22

November 27, 2016

Culture

Exploring UAE themes of landscapes and identity
N.P. Krishna Kumar

Dubai

T

he Place and Unity exhibition, which opened recently at the Maraya Art
Centre in Sharjah, showcases the works of 14 Emirati and UAE-based artists. Selected
from the Portrait of a Nation exhibition of the art collection at the Abu
Dhabi Music and Arts Foundation
(ADMAF), the works are tied to or
done at a particular location and
also express the idea of unity — of
people of different nationalities
with a specific focus on contemporary reality in the UAE.
“The show is an excellent example of collaboration, with artists,
institutions and galleries supporting each other. In my experience,
they try hard to do that. Due to its
diverse population, there is much
scope for cultural exchange within
the Emirates themselves,” curator
Alexandra MacGlip said.
Home, identity, communication
and nomadism are the themes the
artists address as they refer to different countries and cities: from
the UAE to the Palestinian territories, from Geneva to Shanghai.

The Place and Unity
exhibition showcases
the works of 14
Emirati and UAEbased artists.
The landscape and their own
identity are perennial themes
among artists working in the UAE.
Mohammed Ahmed Ibrahim continues his relationship with his
mountainous home landscape in
Khor Fakkan through The Qubba
Project. He invites the viewer to experience his works through photos,

or first hand by providing GPS coordinates to the site.
Paintings by Abdul Qader Al Rais
and Khalil Abdul Wahid portray
mosques and doorways that are at
once universal and local. Al Fujairah Castle, the landmark featured in
Obaid Suroor’s painting of the same
name, and the views of the desert
and the abra (small traditional boat)
on Dubai Creek in Hind Bin Demaithan’s Sadu-Pixel work are veiled.
The sites are only viewable through
the red dots of a jellabiya (long robe)
fabric in the former or through the
cut out sadu-weaving (local textile)
images in the latter.
“The playful collage effect in
these works complicates a traditional interpretation of Emirati heritage,” observed MacGlip.
Sawsan Al Bahar, one of many
Palestinians who have made their
homes in the UAE, explores the
diaspora experience in her poetic
work Leaves of Time. Leaves from
an old-fashioned calendar bearing
significant dates from Palestinian
history post-1947 are suspended in
the air as if they have been lifted by
gusts of wind, and with it our memories too surge.
“As the dates recede in time, the
ink fades. Al Bahar explores our
poignant relationship with the past
events that have shaped our lives;
ever present but impossible to
reach,” said MacGlip.
The late Emirati artist Hassan
Sharif’s sculpture Shanghai is a telling commentary on consumerism
and its impact on our way of life,
with a simple act performed on a
found object. An aluminium baking
tray, imported from China is bound
with copper wire until it becomes
distorted.
Amna Al Dabbagh’s wall-mounted work Unite speaks of what binds
together people living in the UAE.
In her acrylic mirror map, she has
written the word “united” in all the
estimated 53 languages spoken in

“Leaves of Time” by Sawsan Al Bahar.
the country and the size of the fonts
mirrors the demographics of the
various nationalities that speak the
languages.
Sarah Al Agroobi has collected
the seven sands of the emirates in
Desert Rose. The different coloured
sands are collected and categorised
and bound together in her sculpture. The sand that lies beneath our
feet unnoticed is turned into a dramatic flower-like structure that we
could come across suddenly in the
desert.
Zeinab Al Hashemi’s kaleidoscopic satellite photograph of rapidly
changing Abu Dhabi titled Coastal
Collision continues her exploration of cityscape, giving us a bird’s
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eye view to the ground below and
a blending of past, present and future, as it were
Ammar Al Attar’s archival project
Reverse Moments delves into the
documents of photography studios
that have recorded the lives of people living in the UAE, who originate
from all over the globe.
Baghdad-born artist and designer
Rand Abdul Jabbar’s installation
Foresta Sommersa occupies the centre-stage at the Place and Unity exhibition. It is the culmination of the
artist’s residency in Venice, inspired
by the unique architectural features
of the city, conjuring up the play of
light and water. Her installation, a
series of suspended light vessels

in glass suggests an inverted landscape and the shifting lights along
with rhythmic background sounds
prove to be an immersive experience.
MacGlip stressed the importance
of residencies to an artist’s development.
“In the present show itself the
works by UAE artists, supported
and facilitated by both ADMAF and
Maraya, are evidence of the rich
dividends in terms of outstanding
work,” she said.
The Place and Unity exhibition
runs until January 31st, 2017.
Krishna Kumar is a Dubai-based
contributor to The Arab Weekly.

Egypt sees resurgence in independent music scene
Mohamed el-Shahed

Cairo

A

t a club in downtown Cairo, Ahmed Saleh pumps
electronic beats from his
laptop as Abdullah Miniawy chants to a cheering crowd, the duo part of a wave of
new talent on Egypt’s underground
music scene.
Emerging artists are creating an
eclectic selection of hip-hop, dubstep, electronic and rock music,
with some influenced by traditional
Egyptian sounds.
The movement began in the mid2000s as musicians by-passed record labels to reach their listeners
directly via the internet.
It was boosted by Egypt’s 2011
uprising that toppled long-time authoritarian ruler Hosni Mubarak.
“This movement began finding
an audience because it has become
accessible on the internet, instead
of the market being dominated by
those who release CDs,” says Tamer
Abu Ghazaleh, a Cairo-born Palestinian musician who co-founded
Ma3azef, an online Arab music magazine.
From the second half of the 2000s,
musicians have used websites such
as SoundCloud, YouTube and Facebook to publish and promote their
music.
That has challenged record labels’
traditional gatekeeper role between
artists and audiences.
“This is the first time in Egypt, at
least since the 1920s, where music
really represents the people in a direct way, without any intermediary,”
says Mahmoud Refat, founder of record label 100Copies Music.
The birth of Mahraganat music
around the same period also reflected this shift in the industry.

Egyptian musicians perform at a studio in Cairo, on October 24th , 2016.

Emerging from working-class
neighbourhoods, it became Egypt’s
most listened-to genre — with little
involvement from record companies.
Using cheap or free software,
young men began mixing traditional Egyptian music with electronic
sounds, creating loud, eclectic
beats.
Meanwhile, artists began networking online, says musician Rami
Abadir, who released his first official
album with Canadian record label
D.M.T. Records in May.
“This didn’t exist until 2009 or
2010, or it existed but on a very
small scale,” he says.
The genre found a small but growing audience in a country where, according to the United Nations, 40%
of the population is between 10 and

20 years old.
The 2011 revolution boosted the
movement.
“A lot of things took a push with
what happened in 2011 and 2012
and the revolution,” says Maurice
Louca, composer of the acclaimed
2014 electronic album Benhayyi AlBaghbaghan (Salute the Parrot).

Emerging artists are
creating an eclectic
selection of hip-hop,
dubstep, electronic
and rock music.
While most of the music was nonpolitical, a security void made it
easier to open spaces and organise
festivals.
“There was a very nice atmosphere where anyone who wanted to
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do anything could just do it,” says
Abadir.
Egypt’s first free presidential election in 2012 brought to power Islamist Muhammad Morsi, who was
ousted by the army amid a popular
uprising a year later.
Human rights groups have accused then-army chief General Abdel Fattah al-Sisi, who went on to
become president, of limiting freedom of expression.
Venues such as Vent, which
opened in 2013, promoted new, experimental music.
Many have since closed, but several still hold regular live sessions.
While many musicians have second jobs to make a living, some
have been able to go full time and
performed at home and abroad.
Saleh has performed up to five
times a month this year, including

gigs with Alexandria-based psychedelic and electronic rock band Telepoetic.
Louca has given 50 concerts overseas this year alone.
As the artists diversified, so did
listeners’ tastes.
Now, the audience “is receptive
to this and waiting for new things…
especially in Egypt,” says Abu Ghazaleh.
Some tracks by Egyptian hip-hop
artists Abyusif and Ahmed Kamel
have been played more than a quarter of a million times on SoundCloud.
“Hip-hop in Egypt is like that. Its
first and last place is the internet,”
says Refat, whose label caters to
independent and Mahraganat musicians.
That contrasts with the 1990s,
when authorities cracked down on
concerts and accused attendees of
practising Satanism, according to
Louca.
“We felt like we were in an absolute desert,” he says.
While the scene centres around
Cairo, other musicians in the region
have flourished online.
“We kind of found it staggering
the amount of talent around, and
a lot of people doing what we consider to be very high-quality music,” says Abdel-Rahman Hussein,
co-founder of Dandin, a Middle East
music platform.
Hip-hop artists from Lebanon,
Syria and Jordan have collaborated,
while cross-genre projects have
mushroomed in Beirut, says Ziad
Nawfal, co-founder of the independent Lebanese label Ruptured.
The wave of new music “expresses real things for the people”, says
Abu Ghazaleh. “This is what this
music is doing, so it has no place to
go but grow further.”
Agence France-Presse

