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ANTONIA CARVER FOREWORD

Director, Art Dubai

The Barjeel Art Foundation’s latest exhibition draws on a
term used in every other news report of 2011 pertaining to
the Arab world - most notably in relation to the region’s
youth, alienated from society, and alienated from a
narrative of contemporary history that denied them agency
and an active role in shaping their future. 2011 was of
course the year that seismic shifts altered the landscape
of the region, releasing shockwaves that continue

into 2012. Yet this exhibition does not attempt to
sensationally seize on a moment that is treasured by many,
yet has quickly become media shorthand -- hackneyed before
it is really explored. Instead the show reflects the true
power of contemporary art to ask questions, and set up

an open-ended, complex enquiry. This approach is typical
of the Barjeel Art Foundation: by drawing on a stellar,
focused collection, one that is utterly familiar to the
patron and curator, the exhibitions set up and tease out
the relationships between works, tackling crucial themes
in an accessible way, without compromise.

‘Alienation’ includes some of the most renowned artists
working in the Arab world, including Akram Zaatari, the
Beirut-based photographic artist who often works with the
archive of the Arab Image Foundation, which he co-founded,
delving into banks of historical images, particularly
portraits. Untitled (Nabih Awada’s Book of Letters from
Family and Friends) i1s an intimate work, one that frames
the potentially didactic subject of the exhibition within
the context of the personal and domestic, setting the
tone for the show’s considered and diverse approach.

Other artists in the show are upcoming, on the cusp

of becoming established on the international stage:
Abdulnasser Gharem, Walid Siti, Lateefa Bint Maktoum, Sama
Alshaibi, Bashar Hroub, Jeffar Khaldi, Faygal Baghriche
and Shawki Youssef are joined by Larissa Sansour, who
takes a playful, sharp approach to checkpoint life, and
Melbourne-based Raafat Ishak, whose seminal Responses to
an immigration request from one-hundred and ninety-four
governments is reflective of an endurance test known only
too well by those who spend their travelling lives seeking
visas and shengens, and dealing with border politics.

The exhibition opening is one of the closing events of
Art Week 2012, a time of the year when we celebrate the
various arts scenes of the UAE; it seems apt to end this
dynamic programme with an exhibition that opens up a new
season of debate and cultural endeavour in the Gulf.
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Dear Sir/Madam

I am an Australian citizen who wishes to immigrate
to [ ] and settle there permanently.

I was born in Cairo, Egypt in 1967 and migrated

to Australia in 1982. I obtained my Australian
citizenship in 1985. I have an under-graduate

degree in fine arts and a post-graduate degree in
architecture history and conservation practice.

I have 10 years employment experience in the art
conservation field and have been practicing as

a visual artist for 15 years. I have sufficient
finances to settle in a new country and start a small
business. I have no criminal or prison records.

I speak fluent English, Arabic and French. I plan

to immigrate alone and have no known relatives or
friends in [ ]. I am able to wind up my financial and
personal affairs in Australia as soon as I have

been granted an immigration permit.

I hope you look favourably at this initial inquiry/
request for immigration and let me know at your
earliest convenience as to what steps I should be
taking next.

Yours sincerely
Raafat Ishak



Abbreviated Government Responses

O 0 Jo Ul WwWN

Afghanistan No Response
Albania I enquire as to whether you have a parent
Algeria No Response
Andorra Monsieur
Angola Please Contact NY
Antigua and Barbuda No Response
Argentina Investment visa only
Armenia Does not have permanent residency procedure
Austria Please refer to following website
Azerbaijan No Response
Bahamas No Response
Bahrain Visa valid for two weeks only
Bangladesh While I feel deeply honoured
Barbados No Response
Belarus No Response
Belgium An immigration stop still exists
Belize There is no visa requirement
Benin No Response
Bhutan No Response
Bolivia No Response
Bosnia and Herzegovina Regarding your inquiry, please call
Botswana Prove you can contribute economy
Brazil This process takes a while
Brunei No Response
Bulgaria We would like to send you our general
Burkina Faso No Response
Burundi No Response
Cambodia No Response
Cameroon You do not become “Cameroonian”
Canada Please refer to the website
Cape Verde No Response
Central African Republic No Response
Chad No Response
Chile I suggest you have an in-depth look
China No Response
Colombia TIlustracion
Comoros No Response
Congo No Response
Congo, Democratic Republic No Response
Cook Islands Kia orana your mail has been forwarded
Costa Rica We suggest that you visit prior to final decision
Cote D’Ivoire No Response
Croatia At least five consecutive years
Cuba No Response
Cyprus No Response
Czech Republic Not eligible for a residency permit yet
Denmark See if you qualify
Djibouti No Response
Dominica No Response
Dominican Republic Foreigners cannot obtain the right
Ecuador Foreign nationals may apply
El Salvador Let me congratulate for your ideas
Equatorial Guinea No Response
Eritrea I accept your wish to immigrate
Estonia You can find information on homepage
Ethiopia Dear Aafat Ishak
Fiji I have passed your request for action
Finland The most common ways to apply residence
France You will be able to apply for nationality
Gabon Must be referred through an embassy
Gambia No Response
Georgia Good luck
Germany Please visit our website
Ghana Unable to issue visa that allow you to immigrate
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65 Greece No Response

66 Grenada No Response

67 Guatemala Australian citizens do not need visa
68 Guinea No Response

69 Guinea-Bissau No Response

70 Guyana Be wary of internet schemers

71 Haiti We are very pleased of your intention

72 Honduras No Response

73 Hungary In possession of a ‘D’ visa you may lodge
74 Iceland To have a contract of job

75 India No Response

76 Indonesia Contact Directorate General of Immigration
77 Iran No Response

78 Iraqg No Response

79 Ireland You would need to find a job

80 Israel Best point of contact is the Aliyah centre
81 Italy The visa must be applied in person

82 Jamaica After a minimum of five years

83 Japan Japan doesn’t have an immigration program
84 Jordan No Response

85 Kazakhstan No Response

86 Kenya No Response

87 Kiribati No Response

88 Kuwait No Response

89 Kyrgyzstan No Response

90 Laos No Response

91 Latvia I would suggest you visit

92 Lebanon Please provide phone no.

93 Lesotho No Response

94 Liberia No Response

95 Liechtenstein Sorry we don’t have information in English
96 Lithuania Command of the state language

97 Luxembourg Have you ever visited the country?
98 Libya No Response

99 Macedonia No Response

100 Madagascar No Response

101 Malawi No Response

102 Malaysia The subject is a specialised matter
103 Maldives We have no resident permit law

104 Mali No Response

105 Malta No Response

106 Marshall Islands No Response

107 Mauritania No Response

108 Mauritius An investor may be naturalized

109 Mexico No Response

110 Micronesia No Response

111 Moldova No Response

112 Monaco Any foreigners except French

113 Mongolia Does not allow dual citizenship

114 Montenegro No Response

115 Morocco Australian passport holders can stay
116 Mozambique Speak at least one Mozambican language
117 Myanmar Go visit and see for yourself

118 Namibia Identify an investment opportunity

119 Nauru No Response

120 Nepal No Response

121 Netherlands I want to come to the Netherlands
122 New Zealand Entitled to live and work for as long as you like
123 Nicaragua No Response

124 Niger No Response

125 Nigeria Vacancy on expatriate quota

126 North Korea No Response

127 Norway You will need to apply for a permit

128 Oman If you set up your own business

129 Palau No Response
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151
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161
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Pakistan Send complete postal address for our record
Panama Lawyers are the people to contact

Papua New Guinea No Response

Paraguay No Response

Peru No Response

Philippines No Response

Poland Four forms filled out in Polish

Portugal In order to obtain a resident visa
Qatar Australian can obtain visa at Doha airport
Republic of Korea Must meet certain requirements
Romania Thank you for your enquiry

Russia Must know Russian to apply

Rwanda No Response

Saint Kitts Nevis No Response

Saint Lucia No Response

Saint Vincent No Response

Samoa No Response

San Marino No Response

Sao Tome and principe No Response

Saudi Arabia No Response

Senegal We do not have visa powers

Serbia No Response

Seychelles I suggest that you visit first

Sierra Leone No Response

Singapore You will need to apply directly with this company
Slovakia The embassy did receive your mail
Slovenia Aliens who reside for five years

Solomon Islands I suggest you phone and make an appointment
Somalia No Response

South Africa No Response

Spain Why do I need a residence card?

Sri Lanka No Response

Sudan No Response

Suriname No Response

Swaziland No Response

Sweden Check the migration board website
Switzerland No Response

Syria No Response

Taiwan No Response

Tajikistan No Response

Tanzania Certificate of Competence

Thailand It’s better that you give us a call
Timor Leste Lodge application when in Dili

Togo No Response

Tonga No permanent residency visa category yet
Trinidad and Tobago Please send a telephone number
Tunisia No Response

Turkey No Response

Turkmenistan No Response

Tuvalu No Response

Uganda Disclose more personal information

Ukraine Scientists and artists of public interest
United Arab Emirates No Response

United Kingdom I would like to discuss your email
Uruguay Two reference letters in Spanish

USA Thank you for your email

Uzbekistan No Response

Vanuatu Good morning and warm Pacific greetings
Vatican city No Response

Venezuela No Response

Vietnam No Response

Yemen Copy of law concerning Yemeni nationality
Zambia Your ticket number is

Zimbabwe Residence permits are investing
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RAAFAT ISHAK RESPONSES TO AN IMMIGRATION REQUEST FROM

ONE-HUNDRED AND NINETY-FOUR GOVERNMENTS 2006-2009

Above and Right: Raafat Ishak Responses to an immigration request from one-hundred and ninety-
four governments, 2006 - 2009 (DETAIL) Oil and gesso on MDF 194 panels: 30 x 21 cm each
Image courtesy of the artist and Sutton Gallery, Melbourne.

Informed by an interest in Arabic and Western art
histories, Raafat Ishak’s work explores the intersection
of cultures and visual forms. Ishak’s carefully abstracted
compositions convey familiar contemporary symbols and
urban spaces in ways that reveal the peculiarities of
social and political contexts. With a background in
architecture and fine arts, Ishak uses a nuanced approach
linked to his own experience with emigration. Raised in
Cairo until the age of 14, Ishak immigrated to Australia
in 1982 and completed his education in Melbourne. The
work Responses to an immigration request from one-hundred
and ninety-four governments, 2006-2009, is a testament to
the artist’s aesthetic, formal and conceptual research.
Ishak sent standardised letters requesting citizenship

to a majority of the world’s recognised governments. On
194 individual panels, he depicts the replies he received
as well as the non-responses. A stylised national flag
adorns each panel and the response is superimposed in
abbreviated, decorative Arabic text. Painted on MDF
boards, an engineered wood product often used as cheap
building material, the series references modernist formal
language through the use of the oval and the square and
the fluidity Arabic calligraphy. Ishak lives in Melbourne
and exhibits on an international scale.
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INTERVIEW RAAFAT ISHAK

with MANDY MERZABAN

MM: Many of your works allude to architecture and urban
space in ways that highlight and contemplate the form

and function of these spaces. Both the material, muted
colour schemes and compositions suggest a sense of being
transitory and indefinite. What is the significance of place
and space in your work and how it is displayed? Are there
specific kinds of places that interest you?

RI: Place and space are important elements in my practice.
The historical, political and social attributes of a
particular place lead to the eventual discussion, which

I aim to propagate, on space. Places are conceptually
defunct. However, I utilise specific histories to articulate
my interests in space, as a contemporary and universal
receptacle of associations and meanings. Architecture,

by its inherent relationship to politics and economics,

as well as having a deeply ingrained social and cultural
function, provides broader means for articulating these
concerns. What I aim to create is a speculative space for
constructed memories, propositions and possibilities.

MM: Your work sometimes includes MDF, a processed wood-
like product that is quite far removed from genuine wood.
How does this element play into your work conceptually?

RI: MDF is essentially a wood and adhesive product. It is
manufactured by utilising the waste produced from wood
chipping, or more precisely, it is swept up wood dust
mixed with glue. This places MDF at the absolute bottom
of the timber chain. This material caste system interests
me in that MDF defies the validation of an art object in
terms of an inherent materialistic value. MDF is very
cheap to obtain, retains its evenness and flatness and

has a natural disposition to a peculiar colour, which is
hard to achieve through paint. The colour interests me

in its resemblance of wet desert sand, which is a highly
uncommon sight considering the scarcity of desert rain.
Ironically, I find the least wood-like material to appear
as the most natural of all timbers. These contradictions
present in the material make it become a surface that does
not retain any materialistic associations and thus becomes
a neutral container for the paint. MDF is also used for
cheap cabinet making and some walling. In regards to site
specificity, my paintings are often made with a particular
setting in mind which contributes to its reading.
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Raafat Ishak exhibition: Recipes for aversion and strategy. The Ian Potter Museum of Art,
Melbourne University Installation, 2010. Photographer: Viki Petherbridge
Image courtesy of the artist and Sutton Gallery, Melbourne.

MM: How has your personal experience as an emigrant who
moved to Melbourne from Cairo in the early 1980s shaped
your ideas of citizenship and nationhood?

RI: I grew up among a nationalistic fervour in 1970s
Egypt, which still remains. In later years, and after
migrating, I realised that this intensity was founded

on an experience of loss; it was a type of mourning

that followed military losses in the 50s and 60s and
subsequently a contrived victory in 1973. I think the
mourning lies deeper and is acutely felt by a number

of segments of Egyptian society, the departed and
marginalised Copts and Jews, women, libertarians and
foreigners to name a few. More importantly, the mourning
was, and perhaps still is, more amplified among Egypt’s
poor, who are yet to benefit from Egypt’s independence and
supposed programme of modernisation.

Meanwhile I was immersed in a different kind of
nationalistic fervour in Australia that was based on
victory and a presumption of superiority. I think this
contrast de-shaped rather than shaped any ideas I had about
citizenship and nationhood. There is no doubt that some
personal attachment or a sense of pride in both countries
still exists. However, I think that same sense of pride
could be attributed to any place and only by circumstance
is it attributed to these two specific countries. Further,
and in contrast to Egypt, Australia is a country founded
on migration, not to mention its initial foundation as a
penal colony, a land for punishment. I think some of these
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circumstances led to some ambivalence towards ideas of
nationhood, and perhaps a conscious decision to at least
politicise the process of its understanding.

MM: There is a generation of Egyptians and other Arabs
whose parents emigrated in the 1970s who also developed
split loyalties or were left with an undefined sense of
belonging. Could you elaborate on your identity or anti-
identity in relation to broader constructed ideas of
national identity?

RI: A good example of a constructed idea of national
identity is Australia Day on the 26th of January. The
annual celebration consists of various nationalistic
rituals, such as ceremonies that award prominent
Australians with a variety of honorary titles, citizenship
ceremonies, and widespread overt displays of flags and
national emblems. Commonly referred to as ‘invasion day’
by a number of activists, artists and intellectuals,

the celebration is a contradictory display of an overly
positive sense of nationalism. The idea that a rat-
infested British ship carrying petty criminals landed

at Botany Bay, claimed a new British penal colony and
dismantled an entire indigenous population that had
occupied the land for 60,000 years, is a historical
reality strategically ignored by the mainstream. The
national day is an invention that instead reflects on the
200 years of achievements of a first-world country in much
lighter tones.

What I find interesting about the day in particular,

and nationhood in general, is the confounding pressure

to simulate and conform to morally questionable ideas.

I don’t necessarily agree that migrants develop split
loyalties. I believe the best loyalties are not divided
but somehow manage to integrate disparate ideas into a
workable whole. I think this does happen in Australia to
a certain degree. What I think is more problematic is a
tendency to assume a certain degree of ownership of a new
place, politically and historically.

This is where one finds the most-extreme instances of

blind loyalty and racism. Interestingly, racism is more
rife among migrant communities who align themselves to a
questionable foundation of a new country while maintaining
inherent prejudices from their past lives.

Having said all that, I should explain that my own
migrant experience was a unique, in that I left Egypt at
14 and without my parents. My older brother and I were
brought to Australia for reasons that were not within my

19



grasp or control at
14. In fact, I was

a relatively happy
teenager, studying at
a private language
school and living in a
comparatively affluent
environment than most
Egyptians. At 14 I was
mostly concerned with
making new friends,
getting over lost

ones and, 1in essence,
considered the move

to Australia as an
adventure, albeit a
long one. My identity,
or what there is

of it, is entirely
based on a self-
propagated position of
independence, freedom
and protest, best
supported by my early
decision to become an

. Raafat Ishak Responses to an immigration request from
artist. one-hundred and ninety-four governments, 2006 — 2009
(Tuvalu)

MM: Why did you initially decide to write letters to
194 governments as part of the work “Responses to an
immigration request from one-hundred and ninety-four
governments?” Could you describe your approach and
ambition in writing this standardised letter? Was the
outcome of your quest as you expected?

RI: The genesis of the project lies in a political
position taken by the Australian government in the early
2000s toward asylum seekers arriving by boat. There

was enormous support among the art community to allow

the refugees to settle in Australia, despite popular
opposition. There were a number of fundraising exhibitions
taking place, a few of which I participated in. One work

I made was a simple text work stating “send me home”. I
was suggesting that my passage as a migrant was relatively
easy in contrast to the asylum seekers’. Therefore, I was
proposing that I should be sent home, to make room for

a more-needy refugee. This process led me to question

what that home would be and where. Is there such a thing
as a “home”? Was either Egypt or Australia a home as

such? Continuing on this line of thought, I decided to
investigate which countries would welcome me and provide
me with a “home”.

The suggestion is that home is a contrived concept,
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without any concrete meaning. I also began to compare and
contrast Australia’s traditional position as a migrant-
taker with other countries, and set out to investigate
the ideas and policies that drive this process. I still
had to deal with a visual form, which is at the core of
my practice. I have always been interested in geography,
particularly towns and countries’, borders and flags.

I approached country flags as a ready-made abstraction.
Bands of colour and symbols that define states, and
consequentially used them alphabetically, as another form
of ready-made language construction. I was interested

in the process eventually leading me to utilise a given
form, that of the flags and their representative countries’
alphabetical ordering. I think there were two aspects to
this project. One lies in the purely visual rendering of
our contemporary state as a field of bordered, enclosed and
covert entities. The other was concerned with polemics. A
politicised contemporary construct of country states and
their bureaucratised relationship to the world at large.
Interestingly, I visually achieved what I was hoping

for. After receiving 97 responses, I had an equal set of
responses and non-responses to work from, which in itself
is an interesting visual proposition, an unintentional
equilibrium. It allowed for the words “no response” in
Arabic transcript, to disperse throughout the set, and
create a noticeable division, without having it literally
stated, between two opposed positions: acceptance and
refusal.

MM: Why did you decide to use Arabic to represent the
responses to your immigration request?

RI: I wanted the reading of the actual responses to be
secondary to the viewing of the project in its entirety.
I have always exhibited them with a room sheet listing the
countries and the transcribed text. Arabic as a script

is predominantly decorative in my mind, or at least in
the way I have utilised it. The script itself can be

more visually compelling than the message it carries.
Furthermore, I regarded the responses as temporal anyway.
Too much about the politics and policies of a given
moment, rather than a concrete set of rules. The use of
Arabic facilitated the viewing of the responses as a fluid
set of rules, a set of temporary statements. Arabic is
inherently, and historically, fluid.
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Raafat Ishak Responses to an immigration request from one-hundred and ninety-four governments,
2006 — 2009 (Installation view)

0il and gesso on MDF 194 panels: 30 x 21 cm each
Image courtesy of the artist and Sutton Gallery, Melbourne.
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AKRAM ZAATARI UNTITLED (NABIH AWADA’S LETTERS FROM FAMILY AND

FRIENDS)

Previous and Above:
Akram Zaatari Untitled (Nabih Awada’s Book of Letters from Family and Friends) 2007 C-Print
49 x 40 cm (each) Image courtesy of Galerie Sfier Semler, Berlin.

Growing up during the Lebanese Civil War, interdisciplinary
artist Akram Zaatari lived in an environment of limited
mobility in the Southern town of Saida. During his
adolescence, Zaatari developed a practice of researching,
collecting and recording from his surroundings, a

habit that later shaped his artistic approach. His
methodology can be likened to fieldwork: gathering data
for analysis and uniquely presenting his observations
through photography, film and installation. Playing with
genres of documentary filmmaking, photography and archival
practice, Zaatari often blurs the borders between fiction
and reality, history and memory. Exploring the subtle
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intricacies of Lebanon’s post-war condition, Zaatari sifts
through hidden personal histories. He inspects image
making and its circulation in relation to circumstances

of war and resistance and also analyses representations

of male sexuality. In his recent project about communist
resistance fighter Nabih Awada, who was detained in an
Israeli prison from 1988 to 1998 at the age of 16, Zaatari
investigates the psychological effects of imprisonment

and restricted communication. His work consists of
photographed letters exchanged between Awada and his
family and friends during his imprisonment. Zaatari is
co-founder of Beirut-based Arab Image Foundation and has
exhibited internationally, including at biennials in
Istanbul, Venice, Sharjah and Sao Paulo.
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WALID SITI

Walid Siti Chasing Utopia 2 2011 Straw, clay and acrylic. 40 x 40 x 40 cm
Image courtesy of Barjeel Art Foundation.

The symbolic role of natural landscapes and constructed
landmarks to collective memory is central to the work of
esteemed Iraqgi artist Walid Siti. Referencing the ancient
citadel of Erbil with rudimentary symbols of Kurdish
folklore such as mountains and rivers, Siti explores the
relationship between the ancient and contemporary, the
innate and the living, the eternal and the changeable.
Using painting, drawing, printmaking and installation,
Siti investigates aspects of collective memory with the
individual experience amid changing socio-political
realities. Born in Dohuk in Iragi Kurdistan in 1954, Siti
lived in the former Yugoslavia before seeking political
asylum in London during increasing aggression against
those opposed to Irag’s Ba’athist regime. Based in London
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since then, Siti’s experience of exile feeds into his
analytical observations of the rapid changes in Erbil
after its stagnation from years of war. Siti’s basic
approach references the building blocks of societies;
beginning each piece with a broad base mounting to form
a peak, the artist repetitively layers brush strokes
and shapes to reflect disparities between the lower and
upper levels society. In Chasing Utopia, Siti examines
parallels between two cities, Dubai and Erbil, where rapid
transformation threatens cultural identity and natural
surroundings. Siti, who has exhibited internationally,
participated in Irag’s pavilion at the 54th Venice
Biennale.
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ABDULNASSER GHAREM MEN AT WORK ITT

333

" SF DY o

Abdulnasser Gharem Men at work III 2010 Industrial lacquer paint on rubber stamps on 9 mm
Indonesian plywood with light bulbs 240 x 300 cm
Image courtesy of the artist and Caprice Horn.

The socio-political dichotomies present in the media,
politics and daily life stand at the centre of Saudi
Arabian artist Abdulnasser Gharem’s installations,

public interventions and sculptural works. Gharem’s

work is informed by his unique interpretation of the
social conditions of his home country and his direct
interaction with society. His process is very much rooted
in communication and exploration. Gharem intentionally
does not have studio space. Rather, he incorporates art
into his day-to-day life, searching for opportunities for
interventions in his surroundings. Born in 1973 in the
Saudi region of Khamis Mushait, site of the King Khalid
Air Base, Gharem serves as a major in the Saudi army.
Gharem brings a multi-dimensional understanding of the
world around him to artwork that juxtaposes recognisable
icons, such as road signs, political figures and
trademarks, and uses everyday, mass-produced materials.
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Gharem’s creations engage observers, compelling them to
the question and challenge fixed ideas and customs. In his
series Men at work Gharem highlights the gesture of a lone
soldier within a kaleidoscope of Islamic motif and a road
sign commonly found in the Middle East region. Gharem has
garnered international acclaim for his work and is part of
the Saudi artist initiative, Edge of Arabia.
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CAMILLE ZAKHARIA COASTAL PROMENADE SERIES

Autobiographical influences play an important role in the
work of Camille Zakharia, who chronicles the multitude

of places he has called home since leaving Lebanon in
1985 during the Civil War. Creating a vast portfolio of
work using photomontage and collage to document personal
encounters with people, Zakharia intimately captures the
public and private spaces of his life. Zakharia’s montages
often include family photographs, fragments of personal
letters and other delicate items, which he re-assembles
in a way that portrays the rupture and discord of his
experiences. In his series Coastal Promenade, a work
commissioned by Bahrain’s Ministry of Culture as part of
the nation’s participation in the Venice Biennale’s 12th
International Architecture Exhibition, Zakharia documents
the dwindling number of fisherman’s huts situated along
Bahrain’s coastline. Addressing the nation’s changing
relationship to its landscape and water amid vast urban
development and land reclamation, Zakharia underlines the
quiet decline of sea culture in Bahrain, a name that means
“two seas” in Arabic. A resident of the island nation
since 1999, Zakharia was born in Tripoli, Lebanon in 1962
and has also resided in the United States, Greece, Turkey
and Canada. His work has been exhibited in the Gulf Arab
region, Europe and North America.




Above: Camille Zakharia Hut 12 Busaiteen Bahrain Left: Hut 5 Muharraq Bahrain from the Coastal
Promenade series 2010 Hahnemuhle Fine Art Paper Ed. 2 of 3 and Ed. 3 of 3 61 x 61 cm
Image courtesy of the artist.
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LATEEFA BINT MAKTOUM OBSERVERS OF CHANGE

Emirati artist Lateefa Bint Maktoum combines photography
and montage to create ethereal landscapes that examine
transformations in culture and the ever-changing
connections between life, nature and women. Using her
personal experiences of life in Dubai as a base, Maktoum
re-imagines and re-invents the landscape of her childhood.
She explains the importance of nature to cultural rituals
such as preparing food, saying, “I used to cut leaves off
the ghaf tree with one of my mother’s friends and take
them back to the Majlis to eat with rice.” The importance
of women and the bonds that are built through cultural
practices have influenced her artwork. She notes, “what
Dubai was, the essence of it is being lost.” In her
series Observers of Change, part of the UAE’s exhibit

at the 2011 Venice Biennale, Maktoum captures the Gulf
nation’s transformed landscapes amid mass urbanisation,
land reclamation and construction. Upturned and wilted
palm trees represent an acute awareness of the conflicting
environment of her homeland and the death and rebirth of
cities. Maktoum is the founder of Tashkeel, a facility
dedicated to providing artists based in the UAE a place to
produce and exhibit art.
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Lateefa Bint Maktoum Observers of Change I 2011 Digital print mounted on 4 mm dibond. Digital
print mounted on 4 mm dibond Ed. 1 of 3 221 x 148 cm

Image courtesy of the artist and Tashkeel.
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SAMA ALSHAIBI CONTESTED LAND SERIES

Born in Basra to an Iraqgi father and a Palestinian mother,
Sama Alshaibi has a long history of negotiating spaces of
conflict in her artwork: the aftermath of war and exile,
the power dynamics between nation/state and its citizenry,
and the interaction between humans competing for resources
and power. Her personal history as a naturalised U.S.
citizen of the Iragi-Palestinian Diasporas has bound
Alshaibi to an inescapable relationship with such issues.
She infiltrates and confronts spaces in which control

and domination are the status quo. Her work challenges
predictable attitudes toward power dynamics between

the strong and the weak, shaping new possibilities for
consideration. Her practice functions in multiple frames:
within the trajectory of liberation struggles and within
the discourse of art. The work Contested Land is from

the Mount of Olives, photographed while standing in East
Jerusalem, with the Israeli-occupied side to the right
and Palestinian-controlled Abu Dis visible to the left.
The right side is divided by the separation wall, which
appears like a severing wound in the landscape. This wound
is also embedded in the social fabric of the occupied
land, a split dividing those with power and those without.




Right and Above: Sama Alshaibi Contested Land 2007 (from Contested Land series) [DETAIL] C-Prints
on Crane Museo Paper Ed. 3 of 6 58.4 x 58.4 cm

Image courtesy of the artist, Lawrie Shabibi Gallery and Selma Feriani Gallery.
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Sama Alshaibi Contested Land 2007 (from Contested Land series) C-Prints on Crane Museo Paper
Ed. 3 of 6 58.4 x 58.4 cm
Image courtesy of the artist, Lawrie Shabibi Gallery and Selma Feriani Gallery.
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LARISSA SANSOUR NATION ESTATE

Larissa Sansour explores the complexities of life in
Palestine by drawing on pop culture and film in a cunning
and often-humorous subversion of Western narratives.
Her work includes references to TV comedies, spaghetti
Westerns, sci-fi and horror films—genres typically
associated with light entertainment. She combines
political commentary with a playful exploration of
alternative universes in multidisciplinary projects
spanning photography, video and installation. Sansour
searches for innovative ways to revive contemporary
Palestine, offering an otherworldly reflection on the
tragic absurdity of day-to-day life there.

In Nation Estate, the future Palestinian state is located
in a hi-tech skyscraper large enough to house the entire
Palestinian population. Each floor is named after a
Palestinian city and is linked by an elevator. Conceived
in the wake of the Palestinian request for nationhood

at the United Nations in 2011, the work comments on the
diminishing territory of the Palestinian state and how
impossible it is to interconnect its cities. The piece was
nominated for the 2011 Lacoste-sponsored Elysée Prize of
Switzerland’s Musée de 1’Elysée. However the nomination
was later revoked at Lacoste’s request to disassociate
itself from the political implications of the artist’s
concept, a move that sparked a worldwide outcry. Born in
Jerusalem, Sansour studied fine arts in Copenhagen, London
and New York and is currently based in London. Her widely
exhibited work is featured in a number of recent art
publications.
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Larissa Sansour Nation Estate - Main Lobby 2011 C-print Artist’s Proof Ed. 3 of 10, 59.4 x 42 cm
Image courtesy of the artist.
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INTERVIEW LARISSA SANSOUR

with MANDY MERZABAN

Larissa Sansour A Space Exodus 2009 Video 5’24”
Image courtesy of the artist.

MM: In video works such as Bethlehem Bandolero and A
Space Exodus you reference Western film genres, applying
their plots and clichés to a Palestinian context. Your
use of these dramatics is often in an overtly ironic and
political way. What message do you strive to send with
this approach and do you see any risks conceptually in
making blunt statements in artwork?

LS: In my work, I often resort to fictionalised space

to address current political realities. In the case of
Palestine, the political reality on the ground has taken
such a dramatic development that it is more surreal to
address the situation in an understated way, rather

than resort to hyperbole. Sometimes and as in the case

of Palestine, the political reality can reach such an
impasse that regular methods of addressing the problem are
rendered futile.

I don’t see my work as being direct or blunt in its
statements. In my work, I usually posit a parallel
universe in which current political realities can be
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addressed. My work is not necessarily didactic, but offers
a new way of looking and approaching the problem at hand.
In Bethlehem Bandolero and A Space Exodus, I attempt to
create scenarios where the Palestinian is no longer the
victim, but instead enjoys the same power as anyone else
in our media-driven, entertainment-led world. The people
who are usually the subject of news reports and diplomatic
initiatives instead become the commentators. No longer the
underdogs, they stand at the same level as the rest of the
world’s media and power-players.

MM: In some of your work, you are a primary persona or
protagonist, particularly in your video works A Space
Exodus, where your name is labelled on your space suit,
Land Confiscation, Run Lara Run, as well as the preliminary
photos for Nation Estate. Why have you chosen to implicate
yourself in your work? Can you elaborate on how your
presence in your artwork has become integral in your
creative practice?

LS: In my early works, I included myself as the primary
protagonist due to budget restrictions. I simply did not
have the funds to hire real actors. Since those early
works, my own presence in my pieces has become sort of

a signature. It has also gradually become clear that a
certain performative quality is lost if I don’t take
part in my own work. By
now, it seems as if the
acts carried out by my
protagonists only make
overall sense if they are
embodied by one single
person, and that person
simply, virtually by
default, happens to be me.

I also tend to involve my
family quite a bit. My
sister and brother feature
in several of my pieces.
Even they have become

part of the signature by
now. I guess that working
with people I know extremely well gives me a high degree
of certainty that I can get the results I am hoping for.
In my dialogue pieces, for example, it is crucial for me
that the people involved are not afraid to delve into
politically sensitive issues. The unpredictable nature
of these conversations still needs a certain framework
in order to make sense. And such a framework, I find,

Larissa Sansour Bethlehem Bandolero 2005
Video, 5’ 39’’ Image courtesy of the artist.
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is most-easily established by surrounding myself with
people whose convictions and performative qualities I am
familiar with. My sister and brother will also join me on
the set of the Nation Estate film - in which I will once
again be acting as the female protagonist.

MM: What is your view of the label 'political artist’?

LS: I have a hard time seeing how art can be separated
from politics. I think the concept of “Art for the sake
of Art” is a mantra that gets repeated often, but that
does not make much sense in the long run. Politics have
always been inseparable from art throughout its history.
It is hard to imagine an autonomous piece of work that
is not conditioned by its context. I guess certain
artists are more directly or overtly politically engaged
than others, and if they need to be labelled “political
artists” for easier categorisation, I don’t see a big
problem with that.

As many other artists, especially from the Middle East,
I see that there is an urgency in referencing worldwide
politics, and I do feel that art is a potent tool in
achieving or affecting political change, no matter how
slight, provided it always functions on its own premises
and is not taken out of the artistic discourse.

MM: In your preliminary photographs for the project Nation
Estate, you envision the establishment of a Palestinian
state within a futuristic concrete and metal edifice.
Housing both Palestine’s people and landmarks, floors are
connected by an elevator, thereby shielding residents from
draconian Israeli checkpoints. The building’s windows
overlook historical sites such as the Dome of Rock, giving
a timeless sense of loss and separation. How does this
narrative comment on a future Palestinian state?

LS: Nation Estate is a project I have been thinking about
for a long time. When I first got the idea for the project,
its working title was Living the High Life. With Israeli
settlement activity confiscating more and more Palestinian
land, my idea was that for any future Palestinian state

to emerge, one would have to think vertically. Now the
project has finally found its proper form in the shape of a
sci-fi photo series and short film. The decision to finally
realise it came in the wake of the Palestinian bid for
nationhood at the UN.

Set within a grim piece of hi-tech architecture, Nation
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Larissa Sansour Nation Estate - Olive tree 2011 C-print Artist’s Proof Ed. 4 of 10, 59.4 x 42 cm
Image courtesy of the artist.

Estate envisions an ambiguously dystopian Palestinian
state rising from the ashes of the peace process. In this
vision, Palestinians have their state in the form of a
single skyscraper: the Nation Estate. Surrounded by a
concrete wall, this colossal high-rise houses the entire
Palestinian population - finally living the high life.

Each city has its own floor: Jerusalem, on the third floor;
Ramallah, on the fourth floor. Intercity trips previously
marred by checkpoints are now made by elevator.

Aiming for a sense of belonging, the lobby of each floor
re-enacts iconic squares and landmarks - elevator doors on
the Jerusalem floor opening onto a full-scale Dome of the
Rock. Built just outside the actual city of Jerusalem, the
building has views of the original golden dome from the
top floors.

In the film, we see a short narrative unfold. The main
story takes place mostly in the elevator, but various
floors from the building will also be revealed. I will be
playing the main character in the film - as I have done on
several previous occasions.

In the completed film and photo version of Nation Estate,
the preliminary photos developed for the Lacoste Elysée
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Prize 2011 and since banned by the sponsor, French fashion
giant Lacoste, will also be part of the installation.
Having been at the centre of a major censorship scandal,
these three photos have taken on a life of their own and
become a central element of the entire project.

MM: The removal of your nomination and the outcry that
followed has drawn attention to the artwork itself. Do you
regard this is beneficial to the ambition of the work over
ali?

LS: Lacoste’s decision certainly generated more publicity
than the prize itself could have ever provided. This

is, of course, a very fortunate outcome, not only for
the work itself and for me as an artist. Seeing Lacoste
held accountable in this manner was a small victory

for artistic expression as such. What was particularly
positive about this experience was the museum’s decision
to side with the artist instead of the corporate sponsor.
Not to mention the massive public reaction to Lacoste’s
behaviour. The public support was absolutely crucial.
Without that, events would not have turned out the way
they did.

I originally issued my press release stating my case
against Lacoste’s decision purely for the sake of putting
it on record. I simply wanted it to be known that I had
not accepted the removal of my work silently. I never
anticipated that my statement would get the kind of
reaction it did. Within 24 hours, the story was picked up
by mainstream news worldwide - from Japan to Brazil. I am
eternally grateful for all the support I received. It has
been truly overwhelming.

The Lacoste episode also brought a new angle to the
Palestinian issue to the mainstream media. Exposing a
clear-cut act of political censorship generates exactly
the kind of attention that the censoring body is trying to
avoid. The massive attention the work has received means
that I will get the opportunity to show it in a range of
exciting places. Showing the work and letting it speak
for itself is, of course, what any artist wants for any
new production, so I am very grateful that the attention
following the Lacoste controversy has given me these new
opportunities.
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Larissa Sansour Nation Estate - Jerusalem Floor 2011 C-print Artist’s Proof Ed. 3 of 10,
59.4 x 42 cm
Image courtesy of the artist.
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BASHAR HROUB HERE AND NOW

Deeply affected by growing up under occupation,
interdisciplinary artist Bashar Hroub poetically
inspects individual experience as it relates to imposed
political realities. Rooted in his own subjectivity,
Hroub explores sentiments of belonging and attachment to
specific places, cultures and communities. As a Palestinian
born in Hebron, Hroub is accustomed to dealing with the
complexities of place and identity. In the Here and Now
series, produced while living in the United Kingdom and
pursuing his Master’s of Fine Arts at University of
Southampton’s Winchester School of Art, Hroub investigates
the relationship between the individual, self, memory
and physical surroundings. Placing himself in various
locations with a mirrored cube on his head, the artist’s
body and head become the location where contested
notions of visibility, invisibility and identification
are negotiated. Against the backdrop of the artist’s
experiences of estrangement under occupation, the work
explores different levels of alienation, the hitherto-
unknown physical freedom felt during Hroub’s sojourn in
the UK, the novelty of being a foreigner in unfamiliar
surroundings, in contrast with the feeling of being a
foreigner in one’s own country.
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Bashar Hroub Here and Now 2 2010 Ed. 1 of 3 C-print, 66 x 100 cm
Image courtesy of the artist and Green Art Gallery.
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JEFFAR KHALDI GO WHERE

Jeffar Khaldi Go Where 2008 Oil on canvas 240 x 220 cm
Image courtesy of the artist and Sotheby’s.

Palestinian artist Jeffar Khaldi’s striking, dream-like
paintings are reminiscent of his personal experiences
and cultural background. Born in Lebanon in 1964, Khaldi
experienced the chaos of the Lebanese Civil War and
emigrated to the United States as a teen to avoid being
forced into one of the militias. Khaldi’s colossal,
vivid paintings combine his observations of contemporary
existence into a pseudo-fantasy world, at times telling
tales of isolation, collective nostalgia and history.
Fusing political satire and fantasy, Khaldi subversively
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highlights the obscurities of mainstream media, cliché
and the sound bites that shape dominant views of the

past and present. The paintings are often informed in
their duality by his experience with Western and Eastern
cultures, pulling viewers in different directions as
Khaldi explores contradictory aspects of reality and
historical disparities. Part of his process involves
intensive research around mediated events, with a
particular interest in his homeland of Palestine. Khaldi
uses his work to assert the absurdities of occupation and
injustice. Showcased in major private and institutional
collections, including the JP Morgan Chase Collection

and Mathaf Museum of Arab Art, Khaldi’s work has also
been featured in the Sharjah Biennial, Saatchi Gallery in
London and the Museo de Arte in Mexico.
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Shawki Youssef Mud, iron and brick for a perfect crime 2011 Mixed media 143 x 402 cm
Image courtesy of Barjeel Art Foundation.
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SHAWKI YOUSSEF Mud, Iron, and Ink for a perfect crime

The tense and tormented bodies appearing in Shawki
Youssef’s artworks bring to mind the effects of emotional
trauma and oppression on the human body. Anonymous
representations, his dislocated figures typify the
collective human struggle and form an animated observation
of societies under constant pressure of violence, war and
loss of humanity. Born in Beirut, Youssef studied fine

art and intercultural mediation. These combined interests
feed into his work, which explores conditions of Lebanese
contemporary society and their effects on human beings.
Not limiting himself to painting and drawing, Youssef
works with various media, including video, performance and
text. Mud, Iron and Ink for a Perfect Crime is part of a
recent series of paintings exploring the inherent visceral
consequences of anxiety and injustice on the human body.
Youssef’s process is also rooted in painting the bodily
and unconscious experience linked to ego, desire and
social expression. Distorted limbs and body parts often
appear fragmented and caught between torture and decay.
Reflecting both theoretical discourse and study of social
trauma, Youssef’s work taps into delicate individual
stories of vulnerability and fear.
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Shawki Youssef Mud, iron and brick for a perfect crime [DETAIL] 2011 Mixed media 143 x 402 cm
Image courtesy of the Barjeel Art Foundation.
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FAYCAL BAGHRICHE THE MESSAGE PROJECT

Algerian-born interdisciplinary artist Faycal Baghriche
often situates his projects in public spaces, exploring
common rituals and patterns of social behaviour. His
public intervention works are playful, anarchic and seek
to disrupt the set rhythm of contemporary urban life

to subvert conventional expectations. In his wvideo The
Message Project, Baghriche re-frames Syrian filmmaker
Moustapha Akkad’s 1977 epic film production “The Message”,
depicting the story of Prophet Muhammad (pbuh) and the
birth of Islam. To reach a broader audience, two versions
of the film were shot, one in Arabic with well-known Arab
actors and the other in English with a Hollywood cast.
Both followed the same script, set and costumes, and the
portrayals were captured verbatim in the two languages.
In his project, Baghriche splices the two versions into
one, creating a bilingual conversation between the actors.
The work highlights how popular culture is categorised
according to narrow definitions of target audiences. The
seamless dialogue that results unites both the actors and
intended viewers. Alluding to the universalism of cinema,
Baghriche creates a space for encounter and dialogue that
attempts to bridge two worlds toward one unified message.
Baghriche now lives and works in Paris and has exhibited
internationally.
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Page 57-60 Faycal Baghriche The Message Project 2010 Video 185 min Ed. 4 of 5
Image courtesy of the artist.
© Moustapha Akkad.
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