi-Georges Lahlou, Autoportrait en équilibre, 2011

Hassan Sharif, Model, 1979 Hassan Sharif, Man, 1980 Hassan Sharif, Model, 1980



  

 It is only since the 1970s that female artists have also started representing their own bodies, the 
feminine body, often animated by an evident intent to re-appropriate a territory that entirely belongs 
to them, and to push its limits farther than commonly permitted in the direction of self-emancipation. 
The early works of Huguette Caland (and especially the series of self-portrait paintings, 1970s), 
where the body is reduced to a line, deprived of all sexual allusion, represent an assertion and 
a claim for self-definition; Ghada Amer, with her celebrated use of embroidery, transferred from 
the domestic sphere to the public one, approaches the representation of women’s bodies in 
pornographic literature (Le champ de marguerites, 2001), a male-oriented universe where the body 
is reified8; whilst Lamia Ziadé (Zarif, Hamra, Tabaris 2008, and Pigalle, 2008), re-appropriates and 
crudely exhibits the intimacy, the sexual and erotic attributes of women’s bodies, in a feminist sort 
of abstraction and synthesis not deprived of a certain self-irony. 

  

 In a male dominated universe, women artists from the Arab world have finally appropriated 
all the expressive means and use them to position themselves and reverse the clichés they have 
traditionally been, and to a certain extent (regardless of the positivity of certain propaganda) still 
are, imprisoned by.

The political body

 Although this current in the Arab contemporary visual arts has often been emphasised, the 
treatment of body by contemporary artists from the Arab world does not only question issues of 
individual and collective identity, with special regard to gender issues, but also and recurrently 
deals with the political implications of the use of the body. 
 The political dimension that was largely omitted, not only in the visual arts, during the 1980s has 
since become a renewed source of interest and inspiration.

Hassan Sharif, BakhBakh, 1985 Huguette Caland, Sans titre, 1973

Ghada Amer, Le champs de marguerites, 2011 Ghada Amer, The sea witch, 2011
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 If, in its best results, the body is used as “means and aesthetic mediation”,9 sometimes the level 
of involvement and political engagement reaches and attains the condition of a “militant” statement 
that can ultimately weaken the artistic relevance of the work (and this can be generalised and 
extended to different works, definitely going beyond the specific of body art and performance). 
 “The body is transformed in a symbolic and visible capital… a means of transgression, of 
subversion and calls into question metaphysical, ethical and generic as well as political dichotomies. 
It abandons the status of simple matter and it rises as the masterly context for a strategy of creation, 
invention and intervention. In this sense, the invisible is embodied in the visible, not the contrary”.10

 Among the most recurrent themes widely explored in different areas and regions of that fictitious 
yet compact dimension denominated “the Arab world” there are: the condition of women, religious 
fundamentalism, war and its consequences, freedom of expression (with a special, although not 
exclusive, attention to the physical sphere), sexuality, the fight for emancipation and the aspiration 
to a political and social change, the awakening of awareness about environmental issues, but also 
a more universal and existentialist approach to the themes of the relation of the self and the space, 
about the potentialities and limitations of the body, about the role of individuals within the setting to 
which they belong and about the very idea of belonging.

  

 Like several other female artists of her generation, Algerian-French artist Zoulikha Bouabdellah 
often symbolically works on feminist issues, thus claiming for women the right to face and react 
against the traditional religious and cultural establishment.11 The condition of “migrants” that many 
artists, just like any other category of their compatriots, have embraced is a powerful and recurrent 
element in artistic production from the Arab world and the Diaspora, a term that is appropriately 
applied to the Palestinian population but that could be shaded and adapted to other countries as 
well, as a social and de facto phenomenon if not as the result of political constraint. This cultural 
confrontation between Eastern and Western, the dialectics created between traditional models and 
occidental perspective, and the unequal balance of these two constitutive conditions often lead 
to and are represented in works created by Arab artists. In her video Dansons (2003), Zoulikha 
Bouabdellah performs an oriental dance to the rhythm of La Marseillaise, the French national 
anthem, her hips covered with the French flag, thus questioning issues of belonging, cultural 
integration and exoticism, an allegation that Eastern society still struggles to shake off and against 
which it is still fighting.
 

Zoulikha Bouabdellah, Dansons, 2003

Zineb Sedira, Self Portraits or the Trinity, 2001



 Born in France to Algerian parents and based in London, Zineb Sedira places herself against 
the confusion (often ably ridden by Arab women artists who aim at obtaining an easy popularity 
in Western countries) created around the question of the veil in its many declinations. In her 
photographic diptych Self Portrait or the Trinity (2000),12 Sedira shows a standing woman, mostly 
turning her back to the spectator at different angles. The woman is completely veiled in white, thus 
creating a dissonance with the traditional black veil worn by women in the Arab world. The use 
of white, as well as the adoption of an iconographic solution proper to Western painting, such as 
the triptych (which was, as well as the polyptych, widely adopted and almost exclusively used to 
support religious representations during the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries13), bridges the two 
cultures, integrates and mixes them in with the apparent aim to emphasise the common aspects 
of the different monotheistic religions instead of forcing the undeniable cultural differences that 
distinguish them.
 Through the adoption of a technique which explicitly refers to collage and that falls in the field 
of ‘kitsch’ with the use of materials from different contexts (textiles, clippings, beads and paper 
dolls etc.), Lebanese-British artist Zena El-Khalil humourously addresses subjects of war and 
violence. The characters, taken from magazines and showing the typical traits of macho behaviour, 
are disguised by El-Khalil and contaminated with puppet and doll-like attributes that incisively 
contrast with the rifles and guns they are charged with. This hilarious contraposition powerfully 
reveals the juxtaposition of diametrically opposed stimuli and components in our daily lives and 
is profoundly imbued with comics and the channel-flicking television culture that permeates the 
younger generations, in both Eastern and Western countries.14

Body and space: Performance and Land Art

 The performative action requires space and time to happen. Indeed it needs a physical place 
more than a determined chronological setting, unless it is inscribed in strict spatial and temporal 
coordinates. 
 Performance seems to have more than just a few aspects in common with Land Art, or Earth 
Art - as the movement has also (and according to a segment of critics more appropriately) been 
defined. 
 The relationship between the space where the performance is set and the physical consistency 
of the performance itself can sometimes indicate a sense of prevalence of the space over the 
action (especially in performances set in the desert such as those of Hassan Sharif, Tarek Al-
Ghoussein, Noor Al-Bastaki). The space is given a large proportion in the documentation15 and 
somehow presents itself as a performer as well, in a sort of interrogation that remains unanswered. 
The physical involvement of the artist is minimal, as if they were using the performative action as a 
tool for abstracting from the body and to move to a quest for infinity and universality.
 With regard to their relationship with the environment, some of the Land Artists active during the 
late 1960s and early 1970s have discovered in the simple action of walking a tool for a symbolic 
transformation of landscape and territory. The physical incidence over the territory does not appear 
to be necessary any more and instead it frequently results in a superficial, reversible action that 
does not profoundly affect the earth.
 This character can be found as well in a number of performances where the intervention consists 
of a single action that does not physically affect the environment, in the sense of introducing any 
tangible change. The trace left behind by the Land Artist (see as an emblematic example Richard 
Long, A line made by walking, 1967) is the presence of an absence and at the same time the 
witness of a passage.

ill. pp 69-71
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 Therefore the body becomes a tool, an instrument for measuring time and space. This could 
not be demonstrated any better than in most of the performances realised by Hassan Sharif 
(1982-1984); Mohammed Kazem’s performative actions and some of his other projects (including 
Photographs with Flags, Photographs with a Flag and his upcoming Steps) where the body is 
used as a meter, an element of comparison over which the perception of reality is calculated and 
re-regulated; Abdullah Al Saadi’s Naked Sweet Potato and his peregrinations in the mountains, 
circumnavigations that are documented by his drawings and diaries, just like ancient travellers 
used to do.16

 One of the main problems of the act of walking as art is the transmission of the experience in an 
aesthetic manner, this preoccupation is also shared by the performative action. In both Land Art 
and Performance, the documentation is an essential aspect of the action, an “appendix”, on which 
the intervention relies for its survival.17 
 The physical space, either as a natural or manipulated landscape, as well as the time of the 
intervention become relevant, and this happens with special regard to the documentation and its 
elaboration a posteriori. The documentation becomes a structural component of the performance, 
as well as the walk of artists in Land Art, closely linking the concept of a performative action to its 
recording.

Mohammed Kazem, Wooden Box, 1996 Mohammed Kazem, Legs and Arms, 1995

Steve Sabella, SETTLEMENT. Six Israelis and One Palestinian, 2010

ill. pp 47-51

ill. pp 31-33



 Most of the performances realised in the Gulf area since the early 1980s have been 
“unattended”, private events in which only a few friends participated who were also responsible for 
documentation. Such is the case for Hassan Sharif’s performances in the desert of Hatta, where 
a small group including his brother, artist Hussain Sharif, Sadi Sahelizadegan and Obeid Abdulla 
were present and took charge of photographing the event (the only available documentation, as the 
action was not filmed). Other examples include Mohammed Kazem’s photographic series Tongue 
(1994), Legs and Arms (1995), Walking (1996), and Showering (1998), as well as Photographs 
with a Flag (1997) and the first set of images belonging to Photographs with Flags (1997)18 and 
Abdullah Al Saadi’s video Naked Sweet Potato19 which was filmed by the artist, staged as a solitary 
presence in the natural environment, an environment slightly and temporarily affected by the artistic 
action and that then returns to its original status almost without the trace of a passage. A different 
situation is represented by Tarek Al-Ghoussein’s photographs, where the performative intention lies 
more implicitly than in the aforementioned works.20 Here, the posture he impersonates, the choice 
of the landscape acting as a theatrical scenography, along with the other situational coordinates 
(time, light, proportion and interaction of space and body etc) are carefully set and the shooting 
immortalises the hic et nunc, the specificity of a moment that aims to symbolise a condition.21 The 
same approach characterises Anas Al-Shaikh’s performances, both recorded in the landscape 
and in an interior,22 where the action is neatly documented in a “pressurised” space, ready to 
metaphorically explode as soon as it is exported. In fact, here again the artist works alone, setting 
the scene and developing the action, both in the case of photo and video documentation, which is 
carefully planned in order to witness and circulate an event deprived of physical audience. Waheeda 
Malullah inscribes herself in this current as she films and photographs an action performed by other 
“actors”, therefore calibrating and controlling the two moments, the moment of the action as well 
as the successive one represented by the documentation that will result from this intervention. The 
perfect balance between seriousness and irony, beside the formal equilibrium she attains in her 
photographs, testifies to the level of maturity already reached by this young and promising artist.  

  

The “interior performances”, including Mohammed Kazem’s re-enactment of Legs and Arms, Anas 
Al-Shaikh’s My Land, 2, and Ebtisam AbdulAziz’ Women’s Circles, counterpace the exterior ones, 
and seem to reply to themselves in a more self-contemplative, existentialist and even narcissistic 
way.23

 A few very specific cases in this panorama are those represented in this exhibition by the works 
of Nujoom AlGhanem and Rabi Georges, where a high, almost physical level of excitement is 
palpable. In the latter, “performance” once again retains its full meaning implying a set time and 
a defined space where the public is invited to attend the “manifestation” of the artist, disguised, 
transfigured and engaging in an action that will result in a physical trace in the space (a pavement 
covered with salt, a circle made of ink etc.) and most likely in an emotional one in the public’s 
memory. Nujoom AlGhanem stages an almost theatrical action, where the bodily aspect and 
its interaction with the “other” and with the context imply a narration. It is not inconsequential 
that Nujoom is, above all, a poet - a consideration than can be extended to other participating 
artists. This perhaps simply reflects a certain complexity surrounding and permeating the field of 
contemporary visual arts, where multiple levels of crossover between disciplines are increasingly 
and remarkably imposing a different model of dialectics. 
 The oniric landscapes created by Manal Al Dowayan in the series presented here, Landscapes 
of the Mind, seem to somehow represent a folding – but a folding forward and outside – and expand  
upon the neatness of her previous and celebrated series I am, where the commingling of Western 
and Eastern elements in a highly set and staged context and pose refers to a prise en charge 
without hesitation, of women’s role in society. In this series, the pregnancy of the meaning is mental, 
referring and connecting to a substrate that subtly resonates in the public’s mind.

Wafaa Bilal, detail from Domestic Tension, 2007 Wafaa Bilal, detail from and Counting…, 2010
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The represented body

 The representation of the body during the first half of the twentieth century moves from an almost 
pathological interest in the bodily posture, the way it occupies the space and the way it relates to 
the viewer, to the look, the glance of “painters and sculptors (for example Gibran Khalil Gibran 
with his ethereal bodies, Mahmoud Moukhtar’s allegoric bodies, Inji Afflatoun’s and Mohamed El-
Rawas’ sketched bodies), who represent the body as a body, an absolutely a-historical body, out of 
context, generally immobile, integer and integral, for a pure aesthetic pleasure, an almost erotic joy 
or a moral edification”.24 This is largely due to the possibilities offered by photography, which had 
recently been included in the ‘arts’ and was soon adopted and practiced by Middle Eastern Farid 
Haddad, Armand, and Asaad Arabi, amongst others.  
 We find a similar approach from the poet and artist Mohammad Al Mazrouei, where the 
representation of the body is abstracted, purely delineated, yet bears a universal meaning, poured 
and synthesised in his compositions as well as in the silhouettes that he traces like he composes 
his poems, with significant fragments of reality.25  
 A sculptural translation of this approach is represented by Shaikha Al Mazrou’s piece Inside 
Out that along with Untitled (2012) harmonises multiple themes and tensions, resolving them in an 
apparently purely cerebral exercise. In fact these works are characterised by an open defiance 
of the optical perception of the surrounding dimensions we are immersed in. The physical illusion 
embodied by these works imposes a reconsideration of the very meaning of perspective, of the 
position which bodies occupy in space, and in society: their virtual disappearance as well as their 
full incarnation. 
 Siavash Yansori seems to be more interested in the interrelation between body and mind, in the 
sense of pressure, in the brainwash imposed on the collective psyche of society and in its response 
to that. Portraying consumers caught in multiple expressions outside the mega commercial centres 
that characterise the USA panorama, Yansori creates a tension without offering the means for a 
solution. The body remains a sample to study, almost a human “lab rat”, that is dissected without 
any shedding of blood, and acritically, neutrally offered to the public.
 Again in the field of photography, and characterised by an exploration of the limits set by the rules 
in the faint, feeble perspective of liberation, Saeide Karimi’s photomontages pragmatically expose 
a status while implying a contradiction. The themes of appearance and substance, official and 
private, duty and desire are explored in her work, a work that is not performative but nevertheless 
adopts the body as the medium of social contradiction and tension. 

Themes and directions: body in transition 

 The works presented in this exhibition, which does not explicitly nor exclusively refer to “Body 
Art” or Performance (although it is mainly concerned with these manifestations) can be grouped 
according to different concepts and ideas. I have presented in the previous pages some of their 
characteristics and summarily observed a series of elements that can be adopted to demonstrate 
some of their components and specificities. 
 Besides the formal elements, the compositional and the technical ones are somehow relevant, 
yet not entirely judged as a discriminating concept herein. 
 What is more striking here, to the myopic eye of the curator, is the recurrence of certain 
“humanistic positions”, depending on the way the artists position themselves with respect to the 
body.
 The artist’s own body can be perceived as a tool for exploring reality, in a quest for universalism, 
where the individual embodies the humanity and the simplicity of his/her actions testifies to a more 
inherent pertinence and reference to the human condition per se.26

 A second group of artists27 uses the body - their own as well as a transferable one - to analyse 
and explore the social, political and environmental reality they are imbued with and that they 
happen to be surrounded by and live in. These works are quite contextual, they treat subjects that 
are specific to a certain condition and context, more precisely referring to Middle Eastern issues 
and situations. They might need an explanation if “exported” to a different context while they speak 
by themselves if presented in their original one. This can be limiting, but widely responds to a need 
to stand tall and courageously in front of the world, often with grace, mostly without shouting, as 
both these qualities are a passport to acceptance and their opposites a magnet for censorship.28  
 A third direction can be traced and refers to the body as an experiential paroxysm, incorporating 
and synthesising different experiences, where the juxtaposition and superposition of cultural layers 
are integrated in the body and symbolised by it.29
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 An interesting anecdote recounted by Salah Stétié30 tells of the traditionalist Ibn Abbas who was 
once asked by a painter how it would ever be possible to keep painting if he could not represent 
any animals, to which the wise man is reported to have answered “you can decapitate animals so 
that they do not look alive and pretend they resemble flowers”. This anecdote is singularly evoked 
by some of the artworks produced by Rabi Georges, who uses taxidermied birds and combines 
them with crystals, as well as the setting chosen by Cristiana de Marchi for her performances Fish 
Market and the upcoming Pharmakon, that is staged in a slaughter house.
 Finally, the last direction can be identified as a less involved, more distanced and external 
approach to the body, the body of others perceived as other from the self, and conceived as a field 
for the observation and exploration of social issues that may or may not have direct relevance to the 
artist.31 The line between documentary and art is sometimes thin and can be regarded as a specific 
character of this category, where a certain systematic approach creates a relationship between the 
artwork and a scientific experiment, and the self is absent, yet palpable in the perspective of the 
camera, delicately witnessing a clear stance.

Rabi Georges, Dove, 2011

ill. p 41
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Notes

1 Daniel Sibony, Le corps et sa danse, Paris, Le Seuil, 1995, p. 81 quoted in Farid Zahi, “Au-delà 
du masculin et du féminin: le corps et ses enjeux dans l’art contemporain”, Le corps découvert 
(catalogue of the exhibition, Institut du Monde Arabe, Paris, March 27-July 15, 2012), Paris 2012, 
139  
2 I would like to thank Leigh Markopoulos, Chair of the Graduate in Curatorial Practice located on 
the San Francisco campus of the California College of the Arts, for her precious advice and for the 
conversation we had concerning the terminology and the definition of the field of intervention from 
which this project has originated and developed
3 The title of this chapter refers to and depends significantly upon the contents of the homonymous 
Le corps découvert (catalogue of the exhibition, Institut du Monde Arabe, Paris, March 27-July 15,  
2012), Paris 2012
4 “…although the letter has long taken the place of the body ... the body has been present in 
modern art through two exemplary attitudes: a strong expressionist representation of its ontological 
drops (the body is transfigured, stripped of its membership of gender, brutalised and violated in 
its canonical aspect: the expressionist body seems to want to make a critical vision of being and 
the human condition) and a symbolic representation (the body is in this case support and material, 
sacred and spiritual verticality)” (Farid Zahi, “Au-delà du masculin et du feminin: le corps et ses 
enjeux dans l’art contemporain arabe”, ibidem, 135-143, 135-137 passim)
5 Here I refer to and widely draw upon the essay by Salah Stétié, “Le corps en supplement”, 
ibidem 23-35 
6 See “L’Orient des photographes”, ibidem, 180-185 and www.fai.org.lb
7 Ibidem, 194
8 “By opting for the female activity par excellence, Ghada Amer ... refuses to join the front fight
of the feminist struggle, but uses trickery and docility to open ourselves to a cleverly creative world 
that focuses on the subtle subversion” (“En optant pour l’activité féminine par excellence, Ghada 
Amer … se refue d’adhérer au combat frontal de la lutte féministe, mais use de la ruse et de la 
docilité pour nous ouvrir habilement vers un univers créatif qui mise sur la subversion subtile”, 
Mohamed Rachdi, “L’implication effective et symbolique du corps”, ibidem, 151-167,162-163)
9 Farid Zahi, referenced above (note 5), p. 140
10 “Le corps se transforme en capitale symbolique et visible … moyen de transgression, de 
subversion et de remise en cause des dichotomies tant métaphysiques, étiques, génériques que 
politiques. Il cesse d’etre simple matière pour s’ériger comme le lieu magistral d’une stratégie de 
création, d’invention et d’intervention. Ainsi l’invisible s’incorpore dans le visible, non le contraire” 
(ibidem, 142)
11 For this section I am largely indebted to Mohamed Rachdi, “L’implication effective et symbolique 
du corps”, ibidem, 151-167, 156
12 See Nafas, Zineb Sedira in www.universes-in-universe.org (www.universes-in-universe.org/eng/
nafas/articles/2003/algerian_art/photos/img_10)
13 See Simone Martini (ca 1315), Pietro Lorenzetti (ca 1329), Gentile da Fabriano (ca 1370-1427), 
Masaccio (ca 1426) or Andrea Mantegna (ca 1460), just to name a few among the Italian artists 
using the formal solution of triptychs and polyptychs
14 “Comme beaucoup d’artistes de sa génération, cette artiste est marquée par les univers 
télévisuels et internet caractérisés par le zapping et autres télescopages d’images parfois des 
plus contradictoires” (Mohamed Rachdi, 164)
15 The case of Anas Al-Shaikh seems to be different because of the way the space references 
the body and vice versa. The photographic cutting in the documentation clearly suggests a 
predominance of the human action over the landscape, a focus that is mainly dedicated to the 
human experience of the space
16 “The first need to fix on paper the places is related to travel: it is the reminder of the sequence 
of steps, the route of a journey… The need to incorporate in one image the dimension of time 
together with that of the space is the origin of cartography… The map, even if static, presupposes 
a narrative idea, and is conceived in terms of a route. It is Odyssey” (“Il primo bisogno di fissare 
sulla carta i luoghi è legato al viaggio: è il promemoria della successione delle tappe, il tracciato 
di un percorso. … La necessità di comprendere in un’immagine la dimensione del tempo assieme 
a quella dello spazio è all’origine della cartografia. … La carta geografica, insomma, anche se 
statica, presuppone un’ idea narrativa, è concepita in funzione di un itinerario, è Odissea” (Italo 
Calvino, Il viandante nella mappa, 1984) 
17 This approach has been anticipated by Dada at the beginning of the twentieth century: “Dada 
does not intervene on the space by leaving an object or by taking samples, it leads the artist, better 
still, the group of artists, directly to the place to be revealed, not to do anything material, leaving 
no physical trace except for the documentation related to the operation ... and without any kind of 
subsequent processing” (“Dada non interviene sul luogo lasciandovi un oggetto né prelevandone 



degli altri, porta l’artista, meglio ancora il gruppo di artisti, direttamente sul luogo da svelare, senza 
compiere alcuna operazione materiale, senza lasciare tracce fisiche se non la documentazione 
legata all’operazione … e senza alcun tipo di elaborazione successiva” (Francesco Careri, 
Walkscapes. Camminare come pratica estetica, Torino 2006, p. 48)
18 The second set of photographs was shot in 2003 by a team from the Sharjah International 
Biennial 6 (photographer Paul Thuysbaert), therefore representing a very different step and a 
substantial change in the process of documentation of his projects. 
Similarly Noor Al-Bastaki’s work Paths and Steps shows a set context where an active audience has 
been gathered and parallels the artist in performing the action
19 The complete project Naked Sweet Potato, consisting of a book, 59 clay sculptures in 7 metallic 
boxes, engravings on rocks, handmade jewellery, oil on canvas paintings and a video, was 
presented in 54th Venice Biennale 2011 (“Second time around”, UAE National Pavilion, curated by 
Vasif Kortun)
20 A work that presents some similarities, from the structural and formal point of view is SETTLEMENT- 
Six Israelis and One Palestinian (2009) by London based Palestinian artist Steve Sabella
21 The photographs are taken by the same artist and no further public attends the shooting nor is 
involved in the documentation process, although in the past, on some projects, Al Ghoussein has 
resorted to external assistance
22 Al-Shaikh follows and fully enacts the documentation process, for instance in his video works 
My Land, 2, Shame on us (2009), Not for Sale (2004) and photographic projects Trace, 3. The 
participation of assistants is limited to a few projects (e.g. Trace, 1 and 2) and to very instructed 
phases, the artist thus remains the director of all the steps of the project.
The work by Omani Budoor Al Riyami presents some tangencies with Anas Al-Shaikh’s, in the 
dramatic and powerful use of the body, where the action performed over it seems to be characterised 
by a ritualistic approach, to symbolise further dimensions and to breach into those. 
A different approach, in the sense of the level of physical involvement displayed by the artist and at 
some point requested of the viewers as well, appears in Wafaa Bilal’s performances and interactive 
installations (Domestic Tension Project 1, 2007; … and Counting, 2010, and The 3rd I, 2010)
23 See also Amal Kenawy’s You will be killed (2006), Layla  Muraywid’s Comme dans un jardin 
j’attends le monde (2009), Cristiana de Marchi’s Embodying (2010), and Fatima Mazmouz’ Made in 
mode grossesse. La danse du ventre (2009)
24 Joseph Tarrab, “Le corps du délit”, in Le corps découvert, 37-47, 42
25 I would like to quote an acute observation by Mohamed Rachdi about Moroccan painter Mahi 
Binebine, that seems to perfectly apply to Mohammad Al Mazrouei’s pictorial practice:  “With this 
artist, it is unclear whether the bodies interlace or fight among themselves and with the material. In 
all cases, they intertwine, stretch, shrink, writhe ... like trying to sometimes fit into the limits of space, 
and sometimes to get out of them” (“Chez cet artiste, on ne sait pas vraiment si les corps s’enlecent 
ou se battent entre eux et avec la matière. Dans tous les cas, ils s’entremelent, s’allongent, se 
rétrécissent, se contorsionnent … comme cherchant tantot à s’inscrire dans les limites de l’espace, 
tantot à en sortir”, Mohamed Rachdi, “L’implication effective et symbolique du corps”, ibidem, 151-
167, 164) 
26 Abdullah Al Saadi, Hassan Sharif, Mohammed Kazem 
27 Anas Al-Shaikh, Ebtisam AbdulAziz, Manal Al Dowayan, Noor Al-Bastaki, Tarek Al-Ghoussein, 
Waheeda Malullah
28 The end of the twentieth century is marked by the recourse to the representation of the body as 
an object of social martyrdom, a collective suffering that involves entire portions of a population, 
thus raising political issues through the representation of the body (Amal Kenawy, Azza Hachimi, 
Sami Mohamed, Sundus Abdul Hadi, Hani Zurob, Mahi Binebine, Tarik Essalhi, Azza Hachimi). 
In these artists (just like in AbidinTravel.com, the project in which Iraqi-Finnish artist Adel Abidin 
proposes places destroyed and tormented by war as touristic travel destinations, creating a 
situation of public involvement in which the body is absent and remains so until the entrance of 
the public itself, the body then becoming that of the viewer), art becomes a tool for raising and 
investigating current political issues, often addressed in an ironic way but where inevitably the 
presence of the body recalls and alludes to death or the denial of the physical bodily presence (See 
Le corps découvert, referenced above, 4)
29 Cristiana de Marchi, Mohammad Al Mazrouei, Nujoom AlGhanem, Rabi Georges, Shaikha Al 
Mazrou
30 Referenced above, p. 35
31 Saeide Karimi, with a stronger level of involvement, and Siavash Yansori, with a deeper 
detachment from the subject
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Plates



Abdullah Al Saadi (Born 1967, UAE, lives and works in Khor Fakkan, UAE) records and invents 
normative groupings, species that are beyond scientific inquiries, but are based on diligent 
observation and enhanced with poetic license. Appropriating the classical scientific tools of 
maritime colonialists, and mappers in the eighteenth century before the invention of photography, 
he turns the tradition around to make it credible and personal. To decipher the work, one may have 
to decipher the alphabet of the work without peeling away the remarkable beauty of the austerity 
of his means; the unpretentious raw handiwork. He does not grieve about the change in the UAE, 
but delicately documents it.
 His work has been included in Venice Biennale (2009, 2011), Sharjah Biennale (1999, 2001, 
2003, 2007, 2011) and Sao Paolo Biennial (2004).

Naked Sweet Potato

 Al Saadi’s sweet potato sketches are phenomenally sensual, and the magnified ‘bodies’ of the 
sweet potatoes are truly feminine.
 Referring to his work, Al Saadi says: “This experience was a result of a search that extended 
several years. It was a result of my relationship with agriculture, and my study of the potato from an 
artistic perspective. I studied the potato extensively: how to draw the shape of a potato, the different 
stages of growth, its history, and where it got its name. The many shapes made out of the potato are 
very similar to the shapes of humans and animals, and what I was interested in here was the artistic 
treatment of the shape of the potato.”
 The shrunk sweet potato could resemble a rock, or could look like a camel, or the map of Brazil! 
Once you magnify it you find feminine features in the background, beneath all these other shapes.
The sweet potato truly has a very wide range, and when you propose or hold an exhibition 
dedicated to the sweet potato, as Al Saadi has done, you are truly afforded an infinite window of 
possibilities. There is an endless variety of shapes that you can see either aesthetically, childishly, or 
intentionally… and they are all sweet potato. And there are definitely, underneath all these shapes, 
feminine characteristics.1

1 This text is an excerpt from Abdullah Al Saadi feminises the Sweet Potato (2-2) by Ahmed Rashid Thani, which is included in its 
entirety in Appendix 1

Abdullah Al Saadi 



Naked Sweet Potato, 2000-2010. Video, with sound, 8 min., 50 sec.
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Anas Al-Shaikh (Bahrain, 1968) studied architecture in Jordan and works as a photographer, 
video artist, graphic designer and freelance curator. In addition he writes for cultural journals and 
newspapers. As an artist and curator, Anas Al-Shaikh is more attracted to spatially conceived works 
through which he can relate different perspectives to the public. Al-Shaikh is an attentive observer 
of political issues pertaining to human rights and democracy. He investigates these themes in his 
work, mainly using video, photography and installation as his media of choice. When Al-Shaikh 
began his work as an installation artist in 1994, he was the only artist in Bahrain using this medium. 
He has since tried to encourage younger artists in his country to be more open and experimental.
  His work has been exhibited in shows including “The changing room: Arab reflections on Praxis 
and Times” (Hub Westminster, London, UK, 2012), Sharjah Biennial 8 (Sharjah, UAE, 2007), and 
“Zones of Contact” (Biennale of Sydney, Australia, 2006). His work is included in public collections 
in Bahrain, Qatar, Jordan, France and The Netherlands.

My Land, 2 

Anas Al-Shaikh explores the role of sectarianism as an ideological practice of autocratic regimes to 
impose their mechanisms of power. Sectarianism may be broadly defined as the process through 
which forms of ethnic and/or religious identities are politicised. Al-Shaikh emphasises the enduring 
ideological divides caused by conflicts around sectarian identity and its continuing influence on 
socio-political instability.
 “In this work I present the bare back of a man beating his face to the rhythm of an old traditional 
sea song “Al Efjiri”. I aim to portray how sectarianism eradicates a unified society and common 
history, preventing members of a society from coexisting and attempting to solve society’s problems 
and address its weaknesses through solidarity and mutual tolerance.”

Anas Al-Shaikh



My Land, 2, 2009, Two channel video installation, with sound, 2 min., 51 sec.
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Trace 3, 2009, performed in Al Malikiyah village, Bahrain, 2009. Documentary photographs. Eight from a series of15 chromogenic prints, 45 x 60 cm each
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Trace, 1

Through these ephemeral performances Anas Al-Shaikh investigates the relationship between 
humans and their environment. He explores how the obscure remains of old civilisations can help 
us to understand the evolution of human beings and how archaeologists’ theses and theories 
inform our imaginations and awareness. To date, archaeologists still have not clearly interpreted 
the original purpose of many artefacts which have been found, such as objects, sculptures and 
paintings. At the site of the performance traces are left, both “seen” and “hidden” indicating 
that something has happened here with no reference to the identity of the artist, who remains 
anonymous. These remains also refer to the destruction and exploitation of the natural environment 
in the interest of wealth and power.

Trace, 1, 2009, performed in Al Malikiyah village, Bahrain, 2009. Documentary photographs. Two chromogenic prints, 80 x 120 cm each
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Cristiana de Marchi (born 1968, Italy, lives and works in Beirut and Dubai) is an artist and a writer 
who explores (through performance, video, and installations of embroidered objects and tapestries) 
issues related to verbalisation and translation, to the correspondence between physical and 
nominal dimensions. Some of her themes are the use of languages in propaganda, the transition 
between ‘territories’ and contexts, and the redefinition of memory and identity. 
 She was artist in residence at the University of the Arts, Philadelphia, USA (2012). Her work has 
been shown in Italy, Lebanon, Mexico, Spain, UK, UAE and USA.

Fish Market

 Fish markets, like all spontaneous gathering places, are the ideal context for contamination. 
 The performance at Sharjah Fish Market took place during working hours with workers, clients, 
fish, dirt, running water and strong smells. The performance consists of a simple posture performed 
in the location where the workers cut and prepare the fish for clients. The posture selected is a 
traditional meditative one, mainly referring to the peace deriving from yoga practice and to the 
quest for a balance in our busy daily lives. The choice of yoga depends on different elements, 
firstly directly relating to the workers employed in the fishing industry in UAE (both fishermen and 
fishmongers). They mostly come from the Indian subcontinent, where yoga is a widely diffused 
practice. Regardless of the fact that these men may or may not practice yoga themselves, it is still 
a referential experience to them, an experience that is here out of context, thus provoking thoughts 
of displacement. Contradiction clearly emerges as a main component of this performance: the 
contrast between the confusion reigning in the fish market and the calmness of the yoga posture 
as well as the contraposition of a multitude of individuals - the busy crowd intent on different 
occupations and the performer, whose uniqueness focuses and alters the scene, transforming it 
into a different context, and almost into theatre.  
 Another contradiction obviously consists in the sexual connotations of the performative act 
which implicitly addresses the issue of the position of women in society. The performer is a woman 
surrounded by men and dares to stand in a male environment without caring about reactions and 
commentaries, which are unavoidable.
 This performance also evokes the idea of appropriation: wealthy people have appropriated the 
oriental practice of yoga and are enjoying it as a “liberating” philosophy. On the other hand the 
labourers, attracted to developed countries with false promises, find themselves deprived of all 
kinds of beauty and harmony, even those which relate to their original culture. 
 The main action is framed by fourteen smaller screens depicting the movements of the workers’ 
hands concentrated on their job. Each of the fourteen screens alternates between close-ups of 
different ways of cutting, chopping, cleaning etc., the different tools used to do so and different 
individuals, whilst the central frame is a fixed, single sequence showing the performer in the 
meditation pose.

Cristiana de Marchi 



Fish Market, 2010, performed at Sharjah Fish Market, November 2010. Colour video projection, with sound, 9 min., 44 sec.
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Ebtisam AbdulAziz (born 1975, Sharjah, UAE, lives and works in Dubai) is a multidisciplinary artist 
and writer who incorporates mathematics and systemic structures in her work to explore issues of 
identity and culture. Her works experiment with and adopt different media, including performance, 
installations and works on paper. Autobiographic elements as well as social references enter 
AbdulAziz’s practice, which is set at the crossing point of a rigorous mathematic and systemic 
approach and a humanistic attention to her environment.
 Ebtisam AbdulAziz has recently participated in the Venice Biennale (2009), Sharjah Biennial 
(2011), “Dubai Next” (Vitra Design Museum, Weil am Rhein, Germany, 2008), and “Arab Express” 
(Mori Art Museum, Tokyo, Japan, 2012).

Women’s Circles 

Women’s Circles is a performance that is documented with photographic images and has issues 
related to women at its core. While Ebtisam tries to express herself spontaneously through the 
collection, the content is not intended to be complicated and is merely her take on the environment 
and social issues as she experieced them in 2010. Within the piece, there are connotations of 
humanity (as she believes art is just another expression of humanitarian thought), but in refusing to 
override the denial of reality and the social context in which we live, it also rejects self–isolation and 
isolation from the wider world. According to Ebtisam women in the UAE, and Arab world in general, 
are vital anchors in some of her work and this is her way of expressing conflicts between the 
individual and society. “An overwhelming sense of dissatisfaction and self-seeking can be found in 
my work and I think that the feeling of dissatisfaction when producing artworks is the true motivation 
that develops the artist beyond where he or she is in “the here and now”. When I find myself in a 
place of complacency, I feel that I am unable to move forward in my work or my life. In this way, the 
main objective of Women’s Circles is to use art to express my humanity through a body of serious 
work that is reflective of a new style of visual art not remembered momentarily, but that leaves a 
more permanent impression on the viewer.”      
 Through Women’s Circles, Ebtisam represents each and every woman searching for personal 
freedom. “This is not merely a work of art, but a true representation of how I feel as an Arab woman, 
as an artist, a friend and daughter, and the multitude of roles I have accepted or that have been 
allocated to me up until now.” Although the circles may appear as complicated as life itself, she 
attempts to allow the audience to be creative in their thinking, investigating ways to escape those 
self same life frames that have constrained her, but which may be unique to each viewer and 
his/her life experience. “This piece, while simple to look at, is perhaps more philosophical than 
any previous piece I have created as my outlook on life is ever-evolving and the issues facing 
man and society are becoming increasingly more complex and constraining (the global economy, 
environmental issues and so on). As women, we have different experiences than men and our 
suffering and challenges are inextricably tied up with the expectations imposed upon our gender 
by society in general, which are even more pronounced within Middle Eastern culture.”

Ebtisam AbdulAziz



Women’s Circles, 2010. Six from a series of 20 chromogenic prints mounted on aluminium, 40 x 70 cm each. Originally commissioned and produced by the Sharjah Art Foundation
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Hassan Sharif (born 1951 in Dubai, where he lives and works) is rightly considered to be the 
first artist who awakened the UAE to contemporary art. Internationally acclaimed as one of the 
most representative contemporary artists from the Arab world, Hassan Sharif appears in dozens 
of group shows (among the most recent ones, “Systems and Patterns“, International Centre of 
Graphic Arts, Ljubljana, Slovenia, 2012; “Paper“, Museée d’Art Moderne et d’Art Contemporain, 
Nice, France, 2012; 1 Biennale of Sydney, Sydney, Australia, 2012; “Interventions“, Mathaf Arab 
Museum of Modern Art, Doha, Qatar, 2010; 53rd International Art Exhibition, Venice, Italy, 2009) 
and solo exhibitions (including Emirates Fine Arts Society 1984 and 1986; Sharjah Biennial 1995, 
2001 and 2003; “Hassan Sharif Experiments & Objects 1979-2011”, Abu Dhabi, 2011, and “Hassan 
Sharif”, Alexander Grey Associates, New York, 2012). An artist of great versatility, since the end 
of the 1970s he has concentrated his artistic energy and poetical inspiration on experimentation 
with different languages including performances (during the defined period of 1982-1984). Better 
known for his objects that reflect the consumer society in which we all live, while twisting their 
perspective, Hassan Sharif creates his own systems to face and interpret society.

Jumping No. 1 

“I selected two points near the wall, point “A” and “B” with a distance of 2 metres between them. For 
a short time I jumped from point “A” to point “B” and vice versa.” (Hassan Sharif)

Hassan Sharif



Jumping No. 1, 1983, performed in Dubai, 1983. Documentary photographs. Seven chromogenic prints mounted on cardboard, 83.5 x 58.5 cm 
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Library, 1984, performed in London, 1984. Documentary photographs. Three prints mounted on cardboard, 58.5 x 41 cm



Washing Corridor, 1983, performed in London, 1983. Documentary photograph mounted on cardboard, 58.5 x 41 cm
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Walking No. 3

“When I have nothing to do, I walk.” (Hassan Sharif)



Walking No. 3, 1983, performed in Hatta (UAE), 1983. Documentary photographs. Ten prints mounted on cardboard, 83 x 58.5 cm
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Manal Al Dowayan (born 1973 in Dhahran, Saudi Arabia) lives and works in Dubai. In her 
photographic series and more recently her installations, Manal Al Dowayan examines the Saudi 
identity. Questions raised by her work concern the female condition, symbols of community 
loyalties, technological changes and the relationship to the world that these imply. Her art combines 
a graphic yet refined aesthetic: elegant portraits of women, neon writing, what would seem to be 
glamourous motifs (jewels, doves, tattoos). But an incongruous element will always be thrown in to 
disturb these studied seductive scenes: workmen’s tools in the series I am, or the direct use of a 
paintbomb and a stencil (And We Had No Shared Dreams).
 Her artworks have been promoted by institutions such as the British Council and the United 
Nations. She was Artist in Residence in 2009 at the Delfina Foundation in London, and since 2008 
has taken part in the project “Edge of Arabia” with which she has shown at the Venice Biennale in 
2009 and 2011, in Berlin and Istanbul (2010) as well as in Dubai (2011).  She has participated in 
exhibitions including “Self Representation in the Arabian Gulf” (Doha, Qatar, 2007), “Reorientations” 
(Brussels, 2008), “Fluid Form I” (Seoul, Korea, 2010), and “Freedom to Create” (Sarajevo, 2011).1

Landscapes of the Mind

 In Landscapes of the Mind, Al Dowayan reflects upon herself as a person, a symbol, a 
representative of a society and nation existing within a geographical construct. In her landscapes, 
the mountains, roads, buildings and structures are covered with symbols that obscure their true 
existence, blurring the simple reality of the visual scene. This conflict is intensified by the artist’s 
own existence within the space, rather than landscape, to which she belongs. The result is a surreal 
landscape which allows Manal to manipulate, reinvent and repackage the reality of her geography 
and space without physically altering it.
 Landscape is an intensely visual concept. People do not live in landscapes - they observe 
them. The viewer is by definition an outsider. Media images portray Saudi Arabia as a landscape 
of black figures floating in a space of absence. Interpretations of history and tradition emanating 
from memory are intermingled with stereotypes and preconceptions. Ultimately, it is a landscape in 
conflict with itself.
 Al Dowayan also reassesses contexts of space and power, confronting the forces that dictate 
the rules of existence in her landscapes. She adds a layer of self-reflection driven by the desire 
to understand who holds the power to define perspectives and stereotypes: the observed, the 
observer, the artist or the outsider? (Irène Burkel)

1 © Nadour Foundation

Manal Al Dowayan



Landscapes of the Mind IV, 2009. Mixed media on paper, 101.6 x 152.4 cm
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Landscapes of the Mind II, 2009. Mixed media on paper, 152.4 x 101.6 cm



Landscapes of the Mind V, 2009. Mixed media on paper, 152.4 x 101.6 cm
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Landscapes of the Mind I, 2009. Mixed media on paper, 101.6 x 152.4 cm
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Mohammad Al Mazrouei (born 1962, Egypt, lives and works in Abu Dhabi) is an Emirati artist, poet 
and writer. A member of both the Emirates Fine Arts Society and the UAE Writers’ Union (which he is 
currently heading) since 1988, Al Mazrouei is a polyhedric personality constantly moving between 
literature, poetry, cinema and visual arts. All these elements are intertwined and reflected by his 
artistic creations, where the strength of his vision and of its translation into paintings and drawings 
is paralleled by the depth of his poems and the acuteness of his interventions into the literary field. 
 He recently participated in the 30th Annual Exhibition (EFAS, Sharjah, 2012), the 4th Contemporary 
Art Biennial (Kuwait, 2010), and “United Arab Emirates Pavilion” (Zaragoza, Spain, 2008). Between 
1990 and 2009 he has published six books of poetry (among them On Meaning of Watching Fire, 
Cairo, 1998, But it is You, Adami, Cairo, 1998, and Without Any Reason For We Are Poor, Abu 
Dhabi, 2009) and a short story (Who Will Look After the Flies, Cairo, 1997).

Untitled

 Through his paintings, Mohammad Al Mazrouei intentionally verifies his radical dissociation from 
the rules and principles of the traditional artistic and intellectual schools. His paintings belong to 
the Neo-Expressionist movement. 
 Mohammad Al Mazrouei presents works that address candid and poignant subjects. This we 
can see in the combination of colours and the strokes of the brush. The faces and the bodies in 
his painting are intentionally distorted to emphasise desire, petulance and rage. Some topics are 
provocative and horrifying - he stays away from elegant paintings.

Mohammad Al Mazrouei
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Untitled, 1994. Ink on paper, 27.5 x 18.7 cm



Untitled, 1996. Ink on paper, 29.5 x 20.7 cm



Untitled, 1996. Ink on paper, 29.5 x 20.8 cm
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Mohammed Kazem (born 1969, Dubai where he lives and works) is a very active personality in the 
Emirati cultural scene. Kazem pairs his remarkable artistic career with an equally engaging curatorial 
path (he was one of the curators of Sharjah Biennial 2007 and of a number of other exhibitions in the UAE 
and abroad), adhering to a concept that considers the artist able to follow the whole artistic process. An 
inspired artist, Kazem is characterised by a profound humility towards the creative process and seems 
constantly in search of perfection in his artistic expression, as if he was following an idea which leads him 
to renew his methods, while still keeping intact his approach. His main focus is on social, political and 
environmental issues, which he often explores in direct relation to his own biography. Drawing, painting, 
photography and installation are the means through which Mohammed Kazem’s poetic vein takes shape. 
Experimentation is the dominant note in a large part of his work, which pertains to stages of research 
on the body and its context with a profound intellectual honesty. Recently Mohammed Kazem’s work 
has been shown in “Arab Express” (Mori Art Museum, Tokyo, Japan, 2012), “Asia Serendipity” (Photo 
España, Madrid, Spain, 2012), Venice Biennale 2009, and “Dubai Next” (Vitra Design Museum, Weil am 
Rhein, Germany, 2008). He is the appointed artist representing the UAE at the upcoming Venice Biennale 
2013. 
 

Tongue

Body Gestures
“Mohammed Kazem observes all these gestures and various physical movements and he lists 
them and employs them as ingredients in his art; in this way he amalgamates fine art with drama, 
a dramatisation of fine art. He incarnates the various acts of the human body and the self into a 
single concrete art scene and he confirms the continuity of the body through the incarnation of the 
autobiography in any work and spreads it to society as a whole…that is he imparts it with a social 
role; in his works Kazem alludes to events and very intimate and personal acts, revealing them to 
the individual or viewer; in this way, he creates a type of interactive ritual between life, the artist and 
then the viewer. [...]

Mohammed Kazem



 The principal element in these works of Kazem is autobiography. It is severe because of his 
preoccupation with archaic rituals, revealing them or disclosing their sources again. By this, he exaggerates 
simple incidents and by this means he agitates the viewer’s feelings and activates his consciousness; this 
is in itself a way of challenging prevailing thinking. Such a challenge reminds us of romantic thought. It 
inquisitively provokes prevailing ideas. The underlying idea of the works of Kazem lies in attacking the 
viewer’s consciousness in a perplexing or critical way and yet, on equal terms somehow. Its advantage 
is that it is daring because it approaches the act of reinterpreting the myth and symbol in a very special 
and exceptional way, both of which are the basis of our culture. Understanding, the reinterpreting and 
remembering of symbolic meanings is the essence of these works. Revelation clarifies all symbols, reveals 
or discloses our mistaken and false awareness to ensure reality, originality and a sense of heightened 
awareness. It is revelation in the opposite sense to ambiguity or vice versa or in the sense of spreading or 
disclosing the ambiguous and unveiling all sinful and childhood secrets hidden in our subconscious since 
ancient times. In these ways, the works of Kazem defeat ambiguity and stand as an equal, suggesting 
an enforced desire and a strong yearning for a revelation. Some of his works represent a disclosure of 
acts and profound ideas so difficult to comprehend, yet others are very simple. Such a degree of difficulty 
and simplicity in presenting a work of art is a way of revealing the consciousness, an introspection that is 
investigating ones ideas, motivations and feelings in a mild, dreamy way. The mentioned simplicity and 
complexity reveal a complex secret, it is altering the body and the autobiography e.g. changing the body 
and story to fetishist desire: focusing desire on one part of the body or an object. In this way, through 
his work Mohammed Kazem reveals all that is strange in nature or unexpected to the viewer’s space 
(concept) of knowledge or consciousness. These works are visually and conceptually interesting; they 
urge the viewer to search for the privacy and mood of the individual.” (Hassan Sharif)1

1 This text is an excerpt from The body in the works of Mohammed Kazem by Hassan Sharif, which is included in its entirety in 
Appendix 2
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Tongue, 1994, performed in Dubai, 1994. Documentary photographs. 45 gelatin silver prints mounted on 5 corrugated boards (1 lost), 43 x 43 cm each 
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Noor Al-Bastaki (born 1985, in Bahrain where she lives and works) is a young artist with a strong 
commitment to the environment she lives in and a keen interest in other cultures and contexts. She 
believes that it is important “to explore more and work on innovative contemporary ways to bring 
different countries, cultures and people together with art”. This inter-cultural approach (which is 
also expressed through different media - with a main focus on photography, video and installation, 
often combined together) includes collaborations with international artists to investigate differing 
definitions of art and its communication. 
 Her work has been exhibited in “Art Collection of the Arab World” (Altona Town Hall, Altona, 
Germany, 2008), “Unlearning Intolerance; Art, Attitudes & Environment” (United Nations 
Headquarters Building, New York, USA, 2008) and “Still Life: Art, Ecology and the Politics of 
Change”, Sharjah Biennial 8 (UAE, 2007).

Paths and Steps

 “The future of the youth in the Arabian Gulf is at risk due to the status quo of economic 
development based on oil production, even though there are efforts to establish and construct 
other industries such as tourism and light industries. Despite all of this, oil production is the number 
one resource for the economic development of the region. Thus the continuing dependency on oil 
for our development will be a gamble on the future of the next generation.
 The ambition of the next generation is surrounded by fear and confusion because young 
creative minds feel in constant threat and danger of their lives. Hence, many young people in 
the Arabian Gulf put effort into excelling academically and proving themselves in the fields of 
science, knowledge and creativity. However, this issue is unclear and not grasped fully, due to 
many obstacles and limitations which are hard to untangle and overcome because of the many 
mistakes of the previous generation. There are many risks that go along with oil production that 
lead to the suffering of our planet. Only through changing our lifestyles can we save ourselves. It 
is important to understand the past and overcome the obstacles to find alternative solutions to that 
which hinders the future of this region in all aspects of life. The determination of the youth will pave 
the way for future success if they rebel against all that holds their freedom captive and their health 
and future hostage.” (Noor Al-Bastaki)

Noor Al-Bastaki



Paths and Steps, 2005, performed in the Sakheer area, Bahrain, 2005. Documentary photographs. Four from a series of 25 digital prints, dimensions variable
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Nujoom AlGhanem (born 1962, Dubai) is an Arabic poet and film director from the United Arab 
Emirates, where she currently lives and works. AlGhanem initially began her career as a journalist 
in the UAE but after marrying and starting a family, she decided to continue her education abroad. 
She studied TV production and direction at Ohio University in the United States and later went 
on to obtain an MA in cinema production from Griffith University in Australia. She has published 
eight poetry collections and has produced and directed eight films (four short fictions and four 
documentaries). AlGhanem is an active member of her community and currently writes poetry 
full time. Dr. Omnia Amin, a professor at Zayed University in Dubai, says of AlGhanem’s poetry 
and work : “Nujoom AlGhanem is one of the strongest modern Emirati poets who rose in the early 
1980s in the Gulf region. Her language is such that it permeates the soul with a rich and flavoured 
life experience that goes beyond the five senses. Her ability to mix the spiritual and the physical, 
the real and the unreal, the mythical with the present, is what makes her poems resonate in the 
mind more than any other writer. AlGhanem offers a spiritual and mystical surrounding without 
ascending or descending into deep and obscure regions of the psyche. Hers is an experience that 
combines the possible with the limitless and all-embracing possibilities of love, regeneration and 
an infinite room for acceptance and change. Her words are laden with a past full of sorrows, but 
this is not a hindrance to the boundless love contained in the mystic heart of a loving poet. Hers is 
an experience that mixes the culture of the East with that of the West in a unique and unparalleled 
way, of accepting the other as part of one’s own making.”1

1 www.jehat.com/jehaat/en/poets/nujoom-al-ghanem.htm

Nujoom AlGhanem



Between Heaven & Earth, the Body I Borrowed, 1994, performed in Athens, Ohio (USA), 1994. Documentary photographs. Five from a series of 40 chromogenic prints, 29.7 x 21 cm each

l   73



Between Heaven & Earth, the Body I Borrowed

 Not far from this nook the sky is gathering itself to meet the ground. The dragonflies migrate while 
the leaves of the fall pile up making homes for the arriving creatures. My voice is passing through 
the wind, avoiding getting lost between heaven and earth. What’s lighter than my body now but the 
flake of snow that fell earlier onto my back yard, adding more whiteness to the wilted grass with 
the milky colour of morning? I have a curved spine and slightly unbalanced shoulders, just like my 
thoughts. On my face, two holes called the eyes were given to me at birth. I cannot remember now 
the shade they had when I learned how to gaze at the horizon, trying to count the distant travelling 
ships. My lips had moved for three decades or so. My tongue learned to speak when it had to say 
something, yet never recognised why it had to speak all those lines. But, I can recall all the sounds 
that were left there in that little box called memory. Was it my memory though or the neglected safe 
of that body I borrowed when I came to earth?
 The snow filled my plant pots with its sweet brightness but brought darkness to my room for 
several days. I lit candles to relieve the spirits of the night and to read my old poems so that the air 
would feel less quiet. In that darkness I became friends with my hands and feet. I could be at peace 
with the senses I had distrusted. Nevertheless, those nights threw all of my hidden fears back to 
me, the memories and their tendency to contaminate my days with their dullness. 
 If I have to tell you something my friend then let it be this: let me tell you about the bruises I 
inherited from my mother. She gave me her sadness to care for like a small plant that never stops 
wanting to be watered with tears. She hid her night cries in my heart and never tried to take them 
back. She touched my hair with her wrinkled fingers but didn’t realise that they might also touch 
my thoughts. I took after her in so many other ways, the grey hair, the trembling voice, the early 
symptoms of old age and the hunched back. I took after her in talking with myself, cursing life and 
blaming the angels for not backing me with my hopes for my children. And now I could see that I 
even inherited her red moles, her anger and cracking joints.
 But I don’t want to be like my mother.
 I’ll find myself a planet to call it home, new wishes to trace or become sisters with life; I told 
myself when I saw her break as if she were just a frond.
 Nothing remains the same, and this piece I wear above my bones will soon be dust to be blown 
in another sphere or back to dirt where I fear. 
 I’ll celebrate the lakes before they dry, the woods before they become ashes, the beaches 
before they withdraw from our lands, and the desert before it swallows me. 
 Why cannot I believe you? Why is it every time I say we are companions you turn and walk away, 
leaving me with no replies or consolation. The mirror I received for my last birthday doesn’t say a 
thing. The reflection coming through stares at me, no words to be heard.
 I guess the remaining sky seen through the only window is getting narrower. The body that used 
to be tied tight to its ground is floating away. Was that the body I knew, or the soul that was just freed 
with the fall of the new snow that was carried by the light air, lost between my heaven and earth?
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Rabi Georges (born 1981, Germany) lives and works in Dubai. His work deals with rituals issued 
from both the Islamic and Christian religions, mostly expressing an interplay between beliefs and 
individual needs. Through his performances, Rabi Georges repeats traditional rituals and derives 
new ones while embellishing the contextual space, which refers to spirituality and philosophy. 
Georges combines different dimensions and levels in his work: his body, representing life; the 
physical space, the extension into which the body flows; and time, which fills each performance 
with suspense and gives it closure, with a special attention to the audience that represents the other 
essential variable in this quadrangle of forces. 
 Georges has performed in Syria, Germany and France; his installations have been exhibited in 
Germany, France, Brazil and UK.

Tomorrow has not yet come
 
 “The endless depth and timelessness of white extends through various layers of black lines. 
Words conserve the time on my second skin - my shirt. Contradictory eternities appear in the room.
 Out of the underworld and its secrets of death the pomegranate symbolises fertility and the 
fruitfulness of life. Slowly the fruit drops its juice on these words. With blindfolded eyes I almost 
drown. I prepare another shirt, my third skin.” (Rabi Georges) 

Rabi Georges



Tomorrow has not yet come, 2012, performed at Kunstraum Kreuzberg Bethanien, Berlin, 2012. Documentary photographs. Five chromogenic prints, dimensions variable
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What You Want to Be

 “In this performance, I cite a Sufi ritual. Dressed in a traditional Sufitanoura, inscribed with my 
thoughts about love and spirituality, I begin to turn around. While prayers of people of different faiths 
are heard, I lift a white porcelain vessel filled with India ink above my head and pour it over my 
head. The black ink covers my face, my shirt and reaches the black writing on the Tanoura, making 
the words illegible. The ink and the writing become one. 
 The black ink runs through the fabric and the words flash down towards the audience and form 
a circle on the ground. I leave, the circle stays.
 This performance was accompanied by an installation in another room at the other end of the 
gallery from where I started the performance. This constituted a link and extension of time and 
space through the entire exhibition floor. 
 Black is as pure as white. The sum of all colours is black, the sum of all light is white. Fluidity 
means transformation. Just as the script disappears into to the room, the body dissolves into a 
continuously rotating sculpture. All that is left is spirit.” (Rabi Georges)



What You Want to Be, 2010, performed at Kunstraum Kreuzberg Bethanien, Berlin, 2010. Documentary photographs. Three chromogenic prints, dimensions variable
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 Saeide Karimi (born in Iran, 1984, lives and works in USA) is enigmatic as a photographer. She 
is an artist with the ability to uncover one’s inner being and emotions that belies the flatness of the 
medium. Saeide brings a three-dimensional vivacity to her subjects as she guides them through the 
photographic process to obtain what she is seeking…“being”. It is a dream-like state that Karimi is 
able to elicit, and through the lens of her camera she uncovers a hidden world that liberates and 
confines all at once. The magic is in her ability to capture the silence between breaths with her work. 
(Joe Girandola)

 Karimi’s work has appeared in several exhibitions in Iran (“Iranian Women”, Norooz Honar 
Gallery, Tehran, 2007; Saba Museum, Tehran, 2008, and Niavaran Museum, Tehran, 2008). In 2007, 
she was awarded the first prize at the First National Festival of Photography (Iran). 

Iran’s Flag

 The subject matter in this work is the situation of women in Saeide Karimi’s home country, Iran. 
“In Iran women are obliged to wear the hijab (veil) which causes them to experience society in a 
different way. In these two works I want to explore this subject matter in new way”.
 By using Iran’s flag Karimi depicts the conflict between two sets of people with opposing 
ideologies.

ID Photography

 ID photographs are used by organisations and official institutes to document information about 
individuals. In most countries there are set rules and guidelines for these photographs that must be 
obeyed - for example the colour of the background and the positioning of the subject.
 In Iran these rules apply, but there are also additional strict rules for women. Most of these rules 
are concerned with maintaining an appearance that adheres to Islamic principles. Women may 
not wear any make up or even a smile on their lips. Karimi believes that by surveying Iranian ID 
photographs one can recognise the ideal appearance that the Iranian government prescribes to 
women in society.  
 Conversely, according to Karimi, Iranian women - particularly the new generation - do not 
like to show these photographs as a document of their appearance, because they believe these 
photographs do not portray the correct image of them and do not reflect their beauty or modern 
outlook.
 “My project is about the appearance of Iranian girls, the way that they are seen in society and 
the way they would like to be seen. I want to portray the disaccord between most Iranian girls and 
the government. I took photographs of a number of girls and women who came into my studio for 
modelling photography. All of them hated their ID photos, and did not feel they were an accurate 
reflection of them. I took photos of them and I was really surprised by the way they posed in the 
style of a fashion model. These photos were very important for them. They went to a beauty salon 
before they were taken, to have their hair styled and their faces made-up. Most of the young girls 
in Iran are not satisfied with the limitations that the government imposes on them regarding their 
appearance, so in a private group they are free to show themselves in the way they would like. This 
contrast between the public and private space is very pronounced in Iran.”

Saeide Karimi



Iran’s Flag, 2012. Digital print, 70 x 100 cm
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ID Photography, 2012. Digital Print, 70 x 187 cm (detail)
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 Shaikha Al Mazrou (Born 1988, UAE, lives and works in Sharjah) received a Bachelor’s degree in 
Fine Arts from the College of Fine Arts and Design, University of Sharjah. In 2011, she joined Dubai 
Culture and Arts Authority and is now a sculpture instructor at the College of Fine Arts and Design. 
The use of colour gradations and repetitive shapes give Al Mazrou’s work the sense of an unfolding 
quality reminiscent to that of music. Following Paul Klee and Wassily Kandinsky, her work evokes 
the formal abstract structure of music. The assemblage of her found objects takes on a more 
symbolic structure when placed underneath her use of colour and form.
 Al Mazrou studied geometric abstraction and colour theory with the intention of developing her 
own artistic vocabulary. Even though colour and music have different characteristics they both 
share a similar pattern in terms of harmony.
 She has exhibited her work in the Tenri Cultural Institute of New York, USA, 2009, The Commune 
Chauverche, France, 2009, Contemporary Art Space, Australia, 2009, Sharjah Art Museum, UAE, 
2010 and 2012, Museum of Modern Art, Germany, 2010, 14th Asian Art Biennale, Bangladesh, 
2010, Art Projects, Art Dubai, 2011.
 In 2011, she was an artist in residence at the Delfina Foundation in collaboration with Tashkeel, 
Dubai Culture and Arts Authority, Bastakiya, Dubai. 

Inside Out

 Shaikha Al Mazrou’s work investigates the use of mass-produced objects as appropriated 
ready-mades for the creation of artworks that deal with colour, form and interaction.
 By exploring ideas of production, value and craftsmanship - objects that are normally mass-
produced, she challenges the existing notion of art and experiments with spontaneous and irrational 
methods of creation.
 Her layered reliefs and illusional sculptures challenge the viewer’s conception of space and 
invite a silent encounter or bodily participation. The work is then only triggered by the presence of 
the viewer in their present time.
 Al Mazrou intends for the viewer to have an instinctive and physical response to the structure, 
colour and surrounding space of the work. She uses abstract language to create rhythm and 
repetition, the roots of movement.
 Rhythm creates a situation in which the simplest basic forms become visually active. The 
repetitive act in her work is a sort of amplifier for a visual event which, seen singularly, would hardly 
be visible. But to make those single forms release the full energy within them, the viewer has to 
navigate around the work to animate the form and to give it perspective.
 She continues to employ themes of functionality and repetition while maintaining a persistent 
focus on the dynamic advantage of the colour of a ready-made. Her systematic approach to form 
and colour across her work serves to provide the viewer with the feeling of kinetic energy, depth 
and space.

Shaikha Al Mazrou



Inside Out, 2012. Acrylic sheets, 100 x 80 cm
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Inside Out, 2012 (detail)
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Untitled, 2012. Acrylic sheets, 100 x 70 cm
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Siavash Yansori (born in Iran, 1984, lives and works in USA) has the eyes of an eagle. Penetrating, 
piercing, patient and perceptive… as if he sees something we are all missing. Through this “sight”, 
Siavash captures through the lens an extraordinary living document of the “over-looked” problems 
in society. As our global world crumbles in upon itself, Siavash freezes the stillness of consumption 
prior to the act of indulgence. His lens and focus are fine-tuned to reveal the problematic gluttony 
of human existence on this earth in the most poetic of ways. Most amazingly, those capturing 
omnipotent eyes have one final quality… empathy. (Joe Girandola)

 Yansori’s work has been extensively exhibited in Iran (Imam Ali Museum, Tehran, 2010, Mohsen 
Gallery, Tehran, 2010). He is currently pursuing his MFA at the University of Cincinnati, Ohio.  

I Want to be a Consumer 

 Siavash Yansori’s artwork is an investigation of American consumer society and takes a critical 
view of social and cultural issues. His photographs are concerned with the concept of consumption 
and people’s tendency for buying more and more.
 “When I went to the USA for the first time an extravagant point astonished me: there is an 
array of large markets that invite people to shop and return with a huge amount of goods in their 
pockets. They seemed acquiescent. On the other side, companies try to sell more and more and 
use different tools such as advertisements to persuade their customers to buy. 
 In my opinion, taking into account the current poor economic conditions in so many countries, 
this behaviour is not appropriate. I see it as “public neglect” that will cause many problems for our 
world in the future.”

Siavash Yansori



I Want to be a Consumer, 2012. Digital prints mounted on forex, six images from the series, 60 x 80 cm each
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Palestinian-Kuwaiti artist Tarek Al-Ghoussein’s (born 1962, lives and works in UAE) work deals with 
how his identity is shaped in a context of inaccessibility and loss. Many of his photographs depict 
the artist dwarfed by a vast desert landscape, stuck in front of remnants of walls in the middle of 
an open space. “In the last ten years while living in the United Arab Emirates, I have witnessed 
tremendous change that has challenged my understanding of what is meant by the term “identity”. 
Since 2003 I have explored various aspects of “identity” through my work as a photographer. The 
rapid transformation of the UAE has been a catalyst and starting point for an investigation into 
issues related to my own personal relationship with land and place. The anonymity of the desert has 
offered the perfect stage for the investigation.”
 His work has been the object of several solo shows (“In Absentia”, Al-Ma’mal Foundation, 
Jerusalem, Palestine, 2009, “Retrospective Works 2001—2010”, Sharjah Art Museum, UAE, 2010, 
“E Series”, Athens, Greece, 2011) and it has recently been showcased within the group exhibitions 
“Arab Express” (Mori Art Museum, Tokyo, Japan, 2012), “Unexpected” (Museum of Contemporary 
Art, Bochum, Germany, 2010), Venice Biennale 2009 and Singapore Biennial 2008.

(In) Consideration of Myths
 
 The Self Portrait series started with a highly characterised body of works, which has become the 
iconic signature of Tarek Al-Ghoussein’s work over the past decade. This work explores the idea of 
self-depiction and Western media representations of the Palestinian as terrorist and intends to deal 
with this cliché at multiple levels: personal and public, individual and collective, occidental and 
oriental.

 “Re-enactment is a form of live-action role playing that is of interest when discussing some of 
Tarek Al-Ghoussein’s earlier works, as it is a term that is used in the realm of history (as in historical 
re-enactments) as well as in the realm of psychodrama, as a therapeutic form of exteriorising 
deeply entrenched traumas. 
 Al-Ghoussein’s series of self portraits (A and B Series) depict him in various settings where open 
spaces and obstacles intercept each other. […]
 Almost always seen from the back, the artist implicates the viewer in a detachment that is      
multi-fold: s/he becomes a helpless spectator to a helpless spectator.”1 

 As Al-Ghoussein states: “The D Series continues the exploration by examining the relationship 
between the subject and the space, and particularly the relationship between the solitary figure 
and the temporary boundaries that define a place. The series has allowed me to explore how the 
individual both affects and is affected by space.”
 The most recent and on-going series (In) Consideration of Myths, selectively presented in “MinD/
Body”, witnesses and acknowledges an evolution, which seems to be both formal and conceptual 
and to mark a new direction in Tarek’s artistic research.
 According to Tarek, “the (In) Consideration of Myths series explores the contemporary human 
condition through enacting fragments associated with mythical constructions. Expanding on earlier 
work, the series considers how myths can be interpreted through explorations of the relation 
between the individual and place.”
 The proper interaction with the landscape developed in the D Series, and replacing the static, 
almost confrontational setting of the previous series, evolves into an action, into a movement or 
even into the idea, the suggestion of a movement. The composition of a sequence imposed by 
mental process revisits the motion techniques explored in the early days of silent films. 
 Transience ultimately defines the ephemeral condition of any presence. Yet it also alludes to 
the passage of an element through a space: a passage mostly unnoticed, where the trace of a 
presence is annihilated by its very transition and escapes the eye.

1 Haig Aivazian, Notes on Roads were Open/Roads Were Closed: On How We Perceive Conflict, 2008

Tarek Al-Ghoussein



(In) Consideration of Myths, No. 966, 2012. Chromogenic print, 60 x 90 cm 
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(In) Consideration of Myths, No. 3236, 2012. Chromogenic print, 60 x 90 cm 



(In) Consideration of Myths, No. 1174, 2012. Chromogenic print, 60 x 90 cm 
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In her videos, photographs, installations and performances artist and graphic designer Waheeda 
Malullah (born 1978, Bahrain, where she lives and works) explores the roles women play within 
Islamic society. She focuses on the ways they deal with the mechanisms and regulations that 
govern their womanhood. Malullah’s imagery is minimalist and poetic mixed with playfulness and 
humour. Her most recent works concern short stories that are told in a sequence of images. 
 Malullah has exhibited in Bahrain and abroad, including Spain, Greece, Denmark, France, and 
Germany.  She participated in the Sharjah Biennale in 2009 and has taken part in art residencies 
in London and Cairo. In 2009 she won a Golden Pyramid Prize during the first edition of The 
International Media Art Forum for Youth held at the Cairo Opera House.

Talk with God 

 “For this experimental project I initially went into the mosque in my village with a photographer 
to take some photos as a documentation of my performance. However, I was not satisfied with the 
work and while exploring another mosque I discovered some dead palm trees next to it and created 
new work with the palm trees as subject based on the same concept. In line with religious tradition 
in my country, women attach green fabric to the graves of good men and then go to the mosque 
to pray that their wishes come true – this is a way of talking to God through another. I found this 
interesting and tried to copy this idea, but I was not convinced. With the same concept in mind I 
asked some local women to join me and used the many dead palm trees near the mosque to talk 
to God in the same way. This was a thrilling experience”. (Waheeda Malullah)

Waheeda Malullah



Talk with God, 2006, performed in Bahrain, 2006. Documentary photographs. Three from a series of ten digital prints, dimensions variable
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Red and White

“I produced this work during the time of political unrest in Bahrain last year. I did not feel particularly 
affected by what happened and I took the view that life in Bahrain continued and babies were still 
born every day. In this work I wrapped a woman’s body in white cloth to represent the geographical 
shape of Bahrain. I used the colours red and white to symbolise the Bahraini flag. The drawing of 
an unborn child on the female figure transforms her body into an expression of peace”.  (Waheeda 
Malullah)

Red and White, 2011. Seven from a series of 29 digital prints, 25.47 x 16.93 cm each
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Abdullah Al Saadi and the Sweet Potato (1-2)1

Ahmed Rashid Thani

A few years ago I saw a picture and I read an article about a man carrying a huge sweet potato that 
was as big as, and in fact looked very much like a little baby. That man was from Ras Al Khaimah where 
they grow sweet potatoes. I remembered that image as I visited artist Abdullah Al Saadi’s seventh 
solo exhibition titled “The Sweet Potato” at the UAE Fine Arts Society in Sharjah, which started on 31st 
January, 2008. I wasn’t too impressed with the sweet potato served as part of the open buffet at the 
exhibition’s opening, partly because I don’t believe that promoting cultural events by serving ‘buffets’ 
and food is such a great idea, even if sweet potatoes were part of that buffet!
 What truly grabbed my attention though was the connection Al Saadi made between his exhibition 
and the Food and Agriculture Organisation (FAO) declaring 2008 the International Year of the Potato 
(including the sweet potato!). How did Al Saadi come to know this fact? Al Saadi, the mountain dweller 
who lives in the Madha valley was now working with the FAO? Amazing! It was a shocking revelation 
because I had known him for over two decades, both as an artist and as a friend. All this time he was, 
to me, a mountain dweller even when he ventured into the city. Masafi wasn’t really a city to anyone but 
Al Saadi: students would live at dormitories when they went to study in cities like Cairo or Baghdad, 
but Al Saadi, as a primary school student, somehow found a dormitory in Masafi! And as he climbed 
the academic ladder later, which he certainly didn’t enjoy as much as he would have climbing his 
mountains, he moved to the student housing facility at the “Al Urooba” school in Sharjah in the mid-80s.
 It was at “Al Urooba” school that I met Al Saadi. He later graduated from university where he majored 
in a field that went completely against his mountainous personality (both Al Saadi and I are from the 
Eastern district’s “Hajar” (rock in Arabic) mountains). So, what did Al Saadi decide to study at University? 
English Language! Because of what he studied, Al Saadi had to go back to Khor Fakkan and teach 
English at primary and secondary school, where he remained until recently. People from our area now 
speak many different languages so it wasn’t too strange that Al Saadi chose to specialise in one. They 
have left their donkeys for the Koreans to eat, their palm trees are dying, and they descended from the 
mountains to join modernity.
 Al Saadi has learned another language, the language of today’s life. Speaking English is considered 
a sign of being open to the world, a union that embodies globalisation, but Al Saadi seems to be the 
most solitary and introverted of people since his dormitory years. Just look at where he chose to build 
his home; at the bottom of a valley in Madha! Al Saadi also travelled to Japan where he studied Art, 
and his works have been displayed all over the world from Brazil to Germany as well as Abu Dhabi and 
Dubai. He attended workshops in countries his mother had never heard of! How could that be? How 
can Al Saadi reconcile his life at Madha valley and his strolls down the streets of Paris? More importantly, 
how can Al Saadi be at once such a quiet introvert and display the openness that every artwork, by 
definition, requires? This ability is one of the defining characteristics of Al Saadi’s rich artistic journey. I 
knew Al Saadi first as a writer. As a young man he used to write awkward fairytales and awkward poems, 
some of which were in English, but essentially he was a diary writer. In his latest sweet potato exhibition 
he placed dozens of his diaries in glass boxes. Al Saadi is also an avid collector of objects particularly 
bones, animal skulls, insects and cans. You feel, as one of Al Saadi’s friends, that anything that can be 
collected and that comes within his grasp will never get away! If it somehow evades his hands, he will 
capture it with his pen, and if it evades the pen, his eyes won’t let it go!
 His paintings were quite naïve as I remember: one was of a flock of sheep climbing a mountain; others 
were portraits of women with an ever so subtle hint of the erotic. I believe his artistic production was 
transformed after his trip to Japan. He started producing origamis of natural scenes and later produced 
many of the “Hajar” mountains. He always dreamed of finishing his project on these mountains by going 
on a trip across that region with a group of animals and birds, led of course by the donkey!
 This dream is crucial to understanding Al Saadi’s artistic experience. If we go deeper into exploring 
that introverted/open-minded dichotomy we mentioned earlier, we should also be aware that he is a 
voyager documenting his journey in photographs, a traveller who gets on his motorcycle and loves 
classic cars, he is infatuated with animals and birds - he actually owned a peacock who died and is now 
buried at his home in Madha!
 Al Saadi’s origamis are amongst his most important works, but just as important is his house, which 
he designed and built at Madha valley. He made it out of the mud, rocks, twigs and branches of the 
valley; his paradise, just as beautiful as the valley it sits on. Al Saadi confessed to me one day that this 
home was also one of his dreams. He had met an American artist who left the city and went far away to 
build a ‘work of art’ and live in it… that is art without boundaries!

1 This text was first published in Al Khaleej  Newspaper, Saturday 12 April, 2008. 
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Abdullah Al Saadi feminises the Sweet Potato (2-2)2

Ahmed Rashid Thani

 In his seventh solo exhibition at the UAE Fine Arts Society, Abdullah Al Saadi presents “The 
Sweet Potato” along with his diaries on the sweet potato and his search for the sweet potato. There 
are also sweet potato acrylics on cloth, magnified sweet potato images, and video art featuring 
various ‘rituals’ of the sweet potato.
 Al Saadi’s ancestors called the sweet potato “Hindal”, which could possibly be a reference to its 
origin (India and dal) or, in its original form “Findal”, it could be (as Al Saadi believes because of 
his English Language studies), a reference to the search that is required to find it. It could also be 
of Portuguese origin, because many trace the sweet potato back to Latin America, and it could’ve 
come to the Gulf through one of the ‘barbarian’ Portuguese who were in the region…
 His ancestors also differentiated between white sweet potatoes and red ones. Al Saadi thinks the 
red one is actually feminine because of its colour and shape that is similar to a woman’s body (let’s 
keep this in mind), while the white sweet potato (also known as the Arab white potato) is masculine, 
which I find hard to comprehend!
 On the surface, the shoots of both varieties of sweet potato look very similar, but examining 
the tuberous root one finds many differences in shape and size, as well as colour. Finding sweet 
potatoes requires digging, and its shape may resemble that of a number of things and objects: it 
could look like a musical instrument from Latin America called the ocarina, but once you pull it out 
of the ground it pretty much looks like anything! It possesses that sort of childish quality that allows 
us to look at cracks in walls or clouds and see shapes of human beings or any number of other 
objects forming within them. That is not the only thing linking childhood with the sweet potato, and 
I don’t know whether Al Saadi chose to hold his exhibition at this particular time on purpose - as we 
witnessed one of the coldest winters in years just a few weeks ago in the UAE.
 During the cold nights of winter, the smell of barbecued sweet potato fills the air. As children (and 
surely Al Saadi had the same experience) we would gather with our families around the warmth of 
a fireplace to keep us warm during these cold, dark nights. Our imaginations would run amuck as 
we gazed at the burning fire, where our mothers would barbecue sweet potatoes.
 After a story, or a waking dream, they would hand us the hot roasted sweet potatoes. It would be 
so hot it almost charred our hands, or the plate it was put on, if there were any. Once opened, its 
smell would colonise the air… its aroma was so enticing that I can never forget it.
 And the hot sweet potato danced on our fingertips, it found its way to our eager mouths, 
tickled our taste buds and continued its journey through our throats and to our stomachs, giving 
unparalleled warmth that we felt to our very cores.
 The red sweet potato, the feminine one according to Al Saadi, is the tastiest and the best choice 
for roasting. We would roast the female sweet potato, as Al Saadi would have it, and enjoy its 
aromatic flavour.
 Referring to his exhibition, Al Saadi says:  “This experience was a result of a search that extended 
several years. It was a result of my relationship with agriculture, and my study of the potato from an 
artistic perspective. I studied the potato extensively: how to draw the shape of a potato, the different 
stages of growth, its history, and where it got its name. The many shapes made out of the potato are 
very similar to the shapes of humans and animals, and what I was interested in here was the artistic 
treatment of the shape of the potato.”
 In his search for the potato, Al Saadi’s grandfather would dig underneath the sweet potato shoot 
looking for the ‘body’ of the sweet potato. When he would bury his hand under the soil, he would 
find it in the belly of the earth, and would lift it out as a newborn child would leave his mother’s 
womb. It would see the sun for the first time… it was a death, but also the beginning of an imagined 
life.
 In this exhibition Al Saadi plays the role of his own grandfather, searching for the sweet potato 
under the grime of the mundane. He would write about it, magnify it, shrink it, think about it, feel it… 
he wants it to be something other than the sweet potato eaten on a plate, or without one.
 Al Saadi’s sweet potato sketches are phenomenally sensual, and the magnified ‘bodies’ of the 
sweet potatoes are truly feminine.
 The shrunk sweet potato could resemble a rock, or could look like a camel, or the map of Brazil! 
Once you magnify it you find feminine features in the background, beneath all these other shapes.
The sweet potato truly has a very wide range, and when you propose or hold an exhibition 
dedicated to the sweet potato, as Al Saadi has done, you are truly afforded an infinite window of 
possibilities. There is an endless variety of shapes that you can see either aesthetically, childishly, or 
intentionally… and they are all sweet potato. And there are definitely, underneath all these shapes, 
feminine characteristics.
 The sweet potato certainly evokes memories, even though you are only looking at pictures that 
you can’t eat. Having sweet potato as part of the buffet at the exhibition is not enough! Where is the 
cold? Where are the families gathering around the fire? Where is the darkness? Where is the hand 



that will take the sweet potato out of the fire? Where are the dancing fingers and hungry mouths? 
Where is the joy and warmth of the sweet potato?
 This isn’t a childish nostalgia, but also a waking dream, a material romanticism, and a deep 
sensuality.
 Regardless of the fact the United Nations declared 2008 the International Year of the Potato (the 
potato is inexpensive to grow, healthy and filling, and could help feed the millions of hungry people 
that globalisation policies create in today’s world), hunger is hunger.
 What I mean is that perhaps Al Saadi is hungry and cold and scared, and so is searching for a 
sweet potato. His search touches us deeply, because we too are hungry and cold and scared… 
and we ‘dream’. Al Saadi is also in a waking dream of the sweet potato. Here is a part of that 
dream, as Al Saadi puts it: “The potato is of two types: one is red and feminine, and the other white 
and masculine.  The red feminine type resembles the body of a woman. The potato also has a 
connection to music. I bought a large quantity of potatoes with the objective of studying, dissecting, 
symbolising, and creating shapes that emanate from them, and that resemble people and animals.”
 When I was studying at the UAE University at Al Ain in the early 80s, a colleague of mine told 
me about a dream he had that I never forgot. The gist of it was that he saw himself in a room full 
of popcorn that kept popping and multiplying until it filled the room. He said that at one point he 
realised the difference, and he was joyfully swimming in this sea of popcorn.
 Every time I remember this dream I feel it is childish, but I think it is quite vivid.
 This dream is close to the dream of Abdullah Al Saadi which he has converted into a work of 
art. Al Saadi says about this aspect of his work: “I also knitted sweet potatoes out of cloth and filled 
them with different materials. These pieces became like furniture in their finished state.”
 I don’t think that last sentence is adequately expressive of what Al Saadi has done. He hasn’t 
actually knitted real sweet potatoes; he produced out of cloth something that resembles a sweet 
potato and stuffed that with whatever he stuffed it with, and he is suggesting we use the end 
product as furniture. Al Saadi, after magnifying the sweet potato in his paintings, is now magnifying 
it further and emancipating it from the painting and into the world. But one of these sweet potatoes 
really resembles the statues of women from mythology (fertility goddesses, or perhaps Venus of 
Willendorf).
 Al Saadi’s supposed ‘furniture’ made from ‘female sweet potatoes’ is very similar to these statues 
and sculptures. My childhood, the childhood of humanity as well, the endlessness of shapes posited 
by the sweet potato is the endlessness of my dreams. The sweet potato has left the mundane and 
has been transformed by Al Saadi into ‘myth’.
 I dig the earth to feel the pulse of a buried femininity. I pull your experience out of the flames so 
that it may dance from your fingertips and into your mouth. I work to open your treasure chest and 
free the aroma that will cheer passers-by and loiterers.

2 This text was first published in Al Khaleej Cultural Supplement, Tuesday 16 December, 2008
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Abdullah Al Saadi, Naked Sweet Potato, 2000-2010. Artist book, pen on paper, 11 x 19 cm (detail)



l   115





l   117





Appendix 2

The body in the works of Mohammed Kazem
Hassan Sharif

 A number of Mohammed Kazem’s works, dating back to 1995, are categorised as 
autobiographical and use the artist’s body in their production. The first work is a wooden box of 
the same height as the artist that is divided into six sections, open at both sides. Kazem then took 
photographs of himself performing and produced 24 photographs that he placed in every direction 
on the inside of the box. In order for the viewer to see all 24 photographs, they need to reenact the 
same movements performed by the artist
 The second work is a piece of aluminium (240 ! 60 ! 40 cm, 1995) covered with photocopied 
images of the hands and legs of the artist in different situations and positions. At the bottom of the 
work there is a print of the artist’s feet and at the top a print of his hands. The work is the same height 
as the artist himself when he raises his hands above his head. This work represents childhood 
memories of teachers who punished pupils by making them raise their hands above their heads 
facing the blackboard (the colour of the aluminium piece is black). 
 The third work is also related to the physical position of the viewer. It is a long piece of aluminium 
(approximately 180 x 16 cm, 1995) on which the artist has pasted pictures of his face in different 
positions looking towards the top and the bottom, and vice versa. The viewer should move his 
head along with the movement shown in the pictures in front of him. Mohammed Kazem aims to 
achieve simplicity; connecting these simple scenes, he tries to force the viewer to reenact the same 
movements he made during shooting. The works connect the viewer’s body with the artwork. It is 
a new approach, rather than just standing and viewing the artwork passively. Kazem’s work is not 
only seen by the eyes, but by the body as well.

Photographs with Flags, 1997 - 2003 and Photographs with a Flag, 1997

 This work is a series of approximately 40 photographs portraying Mohammed Kazem standing 
beside a collection of small flags. The flags are not representative of any country, company 
or institution; they are just coloured pieces of cloth of different sizes, set in an area measuring 
approximately 5 x 5 kilometres in Al Mamzar, Dubai, where a new street project is underway. 
These photos are posted on a wall next to each other. The photos portray a scene that the viewer 
perceives as a realistic view of the physical world, but in fact there is always another reality, it is 
a spiritual reality that must be imagined as it is fully compatible with the physical reality. We must 
have a flexible ability to understand the world instead of having an absolute understanding that is 
“final”. This “possible or probable” understanding should be parallel and identical to our absolute 
understanding, and in this way we can recognise the strong link between the past, present and 
future. We can then understand the world in a new manner. Through these photographs Kazem 
aims to convincingly emphasise the existence of a strong link between the physical world and the 
spiritual world.

Mohammed Kazem said about the concept behind this work: “This idea brings back memories for 
the viewer - especially those who saw this group of flags in its actual location - of why these flags 
were placed in Al Mamzar, Dubai. At the same time, this idea pushes the memory of the viewer 
into the present. The viewer is surprised by the paved streets and the new facilities established in 
this area thus far, and those that are under construction… a kind of future expectation taking place 
in the viewer’s memory. What else will be constructed there in the future? The work evokes in the 
viewer thoughts of the past, present and future, meaning that this work has a strong link and with 
the environment and the rapid development in civil engineering and construction projects, such as 
building parks, roads, bridges etc. The viewer remembers that less than a year ago this area was 
empty, but now they see the streets and sidewalks and lighting and can predict what will be seen 
in the future. So my works are not self-centred or narcissistic, as some believe. My work is closely 
related to the environment in which I live, so including my own photograph in my artwork is very 
important. I could have been content with pictures of flags but I preferred to convey an idea to the 
viewer that shows my movement from one flag to the other. I would have preferred to implement this 
idea through video, to further express the movement aspect over the static image, because there 
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are other elements that will be clearer, and more influential, such as voice and the movement itself. 
In Photographs with Flags the viewer sees my back instead of my face. This process invites the 
viewer’s eye immediately into the scene, and places them in my shoes as they view the flags from 
a perspective that is very close to mine. I should mention here that in this work the camera lens can 
see me but I do not see the camera, I see the full scene but the camera lens and the viewer don’t, 
because my body covers part of the scene in the photo.
 Seven years ago I produced many paintings that represented elements of natural scenes. I was 
standing in front of the scene and translating it on the surface of the painting, and I moved my body 
from one scene to the other. That’s why this idea is an extension and continuation of the paintings 
I produced previously; in fact all the paintings I have produced stem from the same idea. So I am 
moving around, body, soul and “intellect”, from one point to another. I don’t differentiate between 
my experiences in art or life, because art is life ... in both cases, I moved. I tried to simplify the idea 
and make it closer and more familiar to everyone. All organisms walk and move from one point 
to another, even plants. I think man is defeated by nature, every action and every behaviour is a 
natural product.”
 The main objective of “Body Art”, artwork which is related to the body of the artist, photos of 
the artist’s body, or their autobiography, is to emphasise the individuality of the body as something 
society is conscious of; the goal of that is to express vanity or pride. The goal of many artworks is 
narcissism, which means infatuation with oneself. The word came from Narcissus, the handsome 
young Greek hunter who mythology claims was mesmerised by the beauty of his own image in the 
water. Unable to leave the beauty of his reflection, he died and then turned into a daffodil. Often the 
psychological profiles of these artists reveal that they are self-assured and self-sufficient. 

Autobiographical Art

 The history of “Body Art” and autobiograpical art goes back to the early part of the twentieth 
century and more particularly to 20th February, 1909 with the publication of the first futurist manifesto 
in “Le Figaro” in Paris. It was published the same year in Moscow, its slogan is “Art is free: Life is 
paralysed”. This is besides the impact of Dada’s activities which started in 1916 at the Cabaret 
Voltaire in Zurich; its objective being to amalgamate verse, drama, literature, music, painting, 
sculpture, décor, photography, architecture and other disciplines in creating shared works, all 
intended to express the artists’ vision or attitude towards life.  The slogan retained by this art 
movement is, “The idea of art and the idea of life, art is the ultimate purpose of life.”
 There are also other art movements that have made an impact on “Body Art” as well as  
autobiographical art, e.g. the Surrealist movement that is characterised by the ambiguity of meaning 
in interpreting dreams and the Bauhaus school which fused art and engineering, this is in addition 
to influences by many movements which appeared in the 1970s and 1980s in both America and 
Europe, whose slogan was “To be with art is all we ask.”
 The body is a means for expressing accumulated experiences grouped in an eternal structure; 
and the physical expression of the body is a medium or language as much as any other means of 
expression, which has been developing since time immemorial. This has been achieved through 
learning and experience. We exchange experiences and sympathise with others through our 
bodies - that is, through the presence of the body in the world as an entity in itself and in society as 
a whole. Such accumulations reflect the social, economic and moral culture, also the grouping in 
itself could either be viewed as acceptable or not.
 All desires were inhibited within the body and their origin exists in the preconscious. There 
is a strong desire within man to destroy this barrier-body and disclose or reveal the sources of 
existence. This in itself is a kind of enjoyment or pleasure; it is also a faithful and humble activity to 
fulfill our own needs and satisfy ourselves; this is the objective of an artist who uses his/her body as 
art.
 In contemporary art, deconstructing the medium has a direct connection with deconstructing the 
body; body is medium and this is why it is deconstructed. This is a direct challenge to  prevailing 
thought. Yoga philosophy is based on improving the body through meditation and self-control,  
resulting in a refined body and an acute or sharp mind. The overall objective is to allow the body to 
transcend barriers of time and place in order to approach eternity. Man is some sort of a magnetic 
field responding to the centre of himself and he becomes equal with his own identity and the 
universe as a whole; there are millions of magnetic fields, so communication with “the other” takes 
place without words. As we might observe there is no one single physical or body language in 
this world, but in fact there are many of them, overlapping and entering into one another (crying, 
laughing, calling, whispering) as well as bodily gestures (tongue protruding, kicking, hitting, 
walking, jogging) as well as other expressive physical elements (hair style, colour and style of 
clothes). We find them in our daily lives and each body wants to communicate a unique message 
and strongly confirms its presence; the objective behind all of this is attaning a certain feeling of 
excellence.
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Body Gestures

 Mohammed Kazem observes all these gestures and various physical movements and he lists 
them and employs them as ingredients in his art; in this way he amalgamates fine art with drama, 
a dramatisation of fine art. He incarnates the various acts of the human body and the self into a 
single concrete art scene and he confirms the continuity of the body through the incarnation of the 
autobiography in any work and spreads it to society as a whole… that is he imparts it with a social 
role; in his works Kazem alludes to events and very intimate and personal acts, revealing them to 
the individual or viewer; in this way, he creates a type of interactive ritual between life, the artist and 
then the viewer.
 Focusing and investigating appearances and gestures beside analytical research having to do 
with art and life have all become the principal and essential content of the works of Mohammed 
Kazem since 1990. He recreates the events of his private life and puts these into the context of art, 
under the title of autobiography. He treats such events in a skillful style and he employs various 
artistic devices for the sake of effectively carrying or communicating the idea to the viewer.
 Using the body as art is in itself an unlimited or infinite method in practice or application. It is a 
proof of the degree of exerting physical and mental energies by the artist, also a revelation of the 
socio-cultural experience of life within him; so the body assumes the role of a guiding organism and 
the gesture that he emits is all the more faithful and it is charged with senses also credible as a work 
of art. Such a work is known as a soliloquy.
 The principal element in these works of Kazem is autobiography. It is severe because of his 
preoccupation with archaic rituals, revealing them or disclosing their sources again. By this, he 
exaggerates simple incidents and by this means he agitates the viewer’s feelings and activates his 
consciousness; this is in itself a way of challenging prevailing thinking. Such a challenge reminds us of 
romantic thought. It inquisitively provokes prevailing ideas. The underlying idea of the works of Kazem 
lies in attacking the viewer’s consciousness in a perplexing or critical way and yet, on equal terms 
somehow. Its advantage is that it is daring because it approaches the act of reinterpreting the myth and 
symbol in a very special and exceptional way, both of which are the basis of our culture. Understanding, 
the reinterpreting and remembering of symbolic meanings is the essence of these works. Revelation 
clarifies all symbols, reveals or discloses our mistaken and false awareness to ensure reality, originality 
and a sense of heightened awareness. It is revelation in the opposite sense to ambiguity or vice versa 
or in the sense of spreading or disclosing the ambiguous and unveiling all sinful and childhood secrets 
hidden in our subconscious since ancient times. In these ways, the works of Kazem defeat ambiguity 
and stand as an equal, suggesting an enforced desire and a strong yearning for a revelation. Some of 
his works represent a disclosure of acts and profound ideas so difficult to comprehend, yet others are 
very simple. Such a degree of difficulty and simplicity in presenting a work of art is a way of revealing 
the consciousness, an introspection that is investigating ones ideas, motivations and feelings in a mild, 
dreamy way. The mentioned simplicity and complexity reveal a complex secret, it is altering the body and 
the autobiography e.g. changing the body and story to fetishist desire: focusing desire on one part of the 
body or an object. In this way, through his work Mohammed Kazem reveals all that is strange in nature 
or unexpected to the viewer’s space (concept) of knowledge or consciousness. These works are visually 
and conceptually interesting; they urge the viewer to search for the privacy and mood of the individual.
 Finally, Mohammed Kazem’s work asks of the viewer whether humans in this particular day 
and age can find within themselves a corner in which to simply be serene. Another work which he 
displayed in January 2000 in the Sharjah Art Museum is a shower tray containing traces of water 
used by Mohammed Kazem as he bathed himself, we view traces of hair that have dropped from 
his body as he washed himself. In addition to this, there was the scent of soap, body odour and 
the traces of his skin. This is a metaphorical reference to the body without the body itself being 
physically present and visible, we can smell its scent and touch its traces but in actual reality the 
physical body is absent. 
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