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D 

ia Batal has never been 
to Tiret Haifa where her 
parents were born. “I 
didn’t have the neces-
sary permit,” she says in 

a matter-of-fact tone that reflects 

the harsh reality for Palestinians 
wanting to go back to their roots.

She said she has been to the Pal-
estinian territories once and hopes 
to go back again. “It should be eas-
ier now that I have a British pass-
port,” she said.

Palestine is a recurring theme in 
Batal’s art. “It is very much about 
belonging to a certain place and 
staying true to who you are and 

where you came from. Different 
pieces of my work talk about this,” 
she explained as she introduced 
her latest exhibition Tracing Land-
scapes, which opened in London’s 
Mosaic Rooms in September.

One of the pieces, a large display 
of calligraphy based on the saying 
of Palestinian poet Mahmoud Dar-
wish: “Be true to yourself wherever 
you are”, has attracted the interest 
of the organisers of the London 
Design Festival who sought Batal’s 
participation in the Mosaic Rooms 
exhibition, one of the venues men-
tioned in the festival’s catalogue as 
a destination promoting the city’s 
creativity.

Tracing Landscapes is an exhi-
bition of letters and words, Batal 
said.

“The first piece I started working 
on for the show was a print based 
on the names of towns and villages 
in pre-1948 Palestine. As this work 
progressed, and I started working 
on other pieces, it became clear 
that what I was doing was literally 
tracing over landscapes that have 
been altered, including people, 
narratives and places,” she said

One of the main pieces is an in-
stallation entitled Playing on the 
Beach is a Dangerous Course. It is 
an attempt to create an ephemeral 
memorial for children killed in the 
Israeli military offensive against 
Gaza in 2104. Batal uses the names 
of 30 children, embroidered on 
sheer fabric, to create a “mourning 
space”.

“It was not just a matter of creat-
ing a memorial. I am hoping to edu-
cate and hopefully mobilise people 
to do something (about the Israeli 
aggression against the Palestin-
ians),” the young artist explained.

Although not all her art is politi-
cised, this particular showcase was 
meant to raise political awareness. 
“It is about making a statement,” 
Batal said. 

“I do not live in Palestine be-
cause I am not allowed to. This in 
itself makes me want to make a 
statement about it.”

Batal wanted exhibition visitors 
to make a statement about places 

they hold dear and has a creative 
space on one of the walls with each 
letter from the Arabic alphabet. 
Pencils have been left on a small ta-
ble next to the wall, which is 
slowly being filled with 
the names of towns 
and cities across the 
world correspond-
ing to the letters: 
Asmara and 
Brighton and, 
interestingly, 
Lvov, Lviv and 
Lemberg, differ-
ent spellings of a 
city that was once 
in Poland, then in 
the Soviet Union and 
is now part of Ukraine.

Ideas of home and be-
longing are looked at in two pieces 
made of metal.

Using text from Darwish’s po-
etry, Batal explores the meaning 
of place in an age of migration and 
immigration, “of moving from here 
but coming from there”.

One work draws inspiration from 
navigational tools, such as com-
passes. She rates an object that 
points to home, a device to deter-
mine a psycho-geographical direc-
tion, a bearing full of both intent 
and longing. Through the artworks, 
home is also denoted as an internal 
orientation — one that we guide to 
remain on our course of belonging.

The multimedia exhibition also 
features silk screen prints, with 
one depicting the common birds of 
the Arab world and those facing ex-
tinction. Others use Arabic calligra-
phy to transform text into objects.

Also, engraved into a metal bench 
coated with red powder are verses 
from the ninth-century Sufi poet 
Mansur al-Hallaj and in a separate 
room Batal’s grandmother tells the 

story of her exile on a video.
“I used to define myself more 

as a spatial designer,” Batal said, 
reflecting on the evolution of her 

work. “I did installation 
work and also objects 

but they were more 
content specific in 

relation to a cer-
tain space that 
they occupied. 

Then I got 
into working 
on prints and 
drawings and 

collage. 
“There is a 

kind of different 
fine lines across 

which I have been 
working. I use Arabic lan-

guage and text to create artworks 
which echo cultural and contem-
porary concerns into our urban 
public and private spaces.”

Batal’s work has been greatly in-
fluenced by her parents: her moth-
er, Mona Saudi, an artist and sculp-
tor who used poetry in her work; 
and her father, Hasan al-Natal, a 
journalist who writes political col-
umns; in addition to artists Kamal 
Boullata and Samir al-Sayegh, who 
use calligraphy in their work.

Dia Batal was born in Beirut in 
1978 where she studied design 
before moving to London to com-
plete her master’s of arts degree in 
design and critical practice at Gold-
smiths College in London.

Her work has been shown in col-
lective and solo exhibitions in Bei-
rut, Manama, Amman, Paris, Liver-
pool and London.

 Batal has also worked on a num-
ber of community outreach pro-
jects for institutions such as the 
British Museum, The Victoria and 
Albert Museum and The Mosaic 
Rooms, among others.

She has been invited to take part 
in the Sharjah Calligraphy Biennial 
in 2016.

Karen Dabrowska is a 
London-based contributor to the 
Culture and Society sections of 
The Arab Weekly.
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S 

euls, performed at Wash-
ington’s Kennedy Center, 
captures the subtleties of 
solitude and perhaps the 
ultimate sense of aliena-

tion: negotiating the dream state 
inside an unending nightmare, all 
while inspiring the nostalgia that 
enshrines a life in exile.

The play was written, directed 
and performed by Wajdi Mouawad, 
who delivers the entire show in 
French mixed with some Arabic, 
particularly when he connects with 
his father, who is presumably a Leb-
anese émigré.

His character, oddly named Har-
wan, just one letter removed from 
the Arabic word for “animal”, 
spends most of his time in the vul-
nerable state of near total nudity. 
And why shouldn’t he? After all, 
he is seul – alone — with nothing 
and nowhere to hide. At times he is 
haunted by stabbing throes of self-
loathing

Inside his Montreal home, Har-
wan is sheltered from the harsh 
winter. He negotiates his future and 
his past through an old-fashioned 
landline telephone that fails to 
ring when someone calls. A gradu-

ate student, Harwan is writing his 
thesis on one of Canada’s most 
celebrated playwrights and actors, 
Robert Lepage, whom Harwan is 
annoyed to learn he must chase all 
the way to Russia, where he takes 
the audience on a surprising twist 
of events. Harwan uses the broken 
phone to bridge the generational 
and cultural gap with his father, a 
relationship more intertwined with 
Harwan’s fate than the audience 
can initially know.

In today’s world, no script on al-
ienation is complete without the 
mismatch that humans sometimes 
feel with technology. Harwan cap-
tures this frustration in a photo 
booth, where he struggles to adjust 
his image in the reflection of the 
camera lens. It is here that the plot 
begins to mirror itself.

While home alone wearing noth-
ing but his underwear, Harwan 
resembles any of us. He struggles 
with the demands and deadlines 
of everyday life and greedily grabs 
a moment of dilly-dallying. Then, 
in the midst of a snowstorm, Har-
wan plays tunes of nostalgia by 

Fairuz, which was probably lost on 
the generally American audience at 
that Kennedy Center but certainly 
moved those in the crowd who un-
derstood.

Towards the end of the play, 
Harwan launches into an arguably 
self-indulgent finale that seems to 
last a very long time. He flails and 
flops and colours himself green but 
finally he finds his place among 
Rembrandt’s classic paintings at the 
Hermitage Museum in St Peters-
burg, Russia.

“It was confusing but it’s about 
exile, which for a Lebanese is a 
long-time theme,” a member of the 
audience said. She withheld her 
name because she said her hus-
band holds a sensitive diplomatic 
position in Washington. “Normally 
Lebanese attend each other but to-
day it’s been mainly an American 
audience, so I’m very surprised and 
happy,” she added.

Harwan delivered parts of his 
monologue in Arabic without sub-
titles, much to the frustration of 
some in the audience who did not 
understand. 

One woman, a former West-
ern diplomat, lamented what she 
would have missed had her Arabic-
speaking companion not translated 
for her. “There was that song about 
life being a series of illusions. Now 
that’s pretty significant,” she said, 

referring to a song that Harwan 
played by Muhammad Abdul Wah-
hab. Mouawad declined through 
his agent to be interviewed for this 
review.

Mouawad’s most famous work 
is a play he wrote and performed 
called Incendies, which was adapted 
into an Academy Award-nominated 
film for Best Foreign Language. 
Mouawad created Seuls, in 2008, 

and now he’s working on his next 
chapters, Frères, Père and Mère. 
Soeurs was completed in 2014.

Seuls has been performed in Can-
ada, France, Spain, Italy, Belgium, 
Lebanon, Russia, Romania and 
South America.

Rasha Elass is a Washington 
correspondent for The Arab
Weekly.
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French Lebanese playwright Wajdi Mouawad delivers his one man 
show, Seuls, at the Kennedy Center in Washington.
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