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Exploring geographical and cultural transitions in UAE
N.P. Krishna Kumar 

Sharjah

T 

he effects of cultural di-
versity in the United Arab 
Emirates and the changes 
that mark the relatively 
short period since the 

discovery of oil and the formation 
of the UAE as a united country are 
illustrated in the works of nine 
Emirati artists on display at the 
Maraya Art Centre in Sharjah.

Al Haraka Baraka: In Movement 
There is Blessing explores the rich 
mix of cultures in the UAE, a mag-
net for migration that is home to 
more than 75 nationalities.

In addition to pioneering Emi-
rati conceptual artist Mohammed 
Ahmed Ibrahim, the exhibition fea-
tures newly commissioned works 
by contemporary artists Ammar al-
Attar, Alaa Edris, Reem Falaknaz, 
Hazem Harb, Zeinab al-Hashemi, 
Tulip Hazbar, Hind Mezaina, 
Khalid Mezaina and Walid al-Waw. 
They use photography, graphic de-
sign, installations and even their 
own bodies to explore the waves of 
migrations and the vibrant synthe-
sis of cultures that exist in the UAE.

Sponsored by UAE Unlimited 
Arab Exploration, the exhibition’s 
second edition was developed fol-
lowing 2015’s successful A Public 
Policy.

“This year, in our first collabo-
ration with Maraya Art Centre, we 

wanted to explore more about the 
UAE, the different waves of immi-
gration from the ’60s and the coun-
try’s historical past,” said Shobha 
Pia Shamdsani, project director of 
UAE Unlimited Arab Exploration.

For 40 years the country has 
been permanently under construc-
tion. Curator Alexandra MacGilp 
said she sought to unfold “the fas-
cinating and unusual set of cultural 
conditions and the tangible feeling 
on impermanence and building 
and rebuilding”.

MacGilp’s familiarity with the 
work of young Emirati and UAE-
based artists allowed her to devel-
op the many themes as exempli-
fied by the nine new commissions 
— the result of close collaboration 
between artists and the curator.

“Artists are filling the gaps in 
modern historical archives in the 

UAE. The artists in Al Haraka Bara-
ka also draw attention to the over-
looked buildings and narratives 
from the country’s history in their 
works, attempting to capture these 
memories in a fast-changing envi-
ronment,” MacGilp said.

“Have we overtaken the future? 
Is life in the Gulf a prophecy for 
the world vis-à-vis our relationship 
with a harsh environment, glo-
balisation and population move-
ments?”

Ibrahim’s Fresh and Salt (2015) 
anchors the show. There is also a 
selection of photographic docu-
mentation from the artist’s col-
lection of his land works from the 
1980s, including his first docu-
mented land work Painted Stone 
(1991), in Khor Fakkan.

Ibrahim’s work, as MacGilp not-
ed, “serves to remind viewers of 

the continuity of the concerns art-
ists in the country are addressing, 
across the generations, such as the 
changing landscape as cities ex-
pand into the desert”.

Attar’s life is intertwined with 
memories of expatriates from In-
dia, Pakistan and the Arab world 
who have had a personal effect on 
him — from the neighbourhood 
grocer from whom he used to buy 
candies on the way from school 
to the family physician, tailor and 
baker. Attar seeks them out and the 
black-and-white portraits tell their 
journey as well as his.

Hazbar, who was born in Aleppo, 
Syria, but grew up in the UAE, re-
cords the music that Asian and Arab 
expatriates listen to as a reminder 
of their home culture, along with 
their personal narratives tinged 
with nostalgia. These soundscapes 

provide fascinating insights into 
the diversity of cultural life experi-
ence among the various nationali-
ties living in Sharjah.

Khalid Mezaina, whose main me-
diums of interest are illustration 
and textiles, is constantly drawn 
back in time to Deira, “Old Dubai”, 
where he grew up. Formerly the 
centre of the city and the heartbeat 
of its trading and commerce, it is 
being sidelined by the postmodern 
structures of the city.

His Emirian comprises an ac-
quired trolley from a souk, along 
with digitally printed stuffed tex-
tiles and wallpaper, with quintes-
sential images of the trolley han-
dlers in the textile souk who keep 
the flow of goods circulating.

Hind Mezaina, on the other 
hand, analyses media and mar-
keting campaigns on the theme of 
Happy Dubai to find out if some-
thing that is intangible can be 
measured graphically. The result 
is six abstract images from early 
morning to night titled The Colour 
of Happy.

Edris, in the series States, ma-
nipulates photographs combining 
buildings constructed before the 
UAE was unified with elements 
from the present. In these images, 
“the past bleeds into the future, 
bypassing the present”.

Harb, shuttling between Dubai 
and Rome, is interested in architec-
ture and urban development and 
his installation Unlimited Progress 
represents the interplay between 
time and urban change in Dubai, 
where city structures constantly 
encroach into the desert landscape.

Tulip Hazbar’s Sharjah Sounds at Al Haraka Baraka exhibition in Sharjah

Al Haraka Baraka: In 
Movement There is 
Blessing explores the 
rich mix of cultures in 
the UAE.

Sponsored by UAE 
Unlimited Arab 
Exploration, the 
exhibition’s second 
edition was developed 
following 2015’s 
successful A Public 
Policy.

Sunken Cities brings Egypt’s underwater treasures to light
Mahmud el-Shafey

London

T 

he ancient Egyptian 
cities of Canopus and 
Thonis-Heracleion are 
names from legend. 
Greek historian Hero-

dotus wrote of a famous temple 
in Thonis-Heracleion built where 
Hercules first set foot in Egypt. The 
port city is also said to have hosted 
Helen of Troy and her lover Paris 
before the Trojan war. As for Can-
opus, it gave its name to canonic 
jars and was a well-known centre 
of worship of the gods, infamously 
recreated in Emperor Hadrian’s 
villa in Rome.

Both cities disappeared beneath 
the sea under mysterious circum-
stances around 750-800AD. They 
were rediscovered in 1999-2000 
approximately 6.5km off Egypt’s 
coast by archaeologist Franck God-
dio and his team.

Now, the Sunken Cities: Egypt’s 
Lost Worlds exhibition at the Brit-
ish Museum in London is show-
casing about 250 artefacts from 
the excavation. The relics include 
massive statues, perfume bottles 
and gold jewellery, giving a vivid 
picture of what life was like in the 
port cities during Egypt’s Ptolema-
ic period.

“These discoveries have really 
transformed our understanding 
about the cultural exchange be-
tween Egypt and Greece during 
a very crucial period of history,” 
said curator Daniela Rosenow. “It 

is possible, through these exhibits, 
to tell stories about migration and 
politics and religious beliefs and 
the exchange of ideas and goods.

“This gives us the opportunity to 
show that Egypt was not an isolat-
ed civilisation but was a very out-
ward-looking and influential soci-
ety. It tells a story that perhaps not 
many people would be aware of.”

Sunken Cities takes museum-
goers on an interesting journey, 
depicting the mix of cultures from 
ancient Egypt to ancient Greece 
and through to Roman and Byzan-
tine eras — a period of more than 
1,000 years. “It is an amazing story 
to tell, particularly on days like to-
day when we read about conflicts 
and crises; it is nice to see an ex-
hibition that focuses on exchange 
and discussion between people,” 
Rosenow said.

The exhibition is dominated by 
an imposing 5.5-metre, 6-tonne 
granite statue of Hapy, the personi-
fication of the Nile floods. It is the 
largest statue of Hapy to be discov-
ered dating from this period.

Also on show in the exhibition is 
the head of the statue of Nilus, the 
Greek version of Hapy. “They are 
the same person. They both have 
been discovered on the same sea-
bed but they are separated by five 
centuries,” Rosenow said.

For Rosenow, who is project 
curator in the British Museum’s 
Department of Ancient Egypt and 
Sudan, the real star of the show is 
a headless statue of Queen Arsinoe 
II, a Ptolemaic dynasty queen in 
the guise of the goddess Isis.

“This is the epitome of the fu-
sion of Greek and Egyptian aes-
thetics. It is an absolute master-
piece,” said Rosenow. “It also tells 
an interesting story as she was the 
daughter of Ptolemy I, who found-
ed the Ptolemaic dynasty, a dy-
nasty which adopted the Egyptian 
religion, customs and traditions. 
She was married to her brother 

and deified after her death where 
she was worshipped by Greeks and 
Egyptians alike.”

Rosenow said she holds out 
hope that Queen Arsinoe may one 
day be reunited with her missing 
head and that Goddio’s excavation 
will reveal many more wonders.

“It’s absolutely possible [to find 
the head],” she said. “The statue 
was discovered in a statue dump 
in Canopus that revealed lots of 
masterpieces of Greco-Egyptian 
art and it is perfectly possible that 
they will discover the head in the 
same statue dump.”

Alongside the statues, steles and 
sacred objects on display are im-
ages and videos of the underwa-
ter excavation; Sunken Cities is as 
much about the journey to redis-
cover Canopus and Thonis-Hera-
cleion as the antiquities that have 
been unearthed there.

Using side-scan sonar and nu-
clear resonance-magnometry and 
other advanced technology, God-
dio and his team mapped the sea-
bed for years before sending divers 
down. The divers are still working 
and Goddio estimates that only 5% 
of what is under the sea at Cano-
pus and Thonis-Heracleion has 
been discovered.

“When cultures mix, people as-
sume that their essence gets weak-
ened or diluted but this exhibi-
tion shows that this is actually not 
the case. The opposite happens,” 
Rosenow said.

Sunken Cities: Egypt’s Lost 
Worlds Exhibition runs through 
November 27th at the British Mu-
seum in London.

Sunken Cities depicts 
the mixing of cultures 
from ancient Egypt to 
ancient Greece and 
through to Roman and 
Byzantine eras.

A museum assistant poses by a statue of Queen Arsinoe II at 
the Sunken Cities: Egypt’s Lost Worlds exhibition at the British 
Museum in London.

Franck Goddio 
estimates that only 5% 
of what is under the 
sea at Canopus and 
Thonis-Heracleion has 
been discovered.


