
23June 12, 2016

Culture

London fair showcases Arab art 
Dunia El-Zobaidi

London

S 

ix art galleries based in the 
Middle East participated 
in the Art16 fair present-
ing paintings, sculpture, 
photography and visual 

art that reflected Arab society and 
culture. It was a major exposure for 
Arab art in an event that brought 
together 100 galleries from more 
than 30 countries displaying more 
than 1,000 artworks in London on 
May 20th-22nd.

Doha-based Anima Gallery 
showcased Qatari artist Ali Has-
san, who presented a series about 
the desert and the palm tree. Com-
menting on his work, the gallery’s 
art expert, Ghada Showley, said the 
artist uses calligraphy and Arabic 
letters to represent Arabic culture 
and society.

Hassan’s pieces Face One and 
Face Two show vague facial fea-
tures that could represent anyone 
in the Arab world. “There is no 
facial expression as they repre-
sent everyone. So many Arabs are 
expressionless but yet we have so 
much to say,” Showley said.

Berlin-based Lebanese artist Mo-
hamad Baalbaki’s Beekeeper series 
represents an autocrat who col-
lects the masses illustrated by the 
bees. “He takes honey from them 
but he knows if they are all togeth-
er they can attack him so his head 
and hands are covered with gloves. 
He is protecting himself against the 
masses he is oppressing,” Showley 
commented.

A native of southern Lebanon, 
Baalbaki moved to Beirut when 
the south was bombed and then 
to Berlin to flee bombing in Beirut. 
His Heap series represents the suit-
cases people leave behind.

“People in the Arab world don’t 
have a place anymore. They just 
keep moving. All the memories and 
souvenirs are left behind,” Showley 
said.

Lahd Gallery in Saudi Arabia pre-
sented Patrick Altes’s painting The 
Hanging Gardens of Babylon, which 

is part of a triptych.
“Babylon does not exist anymore 

except in the memories of people. 
However, we can create our Garden 
of Eden wherever we are through 
the accumulation of all the places 
and the people we have met. It is 
a dynamic process. I have tried to 
create a place of contemplation and 
inner harmony,” Altes said.

Referring to the French conquest 
of Algeria, Altes uses the idea of the 
peaceful Garden of Eden to help 
bridge gaps between countries.

“Post-colonialism manifests it-
self in so many forms,” he said. “I 
like to make links between people. 
I belong to a group of people that 
have a hard time viewing Algeria 
as a free country. My blood is half 
French, half Spanish but I consider 
myself Algerian.”

Mark Hachem, owner of Mark 
Hachem Gallery in New York, 
Paris and Beirut, presented works 
of photographer Yves Hayat, who 
wants to find political links be-
tween luxury and violence, psy-
chological problems and war. Les 
Icônes sont fatiguées shows musi-
cal icons with their eyes closed to 
show they are tired. Parfums de Ré-
volte uses a Chanel bag as a symbol 
of luxury and consumerism.

“Most wars are fought for ideol-
ogy but Hayat reminds us that it is 
for finance, business and power, 
too,” Hachem said.

Tamara Chalabi, co-founder of 
the Ruya Foundation in Iraq, spoke 
of introverted Iraqi artist Ahmad 
Abdul Razzaq, who conducts “a 
permanent dialogue with himself”. 
Influenced by ancient Mesopota-
mia, he talks about his own inner 
violence. The “Stop” sign in his 
work is meant to tell his inner voic-
es to stop hounding him. He uses 
mystical and mythical creatures in 
his imagination.

Nadine Hatton, an Iraqi-Austral-
ian visual artist living in Berlin, 
looked at images of Iraq taken by 
US soldiers but she could not find 
any pictures without soldiers or 
violence so she kept the shadows 
of the soldiers and focused on the 

landscape.
Jamal Penjweny’s photography 

Saddam is Here shows a photocopy 
of Saddam Hussein held by Ira-
qis. Penjweny said he was curious 
about the responses it triggered 
and found some were afraid, some 
were upset and some were proud. 
The message he delivers is that 
Saddam is omnipresent; he may be 
gone but the destruction of Iraq re-
mains.

Iraqi photojournalist Julia Ad-
nan’s multimedia project You May 
Go imagines a world without bor-

ders and passports. Her father im-
migrated to Switzerland and she 
has never been able to get a visa to 
visit him. She asks people in Iraq 
where they dream to go and has 
a picture of their dream place en-
larged.

Palestinian visual artist Walid 
al-Wawi from Maraya Art Centre 
in the United Arab Emirates talks 
about displacement and hybridised 
identity in the Middle East.

“There is a cultural enforcement 
of identities. We get a sense of na-
tionalism in a place we don’t actu-

ally belong to in a practical sense. 
I try to tie the string of vague be-
longing and actual belonging,” said 
Wawi, who grew up in the UAE.

“Today, art works are like the 
news. There is a lot of sensational-
ism and a need that things should 
talk to you emotionally before logi-
cally,” he said. “I think that is de-
ceiving. I want to strip any emotion 
out of my work. I want to strip it to 
just a problem and a solution.”

Dunia El-Zobaidi is a regular Arab 
Weekly contributor in London.
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“Today, art works 
are like the news.”

Palestinian visual artist 
Walid al-Wawi

The event brought 
together 100 galleries 
from more than 30 
countries displaying 
more than 1,000 
artworks at Olympia, 
London.

Egypt’s publishers fear their industry is dying
Ayman Saad

Cairo

F 

or Islam Abdel Mo’ety the 
last five years have been 
about uncertainty and fi-
nancial loss. The 53-year-
old former civil engineer 

went from being a successful pub-
lisher to someone who does not 
know which way to turn.

“Publishing, as an industry, is go-
ing through the toughest crisis in 
its history in this country,” Abdel 
Mo’ety said. “Apart from the chal-
lenges facing it at the external lev-
el, there is no support whatsoever 
from the state.”

Abdel Mo’ety has seen declining 
demand for printed books, forc-
ing his Rwafeed publishing house 
to turn down requests by authors, 
playwrights, novelists and poets, 
some of them among the most well-
known in Egypt. He publishes few 
books now and expects to close 
shop — like many other publishers — 
soon.

This is less about a drop in de-
mand for printed books and more 
about the devastating toll political, 
economic, social and technological 
changes affecting the Arab region 
and the book industry. Egyptian 
publishers said the industry is a 
prime victim of the political changes 

in the region since the “Arab spring” 
erupted.

“As civil wars and terrorism 
tear several Arab countries apart, 
the same countries get out of the 
printed book market for publishers 
here,” said Adel al-Masry, the head 
of the Egyptian Publishers’ Federa-
tion. “This means this market is no 
longer as it was in the past, which 
also means less demand for printed 
books.”

For years, Egypt was the cultural 
powerhouse of the Arab region. 
With scores of writers in the coun-

try, Egyptian publishers had valu-
able cultural material to offer read-
ers.

Egypt’s book industry had its 
heyday in the 1990s with the emer-
gence of the Reading for All pro-
gramme, which was sponsored by 
the wife of former president Hosni 
Mubarak to promote printing liter-
ary and scientific books. Hundreds 
of public libraries were established 
throughout the country to encour-
age people to read. The programme 
created an unprecedented demand 
for books.

This was when Abdel Mo’ety was 
drawn to the publishing business. 
Like many other publishers, Abdel 
Mo’ety’s publishing house has its 
flagship store in the centre of Cairo. 
The store is, however, a shadow of 
its former self and often appears 
empty of book buyers.

“Those who think of joining the 
publishing business should think 
twice,” he said. “It is now full of fi-
nancial risks.”

His publishing house is one of 
about 200 that remain in Egypt, 
which used to boast about 600 pub-
lishers.

Losing markets in war-torn Arab 
countries is only the latest factor 
affecting Egypt’s book industry. Be-
fore the fighting erupted, the inter-
net took its toll on book publishing. 
Apart from offering readers alterna-
tives to printed books, the internet 
gave millions of Egyptians access 
to pirated copies of books, which is 
why few clients show up at Abdel 
Mo’ety’s store.

Masry said internet piracy has 
dealt a huge blow to publishing.

“The absence of strict anti-piracy 
laws just increases this phenome-
non and contributes to the destruc-
tion of the book industry,” he said.

A person found guilty of pirating 
a copy of a book is fined about $100.

There is no data on the number of 
books sold in Egypt but Abdel Mo’ety 
says book sales are decreasing.

Mohamed Rashad, the head of the 
Arab Publishers’ Association, said 
for Abdel Mo’ety and others in the 
industry to survive the downturn, 
they have to turn to e-publishing.

“Arab publishers need to take 
stock of the rising popularity of the 
internet,” Rashad said. “The book 
industry in its present form may 
disappear for the sake of digital 
publishing.”

Abdel Mo’ety said he knows that 
he will have to ditch printing and 
turn to e-books but he is not pre-
pared to make the change.

“I am sure that developments on 
the ground here and in other Arab 
countries will make the book indus-
try shrivel up and die very soon,” he 
said. “This will mean that people 
like me will be losing everything.”

An Egyptian man browses in a bookshop in downtown Cairo.

“Arab publishers 
need to take stock of 
the rising popularity 
of the internet. The 
book industry in its 
present form may 
disappear for the 
sake of digital 
publishing.”

Mohamed Rashad, 
the head of the Arab 

Publishers’ Association


