
 

23February 25, 2018

Culture

Activities of Dubai’s GPP Photo Week 
draw high international attendance

Suleman’s ‘Fabric of Life’ showcases social history of textile in the Middle East

B
ooks on textiles or 
carpets are often 
organised by 
geographical region 
and therefore styles, 
types of dyes or 
knots. Fahmida Sule-

man, curator for the Modern 
Middle East at the British 
Museum, has upended that 
tradition to show the links 
between the objects and their 
purpose.

“I’m looking at the social his-
tory, how these textiles relate to a 
person and their everyday life,” she 
said in an interview. “It’s not just 
what you wear but what surrounds 
you. It includes amulets you carry 
with you, prayer rugs and contem-
porary works of art that people 
use to convey a message about the 
politics of their time.”

Suleman’s new book, “The Fab-
ric of Life: Textiles of the Middle 
East and Central Asia,” is therefore 
organised by themes: childhood; 
marriage and ceremony; status 
and identity; religion and belief; 
house and homestead; politics and 
conflict.

The book, published by Thames 
& Hudson, has lavish photographs 
of more than 200 pieces. These are 
among 3,000 held by the museum.

Born to an Indian family in Ugan-
da, Suleman took a love of textiles 
from her mother and after growing 
up in Canada studied Islamic ar-
chaeology and art in Oxford. Since 
becoming a curator at the British 
Museum, Suleman has raised the 
status of textiles, which she says 
have been underrated, partly for 

practical reasons.
“The [display] cases aren’t 

built for textiles,” she said. “You 

need special humidifiers and light-
ing conditions. Ceramics, metal-
work, glass — they can just stay in 
their cases.

“Or was it [the lack of due paid 
to textiles] because they are 
predominantly a female domain? 
There are male weavers and pro-
fessional male embroiderers but 
this is largely a female activity.”

Especially the bridal trousseau. 
“The Fabric of Life” includes a 
Jordanian Bedouin cotton hand-
kerchief for wedding dances, an 
Omani dress of indigo-dyed silk 
and a lavish 1860s Baghdadi Jew-
ish wedding outfit reflecting both 
Ottoman and Indian styles and 
therefore the trading networks of 
the time.

A photograph of three Zoroas-
trian women in Iran in 2010 shows 
their preference for red and green, 
colours long deemed fortui-

tous by the sect. Nineteenth-
century garments show how 
Zoroastrians dealt with a legal ban 
on their buying yards of cloth by 
stitching together small pieces in 
many colours.

“The men were allowed only 
to wear certain types of trousers 
and turbans,” said Suleman. “The 
women were not allowed to buy 
cloth, so they bought remnants. At 
a young age they started embroi-
dering those strips of silk, then 
sewing them together. That’s their 
identity; they made something 
beautiful out of it.”

The extent of Palestinian textiles 
in the collection — one-third of 
the total — reflects that many 
came from the Church Missionary 
Society. “They collected garments, 
sometimes ceremonial, sometimes 
daily life,” said Suleman. “They 
would come back [to Britain] and 
put on plays depicting the life 
of Jesus. When the Missionary 
Society closed in the ‘60s, the Brit-
ish Museum bought a lot of their 
material.”

“The Fabric of Life” shows a 
collection of model Palestinian 
hats from 1890 to the 1920s. An 
urban man wore a tall fez (tarbush 
istambuli), a Hasidic Jew donned a 
velvet and fur hat (shtrayml) and a 
Muslim scholar a tarbush wrapped 
in a white turban. A villager 
wrapped his tarbush in a green 
turban to signify he followed the 
Qadiriyya Sufi order.

While the missionaries were, 

said Suleman, “anthropologists 
of their day,” they misunderstood 
how clothing changed: “Part of 
the reason they put on displays 
was that in their minds, the village 
dress in Palestine had not changed 
since the time of Jesus.”

When in 2011, Suleman exhibited 
Omani jewellery and textiles, she 
included a glitzy woman’s outfit 
from the Luwati community. “At 
the opening, young people stared 
at this garment for ages,” she said. 
“They told me it was something 
their grandmother would wear, not 
them. It was out of fashion.”

But customs do persist. “You 
will notice a Baluchi in Oman right 
away, particularly women,” said 
Suleman. “One of their many gar-
ments is illustrated in the book, 
this long dress with an ‘A’’-shaped 
pocket and matching baggy trou-
sers. It was made in 1990. Once the 
pocket kept embroidery thread, a 
bit of snuff, maybe some coins. But 
in 2010 when I purchased it, it was 
their mobile phone, credit card and 
car keys. It’s a multipurpose pocket 
and it screams ‘Baluch.’”

In exploring change, “The Fabric 
of Life” acknowledges fashion 
designers such as Jerusalem-born 
Briton Thea Porter, Tunisia’s 
Azzedine Alaia and Turkey’s Rifat 
Ozbek. Their influence is found in 
the “modest fashion” developed by 
labels DNKY and Tommy Hilfiger.

Suleman is preparing for two 
galleries opening in October “on 
the top floor, the heart of the mu-
seum.” One will feature ceramics, 
glass and metalwork. The other, 
she promised, would have an “en-
tire wall of textiles.” Those already 
poring over her book likely will be 
first in the queue.

Exploring tradition. Cover of 
Fahmida Suleman’s new book 
“The Fabric of Life: Textiles of the 
Middle East and Central Asia.”

In exploring change, 
“The Fabric of 
Life” acknowledges 
fashion designers 
such as 
Jerusalem-born 
Briton Thea Porter, 
Tunisia’s Azzedine 
Alaia and Turkey’s 
Rifat Ozbek.
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ubai’s 14th GPP Photo 
Week, convened under 
the theme “Shift Your 
Focus,” drew amateurs, 
top international and re-

gional professional photographers 
and large crowds of art lovers.

The event, which took place at 
Alserkal Avenue in the city’s bus-
tling art district of Al Quoz, exceed-
ed organisers’ expectations.

“It was definitely our highest at-
tended event to date and the qual-
ity and breadth of activities, exhibi-
tions and programming for our 2018 
edition lead me to believe that we 
succeeded in fuelling people’s pas-
sion behind photography through 
inspiring exhibitions and talks, 
hands-on workshops and thought-
provoking panel discussions,” said 
Mohamed Somji, co-director of GPP 
Photo Week 2018.

The Yard at Alserkal Avenue fea-
tured the event’s top attractions, 
including Jalal Sepehr’s “Red Zone” 
exhibition of large outdoor ban-
ner images and the immaculately 
displayed “Souls Against the Con-
crete” at Concrete and Osborne 
Macharia’s “Black to the Future” 
exhibition, which showed up on 
many Instagram feeds, Somji said.

“Our spotlight sessions too were 
very well-attended and included 
everything from astrophotography 
to mastering documentary wed-

ding photography and brought in 
large audiences every day,” he said.

Initial indications point to a 
growth on last year’s attendance of 
more than 8,000 visitors encourag-
ing organisers to likely upgrade fu-
ture editions.

“We would love to include more 
interactive activities to encourage 
photographers to share and con-
nect with each other. We are also 
going to look into involving chil-
dren and young adults in our next 
edition,” Somji said.

“We plan as well to make GPP 
Photo Week an international event 
for people from all over the world to 
attend. The fact that we had artists 
showcasing work from New York, 
Kenya and Iran among others is 
very important to us.”

GPP Photo Week was designed 
to be a photography festival in 
which not only professional pho-
tographers and amateurs wanting 
to hone their technical skills could 
participate but also for the general 
art-loving public to enjoy and “get 
inspired by the work that they see,” 
Somji said.

Sepehr, an Iranian photographer, 
commented on the use of carpet as 
a simple, recognisable imagery in 
“Red Zone,” saying: “Carpets pos-
sess a mystery and magic, with lay-
ers and layers of cultural history as 
opposed to its use as a commodity.”

Sepehr presented the Eastern di-
mension of social history and set it 
against the socio-political tensions 
and turmoil across the region. “Be-
ing a refugee represents all of us 
who live in this region,” he said.

The exhibitions “Souls Against 
Concrete” and “Arab of New York” 
by Khalik Allah drew a big audience 
on opening night. His work has 
been described as “street opera” 
and the exhibition showed por-
traits of a marginalised community 
in Harlem, alongside the recently 
commissioned photos of the Arab 

diaspora in New York.
Macharia, a self-taught Kenyan 

photographer, presented “Black 
to the Future | Reimagining Now” 
as a combination of two inde-
pendent works titled “Magadi” 
and “Nyanye” that introduced the 
viewer to seven transcendental 
women leading the charge towards 
a better tomorrow.

“I recreate stories using fiction 
and most of my subjects are peo-
ple who are not well-documented. 
What I do resonates around the 
whole continent,” Macharia said.

Running parallel with Photo 
Week at Alserkal Avenue was 
“Saudi Seen,” at Project Space Art 
Jameel, featuring a new genera-
tion of image-makers from Saudi 
Arabia working across documen-
tary, art, portrait and landscape  
photography.

British-Egyptian photographer 
Laura el-Tantawy’s exhibition 
“Beyond Here Is Nothing” was 
displayed. Having spent her life 
moving between East and West, 
her work portrays an intimate and 
emotive visual exploration of root-
lessness. The exhibition will con-
tinue through March 31.

Photo Week featured more than 
105 activities including 21 exhi-
bitions and 38 free photography 
programmes that included on-
location shoots along the coast, 
in the desert, Satwa, Old Dubai 
and locations throughout the city. 
Workshops and seminars covering 
a range of skills and techniques re-
lated to photography were present-
ed by internationally acclaimed 
photographers such as Sara Lando, 
Hugh Kretschmer, RC Concepcion, 
Tanya Habjouqa, Maggie Steber 

and Kevin Mullins.
Visitors could enjoy a variety of 

free activities, including Snap Ses-
sions and Spotlight programming. 
Leading camera brands such as 
Canon, Sony, Nikon and Panasonic 
were all in Alserkal to present cam-
era cleaning services, new prod-
ucts and special offers, including 
the unveiling of the new Panasonic 
Lumix G9 and GH5S cameras.

“One of the biggest highlights 
this year has been hosting the 
event out of Concrete. This incred-
ible space has allowed us to expand 
our programming in more ways 
than ever before as we’ve utilised 
it for exhibitions, photography ac-
tivations and artist panels,” Somji 
said.

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

N.P. Krishna Kumar

Top attraction. Iranian photographer Jalal Sepehr’s “Havapeyma” from the series titled “Red Zone.” 
(GPP Photo Week)

Photo Week featured 
more than 105 
activities including 
21 exhibitions and 38 
free photography 
programmes.

Gareth Smyth
is a regular contributor to The 

Arab Weekly. He was chief 
correspondent in Iran for the 

Financial Times in 2003-07.
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