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Culture

Dubai

T 

hough deeply rooted in 
her heritage, Emirati art-
ist Salma al-Marri has as-
similated Arab and inter-
national experiences and 

trends during her artistic journey.
Marri, who studied fine arts in 

Egypt and worked as the director of 
art education in the Ministry of Edu-
cation in the United Arab Emirates, 
is in a group show, “Sinyar,” with 
four French artists. The exhibition 
in Dubai’s La Galerie celebrates the 
UAE’s 46th National Day and pays 
tribute to UAE-French friendship.

Marri turned to art full time in 
2006 and opened Sinyar Gallery in 
Dubai Design District in 2015.

She said she was “very delighted” 
that the Alliance Francaise chose 
the name “Sinyar,” which in the 
Emirati dialect means “to move 
together” — associated with group 
caravan departures — for the title of 
the art exhibition.

When she graduated from the 
College of Fine Arts at Cairo Univer-
sity in the mid-1980s, Marri’s style 
tilted more towards realism. “My 
artwork focused on my environ-
ment and culture mostly in terms 
of nature, architecture, traditional 
tools, etc., she said, “but the style 
that touched me the most was Im-
pressionism.”

“Vincent van Gogh’s work and 
personal life have affected me a lot. 
It spoke to me in a way and was very 
inspiring. At some point during my 
career, Impressionism took over my 
artwork and style.”

Studying in Cairo helped shape 
Marri’s personality in terms of be-
ing appreciative and open to oth-
ers despite differences, she said. 
The atmosphere of the campus, she 
said, was characterised by a “rich 
diversity, contributing to deepening 

the student experience and unveil-
ing the human, undisguised side of 
the artist.”

After graduation and years of art 
practice, Marri said her experiences 
have been amalgamated along with 
the exhibitions she had been part 
of, ultimately leading her to find 
her own style that “merges painting 
and relief.”

This signature style came from 
her love of experimenting with ma-
terials and media, developing a very 
distinctive taste of colours, shades, 
lines, symbols and connotations, 
giving her the rich artistic diversifi-
cation that distinguishes her work.

Marri uses oil and watercol-
ours, in addition to acrylic pastes 
that give protruding texture and 
create new dimensions that can-
not be done through traditional 
styles. Even when she experiments 
with mosaics, her creations have a 
unique spin that carries her indi-
vidual style as well as being remi-
niscent of her heritage and social 
surroundings.

Describing the works displayed at 
“Sinyar” — “Windows of Patience,” 
“The Porch,” “Love” and “The At-
elier” — Marri said: “They all or-
bit in a highly spiritual realm — a 
kind of merging of spirits in a very 
transparent universe. The universe 
being my atelier at home, a place 
that combines life’s everyday de-
tails — love, loss, sharing, making 
the most of the moment, peace and  
gratitude — among many of what 
makes up our lives.”

“These works are of high senti-
mental and spiritual value, all of 
whom took their position in the ex-
hibition beside one another as if to 
complete one another,” she said.

“Windows of Patience” means 
waiting for something that might 
never come and portrays creatures/
spirits, including that of a human, 
an owl and cats. “Maybe they came 
through to represent the wisdom of 
patience and the role these spirits 
play in supporting our own spirits 
as humans and sharing our every-
day life details,” she said.

“The work titled ‘Atelier’ may be 
my subconscious in making it very 
personal; the woman appearing in 
the painting is holding her canvas 
stand as a symbol of rising and sal-
vation. The cats in the painting are 
in a position of unconditional love 
and support, and that is my reality.”

Alliance Francaise Director Ber-
nard Frontero, who is also the cu-
rator of the exhibition, observed: 
“Marri’s work is in perfect coher-
ence with Emirati culture and uses 
concepts and visions of the Emir-
ates’ breakthrough from the begin-
ning to the present day, from exist-
ence to modernity, while preserving 
their culture, their art of living and 
thinking. We are thrilled to have 
gathered this great artist with a car-
avan of talented French artists.”

“The French artists — Claude 
Guenard, Claude Quentelo, Patrice 
Palacio and Marc Petit — have bril-
liantly joined the convoy,” he said.

Marri won the grand prize at the 
Kuwait Biennial in 2012 but she said 
that “the most important reward 
any artist can get is that of finding 
his or her own style and to find in-
dividuality.”

“I believe this is what got me the 
prize in Kuwait, developing my own 
technique that distinguishes my 
artwork,” she said.

N.P. Krishna Kumar is an Arab 
Weekly contributor in Dubai.

Beirut

U 

nlike with regular ex-
hibitions, visitors to 
“Shifting Lights” at Beit 
Beirut were not mere 
viewers of art but had a 

choice to become participants in a 
conversation that explored the art-
ist’s experiences of turbulence in 
Lebanon and the region.

With nuanced shifting of light 
and space, the exhibition of nine 
paintings and nine photographs dis-
played in nine different installations 
brought together three Lebanese 
artists — painter Afaf Zurayk, pho-
tographer Noel Nasr and architect 
Rami Saab.

“Noel took photographs of my 
paintings and enlarged tiny sections 
of the work and Rami designed the 
structure that enables the viewer to 
come into the enclosure slowly and 
confront the painting personally, 
alone and without interference,” 
Zurayk explained.

The cylindrical structures, envel-
oped by a photograph on the out-
side, encompass a painting each, 
through which Zurayk sought to 
express the pain she felt from the 
violence she witnessed in Lebanon 
and elsewhere.

“I started painting what you call 
portraits, which, for me, are pres-
ences more than actual portraits 
because they don’t represent any 
particular person or any idea of 
particular features… They are an 
expression of the complexity of our 
humanity,” Zurayk said.

“Every single painting confronts 
you. Sometimes it is sad, sometimes 
it is complex, emotional, angry, etc… 

We are not the same people every 
day. We are not the same people all 
over. It is about our differences and 
the changes that we have to accept 
and understand and be expansive 
about rather than the similarities.”

With background music from 
Schubert, Schumann and Brahms, 
visitors moved through darkness to 
light and in and out of the seemingly 
translucent pods scattered across 
the exhibition space at Beit Beirut, 
a landmark building on the city’s 
former Green Line, which became 
a notorious sniper’s nest during the 
civil war.

The space was designed to give 
the feel of wandering through a for-
est where light is elusive.

“One is free to just stroll and wan-
der, walk out or in, think and dream, 
stand far or near, confront the paint-
ing or not. It is always your choic-
es. After that, it is something that 

you have experienced and not just 
something that you have watched,” 
Zurayk said.

Saab said the installation was 
inspired by strokes from Zurayk’s 
paintings and projected into space.

“The whole idea was to reconcile 
the portraits and the photographs, 
both of which speak together and 
try to make them speak with the 
surrounding space and somehow 
get the viewer to become involved, 
to become a participant,” Saab said.

“It is not as if you are wandering 
and coming across the paintings but 
you are taking a decision to enter 
each pod or not and how to move 
between them.”

The exhibition, which closed Jan-
uary 2, was designed to reflect how 
the three artists viewed peace.

“It was pretty much a painful cry 
towards a decision for peace be-
cause we view peace as a decision, 
not as an absence of war or prob-
lems. This is sort of what we wanted 
to achieve with the architecture,” 
Saab said. “One is, in reality, moving 
between two types of spaces, the 
emotions and the actual space. The 
structure gives you an individual 
space of confrontation, reflection 
and introspection.”

Nasr used the lens of his camera 
to deconstruct the process of mark 
making in Zurayk’s paintings. Like 
a forensic scientist searching for 

clues, he scrutinised the paintings’ 
surfaces, revealing latent images 
immersed between paint and can-
vas.

Challenging the camera to enter 
the depth of the painting, he de-
coded Zurayk’s syntax. The negative 
and the positive, the recto and the 
verso, the light and the dark were 
materialised into 3D photographs 
that refract her haunting search.

Zurayk’s nine portraits encap-
sulate a lifetime of searching for 
redemption from the personal and 
collective exposure to violence. She 
used chalk, graphite and charcoal in 
addition to oil. The mixing of colour 
was very agitated and, at the same 
time, “hopefully resolved.”

“Not one kind of expression but 
many different kinds of emotions 
are present in the same portrait. 
You can’t just say this is sad, or this 
is angrier. You just cannot describe 
it with one word or one idea. It can 
be anyone; it is just a feeling, a pres-
ence,” Zurayk said.

To her, the portraits are presences 
that both confront and immerse 
the viewer in the experience of the 
painting as canvas and in the un-
derstanding of the personal and hu-
man narrative behind each painting. 
Through the process of their unfold-
ing, an unveiling occurs. It happens 
slowly, painfully, image by image, 
layer by layer and stroke by stroke.

Born in Beirut in 1948, Zurayk 
graduated from the American Uni-
versity of Beirut (AUB) with a de-
gree in fine arts in 1970 and pursued 
graduate studies at Harvard Univer-
sity. In addition to her many solo ex-
hibitions, both in Beirut and Wash-
ington, Zurayk has participated in 
several group shows. She teaches 
painting at AUB and the Lebanese 
American University.

N.P. Krishna Kumar

Samar Kadi

Finding own style is paramount 
to award-winning Emirati artist

‘Shifting Lights’ exhibition, a search for peace and redemption by Lebanese artists

Distinctive taste. “Windows of Patience,” a painting by Emirati 
artist Salma al-Marri.                    (Salma al-Marri)

Free to 
stroll.
Visitors 
attend the 
opening of 
“Shifting 
Lights.” 
         (Noel Nasr)

Salma al-Marri’s 
creations have a 
unique spin that 
carries her individual 
style as well as being 
reminiscent of her 
heritage and social 
surroundings.

The exhibition brought 
together three 
Lebanese artists — 
painter Afaf Zurayk, 
photographer Noel 
Nasr and architect 
Rami Saab.
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