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Baghdad

“
 I

t is really strange and ridic-
ulous to consider the Iraqi 
people terrorists,” said 
Iraqi graffiti artist Arkan 
al-Bahadli. “We have been 

waging a fierce war against terror-
ism, sustaining losses and dam-
age only to find ourselves labelled 
as terrorists by the new American 
president.”

Revolted by US President Don-
ald Trump’s executive order ban-
ning visitors from seven Muslim-
majority countries from entering 
the United States, Bahadli, 38, has 
taken to the streets of his home city 
of Basra in southern Iraq to ridicule 
the move.

“Iraq and the US are supposed to 
be strategic allies and the latter is 
expected to protect Iraq’s interests 
and security and not antagonise the 
people who are the most afflicted 
by terrorism,” Bahadli said in a tel-
ephone interview.

One of the large four bright mu-
rals he spray-painted in the centre 
of Basra depicted Trump as a bull 
attacking a Statue of Liberty hold-
ing, instead of the torch, a handful 
of grass to appease the raging bull. 
Another mural showed Trump as 
a danger sign covered with bright 
yellow hair and coils of barbed wire 
surrounding an American flag with 
new US president’s face superim-
posed on a skull and cross bones.

“The idea to resort to the street 
to criticise the US president travel 
ban was spontaneous, but it has 
obviously made a strong impact in 
Basra and across Iraq as well,” Ba-
hadli noted.

Although Trump’s ban has been 
blocked by the US courts and is sub-
ject to future litigation, many Iraqis 
say they are shocked and insulted 
by the move. Iraq’s parliament 
called for reciprocity measures that 
would ban Americans from enter-
ing Iraq.

“The reaction of the people is 
also largely inspired by the political 
and religious parties which reject 
US policies in Iraq,” Bahadli said.

The graffiti artist is known for his 
outspoken criticism, which forced 
him to go into hiding when Saddam 
Hussein ruled Iraq. His uncles were 
executed by the former regime in 
1982 and two of his brothers arrest-
ed for opposing Ba’ath Party rule.

“It was a turning point after 
which I have dedicated my art to 
criticising the regime, despite the 
extremely difficult conditions I’ve 
been through with my family,” Ba-
hadli said.

Bahadli said he was deeply influ-
enced by Palestinian cartoonist Naji 
al-Ali and his subtle drawings criti-

cising the Israeli occupation. After 
Saddam’s regime was deposed, 
Bahadli said he hoped for positive 
change in Iraq, a dream he said was 
“merely an illusion”.

“We are still suffering from insta-
bility. The future is uncertain and 
does not inspire any hope because 
of rampant corruption and deterio-
rating political and security condi-
tions. My daily observations made 
me even more determined to decry 
the situation with drawings,” Ba-
hadli said.

His criticism of the situation 
in the country resulted in death 
threats, despite the relative margin 
of freedom that Iraqi cartoonists ac-
quired after 2003.

“Certain subjects are still taboos 

that I cannot tackle in my draw-
ings, notably religious leaders 
and influential politicians. On the 
other hand, I have illustrated the 
ugly armed feuds between tribal 
communities, lawlessness and the 
weakening of state authority plagu-
ing Basra and the rest of south 
Iraq,” he said.

In an unprecedented initiative 
to help erase the traces of battles 
in cities liberated from the Islamic 
State (ISIS), Bahadli organised a 
drawing campaign in Falluja and 
al-Alam, a move that helped build 
bridges between the mainly Shia 
south and the Sunni areas.

“The idea is to have an exhibition 
that promotes national unity. The 
drawings carried messages reject-

ing sectarian divisions. Residents 
participated in most of the works 
by drawing simple cartoons just to 
leave their fingerprints,” Bahadli 
said.

For Bahadli, the art of graffiti and 
caricature is a subtle tool to influ-
ence the minds and convey mes-
sages. He said he would continue 
to paint until his message about 
Trump’s ban is received by the new 
US president.

“My message to Trump is that Ira-
qis are not terrorists. I hope he will 
reconsider his decision,” he said.

Oumayma Omar, based in 
Baghdad, is a contributor to the 
Culture and Society sections of The 
Arab Weekly.

Dubai

I 

t was curiosity that led Emirati 
photographer Ammar Al Attar 
to buy his first camera soon 
after landing a job following 
graduation from the Higher 

College of Technology in Dubai in 
2003.

Learning through workshops of 
the Emirates Photographic Society 
and by seeking advice from senior 
photographers, artists and cura-
tors, Al Attar began documenting 
sporting events and then moved on 
to capture Emirati life, culture and 
heritage.

Al Attar said he sticks to analogue 
photography in his work. “I like the 
tangible and I have more control us-
ing a vast range of vintage cameras, 
either in colour or black and white. 
I can also control the effects better,” 
he said.

Because of the nature of the pro-
jects he has been involved in, he 
said: “It always results in a discus-
sion about UAE contemporary art. 
For example, when I did Art Index 
0.1, the debate was whether a show 
based on portrait photography can 

be considered as art.”
Al Attar singled out advice from 

Roberto Lopardo, a professor of 
photography at the American Uni-
versity of Dubai. “He was the one 
who gave me direction by asking 
me to think in terms of themes and 
his advice on following established 
artists and studying how they pro-
cess and exhibit their work have 
been indeed invaluable,” Al Attar 
said.

Visual Diaries in 2011, based on 
street photography and showing 
images of Emirati life across the 
country, was Al Attar’s first work 
exhibited as part of Emirati Expres-
sions, a biennial show in Abu Dhabi.

His first solo show followed in 
2012 at the Cuadro Fine Art Gal-
lery in Dubai. Under the title Prayer 
Rooms, Al Attar documented vari-
ous places of prayer — in shopping 
malls, corporations, porta-mosques 
and outdoor areas. Beyond the ba-
sic typology, emanate the subtle 
and sometimes stark variations of 
the interiors, from which one can 
deduce the larger structures where 
these prayer rooms are situated and 
the types of people they serve.

Being part of a second generation 
of Emirati artists who were educat-
ed in their own country, his works 
reflect elements of local culture and 
pride in their heritage.

“Ammar is a complete package 
— natural talent, honest intention, 
with hard work and the willingness 
to engage with the community,” 
said Lopardo, who is now the direc-

tor at Cuadro. “He is doing things 
that not many in the artist commu-
nity here are doing. In the Prayer 
Rooms series, for example, he looks 
at daily religious practice without 
being judgmental and in a way it al-
lows discourse to happen so we can 
come together and view this as a 
neutral space.”

In Sibeel Water (2013), Al Attar 
explores the theme of public water 
fountains outside villas and gov-
ernment buildings in the UAE.

His solo show Art Index 1.0 (2015) 
at the Maraya Art Centre in Sharjah 

traversed new territory, featuring 
50 portraits of artists and figures 
from the art world in their studios 
and work place environments.

In Salah (2016), Al Attar set out 
to examine the Quranic principles 
that one has to pray at the time of 
prayer, wherever he is. He photo-
graphed himself in various steps of 
the prayer ritual — inside his studio 
with only his camera as witness, 
outside at a farm and on the road in 
one of the busiest trading areas of 
the old city of Bur Dubai.

Al Attar lives in Ajman and daily 

braves the traffic for his day job in 
Dubai at the Road Transport Au-
thority. He said he is working on 
several projects, including Reverse 
Moments on photography studios 
in the UAE that were largely owned 
and run by expatriates, and the dis-
appearing standalone old cinema 
theatres such as Khorfakkan Cin-
ema in Sharjah and Plaza Cinema in 
Bur Dubai.

“Ammar Al Attar’s practice is 
almost scholarly in its approach. 
Unlike many other photographers 
of his generation, the process for 
Ammar is as important as the final 
product. He has managed to docu-
ment and uncover lost archives 
and unseen corners of the UAE and 
bring them back into the public 
realm,” said Sultan Sooud al-Qas-
semi, founder of Barjeel Art Foun-
dation.

“I think Ammar Al Attar is a per-
fect example of how a simple pho-
tographer becomes one of the most 
talented artists in an emerging art 
ecosystem, using photography as a 
tool to document time and history. 
His perspectives translate from 
photography documentation, to 
photography appropriation, up to 
the point where he simply depicts 
image references for documenta-
tion and iconic exploration,” said 
Giuseppe Moscatello, director of 
Maraya Art Centre.

N.P. Krishna Kumar is 
a Dubai-based contributor to The 
Arab Weekly.
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An Iraqi man takes a selfie near a mural featuring anti-US President Donald Trump slogans in Basra on February 2nd.                                          (Reuters)

From the series Sibeel Water by UAE photographer Ammar Al 
Attar.                  (Courtesy of Ammar Al Attar)

Culture

Al Attar’s works reflect 
elements of local 
culture and pride in 
their heritage.

A mural depicts 
Trump as a raging 
bull attacking the 
Statue of Liberty.


