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Culture
London exhibition
brings colourful
interpretation of Quran
Karen Dabrowska

London

L

Moment of wonder. American artist John Louis Foster (2nd L) explains his work “Truth Ore” at the
Islamic Arts Festival.
(Sharjah Department of Culture)

Sharjah Islamic Art
Festival captivates the
subtle beauty of the infinite
N.P. Krishna Kumar

Sharjah

O

rganised under the
theme
of
“Athar,”
meaning ‘”Impact,” the
20th Sharjah Islamic
Arts Festival brought
together conceptually artists from
the United Arab Emirates, neighbouring Arab countries and others
from around the world.
The show covered the emirate’s
art hotspots, forums and public
squares. Organised by the Sharjah Department of Culture and
Information (SDCI), it offered 270
activities, including exhibitions,
lectures and workshops.
While the main show with 31 exhibits is showcased at the Sharjah
Art Museum, ten parallel shows
are being exhibited at the Al Majaz Waterfront, Al Majaz Amphitheatre, AWQAF Department, Al
Qasba, Maraya Art Centre and the
Calligraphy Square.
Mohammed al-Qaseer, director
of the department of cultural affairs at the SDCI, said the multifaceted theme was reflected in the
selection of artists and works that
attempted to create new effects in
the contemporary sphere from ancient Islamic concepts.
He outlined how the festival
started with its focus on calligraphy and evolved through the creativity of the selected artists, most
them now come from non-Muslim
countries and with many participating more than once.
Representing the UAE this year
were Najat Makki, Zeinab alHashemi, Khalid Shafar and Ammar al-Attar.
Makki has found a new medium — Bohemian crystal — and her
installation titled “Visual-audio
Flaps” is captivating with its engraved design, colour, light and
sound. The spherical installation
mimics the cosmic movement and
the multidimensionality of the imagination.
“Sarah” by Attar, an acclaimed
Emirati photographer and mixed
media artist, represents an investigative series of self-portraits cen-
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tred on the act of prayer in Islam
and the underlying explanations
for each micromanagement of the
ritual.
In “Metamorphosis,” Hashemi
delves into the geometric depth
of Islamic art. The material used
— the steel mesh seen at construction sites all over the UAE — is
transformed into a decorative installation. “My work is indirect
and is like a journey,” she said.
“Metamorphosis” also reflects the
material transformation in the region of constant evolution.
Saudi artist Ayman Zedani’s installation “Thalaatha” (“Three”)
can be considered as a visual alphabet that starts with a formula
and then takes on a two-dimensional form. Zedani said Islamic
art seeks “to inspire the human
mind.”
Textile artist Pia Jensen from
Denmark creates functional items
for the household that are done
in a way that gives one “a sense of
infinity.” Jensen has been inspired
by Islamic art at a formative period through the mid-1990s work of
Danish artist Niels Nedergaard and
her own study tour to Morocco.
She incorporates the hexagon,
which is repeated in an almost infinite pattern to create “Contemplation — A Room for Thoughtful
Consciousness,” a place to sit on a
bench and experience tranquillity.
American artist John Foster’s
“Truth Ore” is composed of a
cluster of icosahedral diachronic
spheres embedded in a gypsum
plaster matrix. Always fascinated

While the main show
with 31 exhibits is
showcased at the
Sharjah Art Museum,
ten parallel shows are
being exhibited at
other art hotspots,
forums and public
squares.

by geometric pattern, Foster has
been influenced by Islamic arts
and architecture. His works are
crafted for the domestic environment but seek to capture the
temporal moment of wonder and
beauty.
“I use light as the primary medium and manipulate it using acrylic
film to play up the beauty of the
daily life. The same forces that
generate geometrical perfection
have created us,” Foster said.
Daydreamers — Hong Kong,
comprising the duo of Aden Chan
and Stanley Siu, is participating
for the second consecutive year
in Sharjah with a large outdoor installation. Last year they explored
the topic of structure by focusing
on the evolution of the arch from
the original round arch to the contemporary parabolic arch. The
concept this year is the Islamic
carpet, often a very personal object.
“We thought about how to transform it in a different way. Usually,
the carpet is on the floor. We reversed the role and by looking at it
in a new way, we formed a dome.
We extracted the geometries from
a key traditional carpet pattern —
the Tabriz — and formed a dome.
The wooden structure creates its
own light and shade patterns that
are different during the day and
later at night when it is lit up,”
Chan said.
Hitoshi Kuriyama, from Japan,
in “1=0 — Reflections” has 300
pieces of mirrored glass tubes tied
with transparent nylon strings to
evoke the feeling of disappearance
or non-existence, which is indicated through the title of his artwork.
Kuriyama’s inspiration has been
the themes of repetition and infinity found in the arabesque of
Islamic art. The glass tube is one
unit that is repeated to construct
something bigger and the resulting structure encompasses lots of
reflections and images that come
out endlessly.
The Sharjah Islamic Arts Festival
will conclude January 23.
N.P. Krishna Kumar is an Arab
Weekly contributor in Dubai.

ondon’s P21 Gallery celebrated the festive season
with “Dhikr Pictural,”
a distinctive exhibition
of 19 unique pieces that
provided a visual interpretation of
the Quran through colourful images
in which black and gold leaf featured
prominently.
Visual artist Anissa Berkane, who
took 20 years to produce the paintings, described the exhibition as an
“open spiritual invitation to all regardless of their beliefs.”
“Over all this time spent on researching in the sciences and the
mathematical codes of the holy
book, the Quran, I share my findings in this collection, which I hope
will raise discussions among many
people around the world and challenge perceptions of those who only
see terror in this religion, when its
true core is uplifting and blessing,”
Berkane said on the gallery website.
“Dhikr” refers to “remembering.”
Berkane seemed to be remembering
existence, God and creation through
art — large mixed media works. She
talked about each of her creations
and the verses from the Quran that
inspired them are recited in a video.
Visitors embarked on a spiritual journey and interpret the delicate symbols, decorative patterns and mystic
swirls for themselves and add a new
dimension to their understanding
of religion, a note on the gallery
website stated.
Some of the works have a direct
relationship to Quranic verses and
others deal with awe-inspiring subjects such as the astrolabe and the
Old Faithful geyser in Yellowstone
Park in the United States.
“Arcanes” depicts the five pillars of Islam through five columns.
Green is used for shahada, yellow for
prayer, mauve for zakat and charity,
blue for fasting and red for haj. There
is an emphasis on the three primary
colours and the pillars radiate light
and a colourful, bright guide to life.
The impressionist work “Golden
Number” refers to the divine proportions used by masters such as
Leonardo da Vinci, the architect Le
Corbusier and numerous scientists
going back to antiquity. The large
circle is enhanced by smaller circles.
Like all the works, “The Tree of
Life” has many interpretations and
layered messages. It refers to the
genealogy of the prophets, linking them to the holy book and the
mystical tree of life in the Jewish
Kabbalah, which refers to creation.
The red, blue, black and gold colour
scheme is very effective.
“Five Continents” is made up of
28 golden squares — the 28 ques-

tions Prophet Mohammad was
asked when he moved from Mecca
to Medina.
Berkane gives great care and attention to the number 19: The first
verse of the Quran is composed of
19 Arabic letters, the total number of
Quranic chapters is 114 (6 x 19); the
total number of verses in the Quran
is 6,346 (19 x 334), sura 96, the first
in chronological order, consists of
19 verses, and sura 110, the last revealed sura, consists of 19 words.
Other works depict the Kaaba
through geometrical shapes and
Berber decorations. The image of the
coil used to represent the universe
shows that religion and science coexist. “Shor” refers to the algorithm
used in the field of quantum computing.
“The works show how rationality
can be linked to spirituality in a very
beautiful way,” Toufik Douib, the exhibition’s curator, said. He emphasised that each of the 19 pieces was
indissociable from the rest and that
Berkane would only sell the original
works as an entire collection or as a
permanent exhibition for an institution.
Douib said Berkane wanted to
challenge stereotypes.
“She is very modern. She does
not wear a head scarf and she defies the stereotype of what it means
to be religious,” Douib said. “Her
work shows that religion is not a
monopoly of religious men and that
religious texts can be interpreted —
or misinterpreted — by anyone. She
never studied theology or Arabic but
uses art to show what her reading of
the holy book has brought to her life.
She wanted to share a very positive,
beautiful message, very colourful,
very bright with gold. It is an invitation for the people to communicate
with each other.”
“People came to the exhibition for
its artistic aspect. Some were interested in Sufism, others in calligraphy
and those who had studied maths
and science were interested to see
the connection,” he said.
“This exhibition succeeded in
bringing all these different aspects in
one. It was a happy, feel-good, endof-year event. The timing was perfect. We opened on December 1, the
celebration of the Prophet’s birthday. Then there was World Arabic
Language Day followed by Christmas and New Year,” he added.
An extensive programme of lectures and presentations, including a
whirling performance by a Japanese
Sufi, was organised in conjunction
with the exhibition.
“Dhikr Pictural” closed January 6.
It was also shown in Algiers (2015)
and Tehran (2016).
Karen Dabrowska is an Arab Weekly
contributor in London.

Challenging perceptions. “Arcanes,” a visual commentary on the
five pillars of Islam.
(P21 Gallery)

