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Exploring themes 
of Islamic art and 
architecture at 
Sharjah festival
N.P. Krishna Kumar

Sharjah

S 

harjah has long been in-
volved in exploring Islamic 
influences in art as evi-
denced by the successful 
run of the Sharjah Islamic 

Arts Festival. This year, the 19th 
edition of the festival features 64 
artists and 364 activities, including 
art displays, lectures and profes-
sional workshops.

The focus is on exhibitions at 
the Sharjah Art Museum, Al Majaz 
Waterfront, Al Majaz Amphithea-
tre and Noor Island. There are also 
calligraphy workshops and exhibi-
tions, film screenings and lectures 
on Islamic art and architecture.

Elaborating on this year’s theme, 
Mohammed Ibrahim al-Qaseer, cul-
tural affairs director and general 
coordinator of the festival, said: 
“‘Bunyan’ is the Arabic word for 
‘standing structure,’ or ‘forming 
construction’ or ‘man-built crea-
tion’, which sets it apart from the 
word ‘architecture’.

“The concept of architecture 
is about meeting certain social 
functions and human necessity, 
whereas the ‘art of architecture’ is 
an exploration of creativity, com-
position, and motifs to create an 
unambiguous identity, whether re-
ligious or social. In this edition, we 
deconstruct the concept of bunyan 
to rebuild a discourse through visu-
als in the realm of contemporary 
Islamic arts.”

The festival has attracted artists 
and architects from the UAE, Saudi 

Arabia, Egypt, Iraq, Iran and Jordan 
as well as participants from other 
parts of the world — from the United 
States to South Korea, which were 
clearly influenced by the distinctive 
artistic language of Islamic aesthet-
ics and its various components.

“One of the most significant ob-
jectives of this edition is not only 
the recovery of historical memory 
or to celebrate past achievements 
but also to secure a future for these 
arts, one that is shaped in line with 
the evolution of life and its accel-
erated pace,” said Nada al-Jasmi, 
senior editor at the Sharjah Depart-
ment of Culture and Information.

“The emphasis is on the scientific 
features of Islamic architecture, 
its different functions and forms, 
through a series of questions relat-
ing to aesthetics, to claim a visual 
discourse that is both innovative 
and contemporary.”

The artists responded to the 
theme with much variety, apply-
ing various traditional and modern 
visual techniques, from painting, 
sculpture and ornamentation.

Sharjah Pavilion, by Josh Hay-
wood from the United Kingdom, at 
the Al Majaz Amphitheatre is a fit-
ting gateway for the event, blend-
ing traditional and modern Islamic 
design. Soaring vaulted ribs draw 
the gaze heavenward and uplift the 
spirit, while sunlight filters through 
the symmetrical motifs of the tes-
sellated canopy.

Haywood, who has specialised in 
parametric design and digital fab-
rication, achieves patterns that are 
suggestive of infinity and hint at 
paradise.

Italian artist Edoardo Tresoldi’s 
Sacral at Al Majaz Waterfront repre-
sents a visual rhythm of solids and 
voids that are determined through 
light and shadows that affect the 
wire mesh, where the solid materi-
al transparency holds within it both 
the landscape and the architecture. 
The work alludes to a material and 
spiritual duality within a dialogue 

between ancient and contempo-
rary.

The installation Simplicity in Rep-
etition, by Ahmad Angawi of Saudi 
Arabia, uses the geometrical unit 
called the flower of life, which can 
expand by holding on to one an-
other and grow in space like a living 
tree. Made of walnut, the multiple, 
evenly shaped, overlapping circles 
form a flower-like pattern with a 
six-fold symmetry like a hexagon. 
Angawi’s work aspires to confer 
industrial design with the status of 
craftsmanship.

Egyptian artist Hamdy Reda’s 
Shelter of Time and Light envisions 
the Arabic tent as a shelter and as 
a distinct form of housing that is 
moveable like a camera where the 
angle can be changed. Reda focuses 
on the relationship between this 
primitive form of housing and oth-
er forms of architecture and struc-
tures.

The role and historical value and 
the evolution of the arch in Islamic 

architecture inspired the work of 
Daydreamers of Hong Kong titled 
Spiral Arches at the Al Majaz Wa-
terfront. The pavilion consists of 
100 layers of arches, forming a long 
arcade guiding into the courtyard. 
The arcade begins with the modern 
parabolic arch and leads back to the 
ancient horseshoes arch, the first 
Muslim adaptation and modifica-
tion of the design of the arch.

For Antonio Santin of Spain, the 
carpet represents a metaphoric 
analysis of reality, where each per-
son ponders whether to stand on 
top of the carpet or hide under-
neath it. Santin weaves together 

marvellous Oriental designs and 
oil, as a sculptural material in his 
hands, becomes a highly expressive 
tool.

Entwine, by artist Lianne Clark at 
Al Noor Island, is made from curv-
ing plywood beams, intertwined 
together and held in compression 
by tensioning the boundary, form-
ing an octahedral-shaped module. 
Similar to Islamic geometry, the 
nature of the design results in each 
viewing angle appearing entirely 
different.

The annual Sharjah Islamic Arts 
Festival began in 1998 under the 
supervision and organisation of the 
directorate of art in the Department 
of Culture and Information, with 
the intention of exhibiting various 
kinds of traditional and contempo-
rary Islamic arts. The current edi-
tion runs through January 24th.

N.P. Krishna Kumar is a 
Dubai-based contributor to 
The Arab Weekly.

Sheikh Salem Bin Abdulrahman al-Qasmi (R), chairman of Sharjah Ruler’s Office, at the opening of 
Sharjah Islamic Arts Festival with artist Ahmed Keshta.                                                       (Sharjah Islamic Arts Festival)

The Sharjah festival 
hosts 64 artists and 
features 364 
activities, including 
art displays, lectures 
and workshops.

The focus is on 
scientific features of 
Islamic architecture, 
its different 
functions and forms.

Meet the young Palestinian Frank Sinatra
Noreen Sadik

Nablus

O 

mar Kamal is the newest 
musical talent to emerge 
from the Palestinian ter-
ritories. With a voice and 
demeanour uncannily 

similar to that of the American sing-
er and actor who sold more than 150 
million records, it is for good reason 
that Kamal has been called the Pal-
estinian Frank Sinatra.

Over coffee at a café in his home 
city of Nablus, in impeccable Eng-
lish, Kamal spoke about the world 
of music, the challenges he faces 
and his hopes for the future.

The 24-year-old singer credits 
his parents for his love of music. 
His mother, who has a degree in 
English literature, is a fan of Leba-
nese diva Fairuz, whose music Ka-
mal describes as having a tinge of 
a Western influence. His father, an 
engineer, often returned from busi-
ness trips abroad with recordings by 

Western artists.
“It was mostly my father’s musi-

cal taste — Frank Sinatra, Tom Jones 
and Dean Martin — that inspired 
me,” Kamal said.

One of three siblings, he was 8 
years old when the second intifada 
began in 2000, forcing him to spend 
a lot of time indoors with not much 
to do. Music became an escape, he 
said. He took up the piano and, soon 
after that, the violin. By the age of 
16, he had participated in two music 
festivals — one in Germany and the 
other in Spain.

He attended Cardiff University in 
Wales. Music, however, did not take 
a back seat to his studies. “I earned 
a spot as the lead vocalist for the 
university’s big band, a 20-piece 
brass orchestra, which toured the 
United Kingdom,” he said.

In 2015, Kamal was awarded a 
master’s degree in architectural en-
gineering and had to decide what 
career path to choose. Sometimes, 
Kamal said, one just has to listen to 
one’s heart — and that is just what 
he did.

His decision not to follow in the 
footsteps of his father and brother 
but instead to pursue a career in 
music, which is often unpredictable 
and financially precarious, wor-
ried his parents. “I knew that suc-
cess would make them change their 
minds and give me the green light,” 
he said. “After all, they are my big-
gest supporters.”

It was not long before he got his 
big break.

In 2014, while organising con-
certs in the Palestinian territories, 
representatives of Sony Music En-
tertainment Middle East heard 
Kamal perform and recognised 
his talent. Soon after, he signed 
a recording deal with the com-
pany.

Kamal’s debut single, Love 
Never Felt So Good — his rendi-
tion of the Michael Jackson song 
— was released in October 2016. 
With the accompanying video, Ka-
mal’s voice and suave appearance 
take listeners back to another 
era. “Being called the Pal-
estinian Sinatra doesn’t 
bother me,” Kamal 
said. “He is one of 
the best entertain-
ers ever and there 
will never be an-
other Sinatra.

“I never intend-
ed to follow one 
genre only. Eve-
ry artist has to 
start somewhere 
and from there 
develop his 
own identity,” 
he said. “As a 
young musician 
you want some-
one to look up 
to. It’s all about 
developing your 

own identity and that comes from 
an accumulation of all the different 
styles you come across.”

Kamal’s first album, 
Serenade, which was 

recorded in Hol-
lywood in coordi-

nation with top 
engineers and 
musicians of 
various musical 
backgrounds, 

was released Jan-
uary 12th. On it, 
he covers a wide 

range of songs 
from 

the 1970s, ‘80s and ‘90s, all of 
which he “has added a modern, 
revolutionary twist to”.

Kamal does sing in Arabic at times 
but admitted: “I am more comfort-
able singing in English.” It is when 
he sings in Arabic, he is often told, 
that he best expresses the emotions 
in his songs. “I guess it’s the music 
that connects with my core because 
I’m singing in my own language,” 
he said. “Maybe it’s a subconscious 
thing.”

Kamal does not want to rely on 
his Palestinian nationality for suc-
cess. “If I am going to make it as an 
artist just because I am Palestinian, 
then I don’t deserve to succeed,” he 
said.

His biggest challenge is to “car-
ry across my artistry or vision as 
quickly as possible and develop 
that identity without being pres-
sured by record labels”.

“I just want to make beautiful 
music and reach as many people 
as I can,” he said.

“The biggest question is how 
can one have reach and recogni-
tion and have really good quality 
music? I think that is the chal-
lenge for every artist that does 
not just want to get out and 
make it big.”

Serenade is available on 
iTunes or Apple Music.

Noreen Sadik is a Palestinian-
American journalist based in Israel.

Omar Kamal, the 24 year old singer, credits his 
parents for his love of music.                   (Omar Kamal)

In 2014, Sony Music 
Entertainment 
Middle East 
representatives 
heard him and 
recognised his talent.


