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ABOUT
BARJEEL ART FOUNDATION

Barjeel Art Foundation is an independent, United Arab
Emirates-based initiative established to manage,
preserve and exhibit the personal art collection of
Sultan Sooud Al Qassemi.

The foundation’s guiding principle is to contribute to the
intellectual development of the art scene in the Gulf
region by building a prominent, publicly accessible art
collection in the UAE. Part of this objective involves
developing a public platform to foster critical dialogue
around modern and contemporary art, with a focus on
artists with Arab heritage internationally.

By hosting in-house exhibitions, lending artwork to
international forums, producing print as well as online
publications, and fashioning interactive  public
programmes, the Barjeel Art Foundation strives to
serve as an informative resource for modern and
contemporary art locally and on the global stage.
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Foreword

In the beginning of the 2Ist century, most artists’ research and work addressed contemporary social, political,
ideological and/or scientific issues. The visual research of those artists was informed and influenced by a variety of
studies, inquiries, historic decisions and settlements, environmental events, scientific discoveries, surveys and polls,
statistics and mathematical figures that brought the arts closer to the sciences, technology and other forms of
knowledge. Subsequently, the arts obtained a documentary aspect on the one hand, and a critical aspect on the other,
concerning those crucial areas and issues. Thus, the mission of the arts began to transcend mere visual entertainment
and became more concerned with, and committed to, investigations pertaining to dilemmas of modern reality.

Within such a context, the Contemporary Art Platform Kuwait, in collaboration with the Barjeel Art Foundation present
Al-Seef, an exhibition comprised of artworks by some of the best Arab artists, all belonging to the Barjeel Art
Foundation’s collection. The exhibition tackles a current and pertinent case, that of water and its main sources in the
Arab world, by featuring the works of artists from across the Arabic countries, that illuminate historical events and
document the realities intrinsically related to water as a resource.

This natural treasure, water, has acquired a grand significance for people and nations, to the extent that it is more than
a natural resource, from which a vast economic and commercial benefit can be achieved. Furthermore, water has deeply
infiltrated the metaphysical beliefs of many civilizations, no matter how ancient, was visualized as an indispensable
element in the weaving of mythologies and is a fundamental root in the genesis of creation for some religions, as in the
saying of Allah in the Sura of Light in the Koran: “Allah has created every living creature from water” (Surat Annoor, Ayat
45). On a modern political and regional level, water resources have become the cause of international problems and
crises that demand strategic planning and agreements among states.

According to reports by international humanitarian organizations, nineteen Arab countries are below the water poverty
line, and more than 50 million Arabic citizens suffer from a lack of drinking water. In addition, more than 80 million Arabs
suffer from water pollution and the absence of proper sewage systems. The average individual share of water in Arab
countries was 3,300 meters cubed annually in 1890, and this average dwindled to 1,250 within a century. It has recently
been estimated that the number will drop to 650 meters cubed, below the water poverty line set at 800. Experts in the
Arab League expect that all Arab countries will fall below the water poverty line by the year 2025.

The concept of the exhibition, curated by Suheyla Takesh, relates Arab art to sensitive and complex concerns by shedding
light upon some of the most important geographical locations that acquired their status strategically due to proximity or
access to a vital water resource. The Nile, for example, is one of the longest rivers in the world, and along with the Tigris
and the Euphrates, the three form the most prodigious Arabic rivers, upon which ancient and deeply rooted human
civilizations have been established. These rivers and their societies have experienced a number of turbulent historical
events, which at times contributed to the spread of colonial ideologies and caused crises in surrounding lands. The Strait
of Gibraltar, which is considered one of the most important sea passages in the world, was called in ancient times ‘the
Pillars of Hercules’, beyond which legends say, lied the lost continent of Atlantis. The exhibition fixes its focus upon the
Gulf region, where water is considered a vital component of its very fabric, and forms its most prominent commercial
center and the passageway for cultural and intellectual exchange with the outside world. The word Al-Seef, is the most
commonly used term in the Gulf region, articulated in the local colloquial language and connected with the culture of the
Gulf. The artistic orientations in the exhibition vary between modern and contemporary. The technical differences are
highlighted by variations in presentation and intellectual content that intersect at the junction of these two directions. In
this sense, the modern works, such as those by Adam Henein, Ragheb Ayad and Effat Nagy, approach the subject from
a narrative perspective that observes a historic incident or delves into a legendary tale, reverberating off the many artistic
works produced in the period beginning in the 2|st century. The contemporary works in the exhibition provide a critical
or documentary aspect, including the works of Camille Zakharia, Ziad Antar, Yto Barrada, Raafat Ishak and Nazar Yahya.

This exhibition embodies the shared principles between Contemporary Art Platform and Barjeel Art Foundation
concerning the importance of spreading visual awareness in the Gulf region by linking the arts to modern Arabian issues
by shedding light on the experiences of the pioneering artists, and by exhibiting their works side by side with the works
of contemporary artists active in the Arab and international art scenes today.

Abed Al Kadiri
Contemporary Art Platform - Director
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Al-Seef

Text by
Suheyla Takesh

Curator, Barjeel Art Foundation

The colloquial Arabic word Al-Seef translates into
English as ‘water’s edge’, and denotes geography
or stretches of land located along a coast.

Historically, the development of settlements, and
subsequently of civilizations, relied heavily on
their proximity to a water source. Apart from
aiding in sustenance, it increased opportunities for
travel and trade, allowing coastal regions to enjoy
increased access to wealth and power. Its role as a
mediator of voyages also meant that it often
facilitated political clashes and wars over larger
geographical territories.

Being a valuable element of communal life, water
has also become embedded into the cultural fabric
of many societies. It is often the central subject of
legends, rituals and in some cases even religious
denominations.

This exhibition offers a window into several
distinct episodes of history, where proximity to
water has either shaped or played a significant role
in the development of a place. Similar to shining a
spotlight on select and specific areas of a stage,
this exhibition highlights several individual
moments of history, outlined below, which took
place and unfolded in coastal regions and in the
presence of eminent waters.
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|. Establishment of folklore traditions on the Nile

The River Nile, being the backbone of ancient Egyptian civilization, has inspired myths and beliefs associated with nearly
every aspect of human life along its banks. The ancient Egyptian story of creation begins with a sacred and endless body
of water called ‘Nun’, out of which a pyramid-shaped mound appeared. On the mound sat a god, who brought light
into the world and set the process of creation into motion. This legend is evocative of a scene ancient Egyptians
witnessed on an annual basis with the flooding of the Nile, as the river’s waters rose and engulfed small islands and
surrounding coastal areas, making them disappear from human sight. When the waters subsided, flooded lands would
appear again, similar to mounds arising from sacred ‘Nun’ as recalled by the legend.

The work of Adam Henein entitled ‘Marie Nilus’ (page 21) depicts a female entity with fin-like features. Those fins, as
well as the word ‘Nilus’ in the work’s title, affiliate the sculpture with the River Nile. The word ‘Marie’ references the
Virgin Mary, who through centuries has come to be considered a symbol of motherhood in visual imagery across the
world. Considering the stories simultaneously, the Virgin Mary and the Nile both appear to have participated in sacred
creation and given birth to the divine. Adam Henein marries the symbolic references of both stories within a single work,
creating a composite narrative of life’s origin and formation.

Henein’s work ‘Papyrus’ (page 21) also evokes the qualities of Egypt’s great river, making use of a plant native to Nile’s
banks as a canvas. He creates a composition reminiscent of hieroglyphs on a papyrus sheet, alluding to the custom of
writing as practiced by the inhabitants of Nile’s coast, using an aquatic plant and water-based pigments.

2. Building of the Aswan Dam and its implications

The exhibited works of Ragheb Ayad, Effat Nagy and Raafat Ishak all reference the Aswan Dam, situated across the Nile
River in Egypt. Construction of the dam closely followed the Egyptian Revolution of 1952, during which King Farouk |
was overthrown and a republican regime was established. Two years later, Gamal Abdel Nasser assumed a leading post
in the Egyptian government, and spearheaded both the nationalisation of the Suez Canal and the building of the Aswan
High Dam. Construction of the dam became a political objective for the Egyptian government in their aspiration
towards the country’s industrialisation. The project was also viewed as a glorious ambition of the Arab Nationalist
movement, otherwise known as Pan-Arabism, which would showcase Egypt’s achievements in the fields of modern
engineering and construction to the rest of the world. This was meant to be a project of monumental scale, one that
would provide numerous jobs and unite people with a shared goal and a single purpose. The process of construction,
however, unveiled a number of negative implications. Thousands of people had to be resettled, several archaeological
sites were threatened with flooding, and many lives were lost during the physical building process due to unsafe
conditions and lack of appropriate machinery.

Ragheb Ayad’s ‘Aswan’ (page 23), executed in 1964, depicts a multitude of anonymous workers, toiling away at the
large-scale project, seemingly turning into miniature parts of a gigantic machine. The work, which is believed to be a
commissioned piece, confronts the challenges of manual labour and addresses the relationship between individuals and
far-reaching visions of those in authority. This painting also serves as evidence of an immense reshaping of the landscape
that took place with the development of the High Dam. The altered topography of the coast brought about changes in
settlements, lifestyle and impacted wildlife in nearby areas.

In the early 1960s, the Egyptian Ministry of Culture selected a group of artists to be sent to Upper Egypt to capture scenes
of ancient Nubia before they were engulfed by the dam’s water; and also to document the building of the dam itself. Effat
Nagy, an Alexandria-born artist, was appointed for this initiative and, along with a group of peers, she made her way
south. In the few years that followed, her approach towards painting visibly transformed and she added a new visual
vocabulary to her repertoire. Watching the industrial project unfold, Nagy became fascinated with mechanical systems
and geometry, and took a step towards darker tones as well as more pronounced abstraction. Her 1966 piece “The High
Dam’ (page 25) demonstrates her preoccupation with industrial building elements that densely occupied the landscape
during this period, and captures the seemingly robotic dynamics of the construction process. Unlike Ayad, Nagy omits the
human and the individual from her depiction of the construction site and allows her work to take on a Futuristic aesthetic.
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Ragheb Ayad
Aswan [detail]
1964

Qil on board
155 x 55 cm
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In 2012, more than 40 years after the official opening of Egypt’s High Dam, artist Raafat Ishak transforms it into a timely
reference in his work ‘Nomination for the Presidency of the New Egypt’ (page 27). This sculptural piece, visually resembling
a rolled-out papyrus scroll, represents a fictional manifesto written by an imaginary presidential candidate running for office in
the post-Mubarak government. The English text of the manifesto transliterated into Arabic script, calls, among other things,
for the dismantling of both High and Low Aswan dams and the re-flooding of the Nile. Ishak argues for the practical benefits
of re-flooding to Egypt’s farming and agriculture, while the call for deconstruction of the High Dam - a project that was at the
core of Egypt’s post-revolution modernisation and socialist regime in the 1960s - represents a metaphoric deconstruction of
Egypt’s turbulent history and a political rebirth of the country. The coat of arms that Ishak has selected for the manifesto
depicts a species of scarabs that was brought to extinction during the construction of the dam.

3. Political confrontations on the banks of the Tigris

The Tigris is one of the two great rivers flowing through the fertile lands of Mesopotamia - an area corresponding to modern
day Iraq and parts of Syria, Turkey and Iran, known as the fertile crescent and widely recognised as the birthplace of some of
the world’s earliest civilizations. Being an invaluable agricultural resource, the Tigris has sustained life along its banks for
millennia, supporting the development of settlements and eventually the birth of empires in its vicinity. It is believed that along
the banks of the Tigris the wheel was invented and channelled irrigation for crops was first employed.

Alongside early technological developments, areas around the Tigris River have also experienced frequent political unrest and
the river’s water was often impacted by military actions. One instance of the Tigris tangibly suffering an aftermath of political
conflict occurred in 1258, during the siege of Baghdad by Hulagu Khan of Mongolia. This is when the Grand Library of Baghdad
was destroyed, while scientists and philosophers were killed and tossed into the river along with countless volumes of books
and historical documents, allegedly turning the water black with ink and red with blood.

In the years leading up to and closely following the Iragi revolution of 1958, when the Hashemite monarchy was overthrown, the
Tigris witnessed another surge of violence along its banks. The military activity of this period resulted again in a large number of
massacred victims being released into the river’s water, turning the once placid and beautiful element of Irag’s landscape into a
terrifying sight. In more recent history, areas around the Tigris remain in political turmoil and sectarian conflict. The Iraq war having
begun in 2003 has brought another wave of brutality and bloodshed to the area; phenomena that continue to permeate the region.

Nazar Yahya, an artist born and raised near the Tigris, witnessed episodes of peaceful life in Baghdad during his childhood and
developed warm and pleasant associations with the river. Today, however, his memories no longer correspond to the tainted
reality of political circumstances along its banks, and he describes the Tigris as “a river that conceals anonymous massacred
victims, feeding the fish in its waters”. Yahya's works presented in this exhibition all reference the Tigris and the multiple layers
of history associated with its waters. The artist employs simplified symbols and isolated references to marine life to allude to
the various individual aspects of the river and its past. (pages 29).

4. Movement of Tangier’s inhabitants through the Strait of Gibraltar

Located at the western entrance to the Strait of Gibraltar, a stretch of water that links the Mediterranean Sea to the Atlantic
Ocean, Tangier has always been a place of strategic importance and a meeting point of many cultures. Situated on the North
African coast, this Moroccan city overlooks Spanish territories across the Strait’s waters.

Since 1912, Morocco has formally existed under a French protectorate, with some of its regions being controlled by Spain. At
this time, Tangier was allotted a special international status and was governed by international law, attracting numerous foreign
diplomats, authors and entrepreneurs to its soil. In 1956, through negotiations led by Sultan Mohammed V of Morocco, the
country’s independence was restored and subsequently the city of Tangier was reintegrated into Morocco’s rule. Tangier
remained a very popular destination for visitors and in the years that followed its coastal areas began experiencing a boom of
construction and rapid development of the tourism industry. However, these developments did not always reflect positively
on the native inhabitants of the city, causing adverse environmental and ecological impacts, as well as social reverberations and
resettlement of the local population.
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Following the establishment of the Schengen Agreement by the European Union in 1991, the international movement of
Moroccan citizens became restricted. They continued to receive large numbers of foreign tourists, but could no longer travel
abroad with ease. This resulted in a magnified desire to cross borders and elevated the Strait’s status to that of a coveted
escape route. It became the body of water that could lead one to, or separate one from, Spain or the UK-governed Gibraltar.

Much of Yto Barrada’s work addresses the question of mobility and implications of the fast growing tourist industry on
Tangier. Her photographs capture intimate encounters with commonplace objects and everyday scenes, navigating between
poetry and political reality. The work presented in this exhibition shows a map of the northern provinces of Tangier (page 31).
A map is a representation of large-scale objects on a miniature scale. It reduces the vast and monumental to a proportion that
can be easily manipulated. It is also a representation of borders, routes, and size hierarchies. As well as this, Barrada’s map
appears to be a very tangible and familiar object - a feeling accentuated by its worn-out surface and an array of photographs
and postcards situated at the bottom.

5. Transformation of coastal landscapes in the Gulf

The 1970s and the decades that followed, saw a boom of modernisation, economic growth and urban development in
the lands surrounding the Arabian Gulf. Prior to this time, several states within the region, including Bahrain, Kuwait,
Oman, Qatar and the Trucial Sheikhdoms existed under a British protectorate. The discovery of oil in the region, and
the subsequent beginning of its export by Abu Dhabi in 1962, began a shift towards the eventual end of treaty
relationships with Britain in 1971. This is when the Trucial States joined forces to form the United Arab Emirates, while
Bahrain and Qatar became independent.

With the upsurge in urban construction, the region’s terrain began to experience radical changes, and much of vernacular
architecture was either abandoned or fundamentally transformed. The works of Ziad Antar and Camille Zakharia presented
in this exhibition employ the medium of photography to document visible alterations in coastal landscapes of the United Arab
Emirates and of Bahrain respectively.

Ziad Antar, a Lebanese-born photographer and filmmaker, worked on his series ‘Portrait of a Territory’ for seven years,
capturing landscapes of the UAE between 2004 and 201 |. A selection from this series is presented in this exhibition, revealing
scenes from Sharjah and Dibba taken in 2009 and 2010 (pages 33-35). Sharjah, being the only emirate with direct access to
two Gulfs, has a long history of maritime activity and international trade through sea routes. Dibba Al-Hisn, an area of Sharjah
flanked by the Gulf of Oman on the east, has also practiced sea trade and pearl diving since pre-Islamic times. Through his
lengthy exploration, Antar has captured the numerous transformations that the port city has experienced over the past few
decades, instilling a feeling of nostalgia in many of his images by manipulating light and depth of field during the photographic
process. He has also documented elements that have been introduced into the natural topography as part of modernisation,
such as asphalt roads, residential high-rises and industrial factories - additions that have either replaced or considerably
impacted existing settlements and raw stretches of land along the coast.

Camille Zakharia, who like Antar was also born in Lebanon, chose another Gulf coast for his exploration. In 2010, he studied
vernacular structures along Bahrain’s shoreline. Through his ‘Coastal Promenade’ series (pages 37-39), Zakharia documented
an array of abandoned fishing huts situated along the coast, which appear to be obsolete amid the country’s current state of
economic affairs. Prior to Bahrain’s rapid modernisation, such huts were used as temporary shelters and resting places by local
fishermen and pearl divers during their lengthy maritime ventures. As the country’s sources of income changed following the
exportation of oil, fishing and pearl diving no longer hold the value they used to in Bahrain’s economy and as such, these
architectural structures are no longer a necessity in the country’s coastal territories.
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Nazar Yahya

The Hook (diptych) [detail]

2010

Acrylic on chinese paper on canvas
173 x 173 cm
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ADAM HENEIN
ULLA (oAl

Celebrated for his sculptural work in bronze, wood,
clay, and granite, Henein gives solid materials an ethereal
presence through the use of fluid, organic lines, which
thereby capture the essentials of modernist form.

Henein’s aesthetic language is witnessed in the bronze
sculpture, Marie Nilus, or Mary of the Nile (1969).
With poetic simplicity, Henein interweaves culturally
and historically significant references to Egypt and
universal themes. In Marie Nilus, he has chosen a female
figure with fin-like attributes to represent the Nile River,
the source of Egyptian civilization. The title references
the Virgin Mary, whose maternal visual imagery is
considered to draw from that of the Egyptian goddess
Isis with her child Horus. Worshipped throughout the
Pharaonic and Greco-Roman periods, Isis was believed
to cause the annual flooding of the Nile. Bringing
together representations of deities and motherhood
with the life-giving source of the Nile River, Marie Nilus
suggests both the transformative power of legends of
creation and the shared language of those beliefs, both
made possible by the waterways that connect and
shape cultures.

The Nile is also the subject of the later work, Papyrus,
from 1992. In this piece, Henein evokes the river
through his choice of medium—papyrus is an aquatic
plant supported by the Nile whose stem was used by
the Ancient Egyptians for various purposes, including
writing and record keeping. Henein also recalls
traditions of Ancient Egypt in visual form through the
bold, abstracted composition.

Henein graduated from the School of Fine Arts in Cairo
in 1953. He continued his training in Munich and Paris,
where he lived for 25 years. Since returning to Egypt in
1996, Henein has contributed greatly to the country’s
cultural landscape, particularly in Aswan, where he
founded the city’s annual International Sculpture
Symposium. Henein has received numerous international
awards for his work.

Egypt Jno
1929 19r 9

wliallg gubhllg wuiallg gl Jio deliso
Jana ge Juuoil (s9 dadwnll algodl jauw cun
o diSo dhiu bghA ohAlwl wayo

5ol gagodl) yoleodl rgedoll olo ju Euo)l

dijgaio (9 cgng Joy dadlonll yuin adl jiig
"Judl g0t gl fgwgd sl G gl djog i
9 26l auglowl gl juodug 1919 role Lgeasi  sidl
0060 @ yor ddgoudl Al daS5un
dyrnoll jgod rhnaiuuo Ldyjeiidl dbluuu
BJLo" diignio (59 guin 1wnyg .dypaylidig ausleill
&3m0l o)lanll euio rouhell Judl ) "uugly
3 oledl LpiygDl (38 awid Wl dpa sde
040 0l (Ul ddgaioll ylgic jopg .do ol
a gVl oo dogoWU dujmdl Wyilelay] aodioulig eljaoll
IS (sddlgLuygn Lpulg gl duge joll d) jn ol
dulogdl daxdyyellg dugejoll jgmeoll (9 o)
Sl Yol o Wb wogeill i alsicy
dauglyl wlowdl g gol JYa yog .Joddl jgid
SJW" Ul 6Ll guio didn) Juddl jgig dogolig
Al bl lgload sl jueilasls (sUl'gwglu
aladiooll el &5 Piuitod! rouwlgéllg . ugol Aic
hy) 9 cogul sl adlodl wiroodl JUA go

" " leldill eliao delung

@l adoc egngo Lyl Judl 1) JSiiy LS
JLisl B goo 03naioy caga 19910 ole "gwgyuul’
Bl (Ulod! saudl Wl (GJg swag Lduuulicodl Galodl
ao1niuwl sallg Judl g @l (sde  godu
Ulia]l Lgus Lo degiio uolel (swoladdl gl jrnoll
Ul Lyl guda jnniougg . olaaudl khoeng
A g0 Gjuon dyjny dygo (39 dogadll dyynoll

£S5 SWIT DS

U0 il g9 (59 dueoln Galgu (sUe aJgna 19y
Ukin @)U 190l role 63alall "dlyondl ygial &S’
lowg JGiJ euygn uJUg @guo (SUuJao (s9 duyja
Ul ddage 203g 1997 oledl (suiing dduw Mo Lo
agulodl el (9 JuS JSuiw roalw ol dibbg
Lgrg ol sl ylguuléigao Losuw Vs jnodl sala iUl
Yo jo - faaddl gl (sUgall ylguul rogljguou’

oV adidsgo odldulgall jlgallcwo aaell

above
Papyrus
1992
Papyrus
76 x 93 cm

left
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1969
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146 x 40 x 22 cm
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RAGHEB AYAD
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Ragheb Ayad is a pioneer of modern Egyptian art and
most recognhised for his portrayals of Egyptian
peasants, an icon of the nation’s cultural identity during
the first half of the twentieth century. Inspired by
Coptic and Pharaonic art, Ayad often organised his
compositions into horizontal registers and depicted his
figures in side profile, techniques that recall ancient
Egyptian art. At the same time, a modernist sensibility is
conveyed by Ayad’s expressive use of line and his ability
to create an atmospheric effect through the layering of
watercolour and ink.

Along with many artists working in Egypt during the
mid-1960s, Ayad portrayed the building of the Aswan
Dam, a project initiated by the Egyptian government
following the 1952 Revolution. In this striking image, the
formal elegance of Ayad’s subdued colours and soft
lines, contrast with his focus on the manual labour that
facilitated this project of industrial modernisation. As
the workers rhythmically toil, their bodies nearly blend
into the landscape, whose terrain they are in the process
of radically altering. Punctuating the imminent
transformation of life along the Nile is the sharp split in
the composition of the landscape, a rupture in this
seemingly tranquil image of labour that suggests the
Dam’s potential consequences.

Ayad was among the first graduating class of Cairo's
College of Fine Arts (est. 1908). He furthered his
training in Rome at the Accademia di Belle Arti during
the 1920s. In 1930, he returned to Cairo, where he
taught art and worked at the Coptic Museum and the
Museum of Modern Art, becoming its director in 1950.
His contributions to Egyptian art were honoured by the
1998 establishment of the Ragheb Ayad Gallery at the
Gezira Art Center.
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EFFAT NAGY
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Effat Nagy’s work is inspired by Egyptian archaeological
and folk artefacts, which often appear in her
assemblages and mixed media pieces. Integrating a
variety of materials such as crocodile skins, antique
painted wood, and magic amulets, Nagy produces
densely textured and colourful pieces that speak to a
primitivist aesthetic rooted in 1920s Egypt. It was during
this time that Nagy’s brother, artist Mohamed Nagy
called for a national embrace of Egypt's folkloric
heritage. Nagy’s husband, Saad el-Khadem, was also an
artist and researcher of popular myths and visual
expressions and Nagy’s work is often considered along
with that of her brother and husband as sharing an
aspiration towards the creation of a contemporary art
that embraced and honoured the magical legends
central to folklore.

In 1964, Nagy was chosen, along with a select number
of artists, by the Egyptian Ministry of Culture to visit the
building of the Aswan Dam, a project undertaken by the
government in the decade following the 1952 Egyptian
Revolution. The consequences of the project—the
flooding and forced relocation of villages in Lower
Nubia to Sudan, for instance, as well as labour
conditions on site—can be read within a number of
works produced during the period by Egyptian artists,
including Nagy. Her 1966 piece, The High Dam, records
a dark labyrinth of scaffolding that slices across the
surface of the canvas, suggesting less a glorified
achievement of modern industrialisation and more of a
looming medieval fortress.

Born in Alexandria to an aristocratic family, Nagy began
her artistic training in her youth with a private tutor. In
1947, she began several years of study in Rome’s
Accademia di Belle Arti. In 2001, an eponymous
museum dedicated to the work of Nagy and her
husband opened in Cairo.
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The High Dam
1996

Acrylic on wood
120 x 120 cm
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RAAFAT ISHAK
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Raafat Ishak works in painting, drawing, and installation.
Inspired by his cultural heritage, the artist is at once
formally and socio-politically engaged, reflecting on a
range of topics that include cross-cultural dialogue,
immigration rights, and the current revolution in Egypt.

Nomination for the Presidency of the New Egypt, his
2012 work, is suggestive of Ishak’s interest in working
across artistic and socio-political histories. A long
scroll, referencing Egypt’s Pharaonic history, details a
fictional manifesto for a post-Mubarak Egypt.
Focusing on food distribution and land cultivation, the
manifesto calls for the re-flooding of the Nile, a
natural irrigation cycle that ended in 1970 with the
completion of the Aswan Dam, a project of Egypt’s
1952 revolutionary government. Yet as the words on
the artwork promise a new future for the civilian
population of Egypt, the manifesto itself is displayed
as an aesthetic relic. Positioned on the pedestal of a
black box—itself a reference to Russian modernist
Kazimir Malevich’s Black Square—the potential future
imagined by the political party is drained of its
effectiveness, transformed into an object of historical
contemplation. As the promises of one political party
undo those of a past government, Ishak’s piece
poignantly conveys the cyclical nature of revolution.

Ishak was born in Cairo in 1967. He received a
Bachelors of Fine Arts in painting from Victorian
College of Arts in 1990. He has exhibited widely in
international shows. Currently a doctoral candidate at
Monash University, Ishak is researching the possibilities
between Malevich’s Black Square and the Ka’'aba, the
black cube of Mecca.

He is a founding member of Ocular Lab Inc, an
artist run collective. Since 1982, he has lived and
worked in Melbourne.
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Nomination for the Presidency of the New Egypt

2012

Acrylic on MDF

480 x 150 x 200 cm

Image Courtesy of Andrew Curtis and Sutton Gallery, Australia
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NAZAR YAHYA
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Themes of war, wandering, and expatriation are evident
in the work of Iraqgi painter, mixed media and installation
artist Nazar Yahya. He creates deeply textured pieces
that tend to rely on dim colours, such as sandy browns
and oily blacks, as well as construction materials and
other objects to reflect the deterioration prevalent in a
war-torn environment.

Composed by layering different media on fabrics, the
two works seen here form a poetic homage to the Tigris
river: one of Irag’s most famous landmarks and the sole
subject of his 2010 collection, O’ Tigris, from which
these pieces came. A popular choice of subject for Iraq’s
first generation of landscape painters, the Tigris in
Yahya’s work is abstracted into icons of maritime life:
fish, fish hook and man. In each piece, we witness traces
of the relationship between life and the river, a
relationship under siege today as the river no longer
sustains but serves as an informal burial ground for
victims of Iraq’s current violence. Through a strikingly
condensed visual language, Yahya suggests a parallel
between the overlapping layers of materiality and the
river’s own surface and layered history.

Yahya, now settled in Houston, graduated from
Baghdad’s Academy of Fine Arts with a degree in
painting in 1987. He has held solo and group shows in
Iraqg, Lebanon, the United States, Britain, and across
the Gulf Arab region, as well as participating in the
Asian Art Biennale. His work is held in public and
private collections throughout the Arab world,
Europe, and the U.S.
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Love Dijla 2 (diptych)

2010

Acrylic on chinese paper on canvas
160 x 116 cm

bottom

The Hook (diptych)

2010

Acrylic on chinese paper on canvas
173 x 173 cm
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YTO BARRADA
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Yto Barrada is a photographer and video artist whose
socially and politically engaged practice examines
physical, national, and conceptual boundaries,
particularly those between Morocco and Spain. Since
the late 1990s, her home city of Tangier has been the
focus for her photo and video installations, sculptures,
and interventions.

The 2009 piece, Northern Provinces, Tangier continues
Barrada’s exploration of the Strait of Gibraltar, the
narrow strip of sea separating Africa from Europe and
the Mediterranean from the Atlantic and to which
Tangier is located at the western entrance. As the Strait
serves to both connect and separate Morocco and
Spain, this geopolitical position has been the focus of a
series of Barrada’s work. In 1991, the European Union’s
Schengen Agreement created a unified European zone
to protect the circulation of goods and people inside it,
thereby partitioning bodies into the legal categories of
“inside” and “outside.” In this 2009 piece, the harsh
realities of the border city of Tangier are abstracted into
a map—the ultimate representation of distanced
control and surveillance—and thus suggestive of an
additional boundary between legal discourse and its
consequential lived reality.

Born in Paris, Barrada grew up in Tangier, Morocco. She
achieved a degree in History and Political Science at
Paris-Sorbonne University before studying photography
at the International Center of Photography in New
York. Her work has been exhibited to great acclaim and
she has received numerous awards, including the first
Ellen Auerbach Award in Berlin in 2006 and Deutsche
Bank Artist of the Yearin 201 |. She is the co-founder of
Cinématheque de Tangier. She lives between Tangier
and Paris.
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Northern Provinces, Tangier
2009

C print
80 x 80 cm
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ZIAD ANTAR
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Ziad Antar has been working in photography and film
since 2002. Best known for a practice that intervenes in
the conventions of documentary photography, Antar
infuses seemingly ordinary subjects with a nostalgic
aesthetic through the use of expired film and out-dated
cameras. The result is a visual practice deeply engaged
with the historical and theoretical discourses of the
medium of photography, rich in poetic beauty and
conceptual complexity.

The photographs in Portrait of a Territory were taken
between 2004 and 201 |, when Antar travelled along
the coast of the United Arab Emirates, documenting
a long and ebbing history of sea trade and commerce;
namely the monumental urban development against
abandoned worksites and unrealised projects. Using a
Rolleiflex camera for depth of field and a Holga for
imprecise contours, Antar fractures a sense of
chronological time, instead merging the ultra
contemporary landscape of the Gulf within its longer
maritime history. Equally manifest in these works is
Antar’s interest in the intensity of light, an element
integral to the photographic process. Portrait of a
Territory speaks of the artist’s ongoing fascination
with the everyday and the ways in which his technique
transforms apparently transparent images into rich
historical and formal contemplations.

Ziad Antar was born in 1978 in Saida, Lebanon. In
2001, he graduated with a degree in Agricultural
Engineering from the American University of Beirut.
His focus shifted to art after participating in a 2001
workshop run by Lebanese filmmakers Mahmoud
Hojeij and Akram Zaatari.

He continued his training at Ecole Superieure d'Etudes
Cinematographique in Paris. He has exhibited his work in
galleries, museums, and in book format, to much
international acclaim. He lives between Saida and Paris.
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Portrait of a Territory series
2010

Photographs

50 x50 cm
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CAMILLE ZAKHARIA
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Autobiographical influences play an important role in
the work of Camille Zakharia, who chronicles the
multitude of places he has called home since leaving
Lebanon in 1985 during the Civil War (1975-1990).
Through photomontage and collage, Zakharia creates
dynamic, kaleidoscopic images that appear to vibrate.
Often documenting personal encounters, Zakharia
captures the public and private spaces of his life through
the incorporation of family photographs, fragments of
personal letters, and other intimate relics. Assembling
vast, detailed collages that combine contemporary and
historical images, Zakharia visually portrays the rupture
and discord of experience.

Within this distinctive body of work, the series Coastal
Promenade takes a radically different approach to
photography. Commissioned by Bahrain’s Ministry of
Culture as part of the nation’s participation in the Venice
Biennale’s |12th International Architecture Exhibition,
Coastal Promenade uses a conventional documentary
approach to present an inventory of fishing huts along
the coast. These tenuous, makeshift shelters set within a
seemingly desolate seascape suggest a decline of marine
culture in Bahrain, a name that means “two seas” in
Arabic. Addressing the nation’s changing relationship to
its landscape and water amid vast urban development
and land reclamation, Zakharia continues his broader
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An Interview with Raafat Ishak

On his life, practice and motivation behind
‘“Nomination for the presidency of the new Egypt”

How did you come to be an artist?

In retrospect, | believe the decision | made to become an artist was a form of protest, motivated by the deficiency and
inevitable failure of 1980s punk music.

I should also mention my own deficiencies as a new migrant in Australia with a limited English vocabulary and lack of any
understanding of local customs. Art became a type of compensation, an alternative universal mean to communicate.
What | became interested in communicating did not necessarily or specifically resonate with the experience of
migration... | was far more preoccupied with a type of positive resentment towards and disappointment in the
deficiency of language. Overall, | believe | was driven by a type rebellion that was perhaps subconsciously perpetuated
through the experience of migration.

As an Egyptian artist based in Australia since the early 1980s, sometimes working on themes related
to your migrant experience and Egyptian heritage, how does the experience as an Egyptian living
outside your motherland influence your overall practice?

| think it does in many visible and invisible ways. | have been very careful not to qualify my work in relation to an ethnic
strand, for obvious reasons. Often, the interest in my work has been about its otherness, not specifically the otherness
of being from somewhere else, but I'm sure that has something to do with it. However, the work makes sense when
discussed in relation to other otherness, otherness-in-general, rather than from the specific experience of migration and
particularly from a very specific, traumatised region. Mostly, my background hasn’t played any role in the reception to
my practice, except occasionally when presented on the international stage, which can be unfortunate. | have not often
worked with themes of migration and Egyptian heritage. Although I'd used Arabic text in previous works, it was always
predicated on the impossibility of deciphering.

The Nomination for the presidency of the New Egypt project is as explicit as | have ever come to relating the practice
to a personal Egyptian heritage. The immigration project from 2006 -09 (Responses to an immigration request from
one hundred and ninety four governments) was specifically about immigration, albeit not from a direct reflection on
my own experience. In fact, it operated in the opposite way, implying that | was actually looking for countries that
would give me citizenship so | can get away from Australia. Its core interest for me remained about abstraction and
the deficiency of language.

Which artists and periods in art history do you admire most and are inspired by?

| am inspired by and admire the entire trajectory of art making from cave painting, ancient Egyptian town planning,
Greek ornamentation, Mecca’s black cube, early 20th century cubism, to Richard Hamilton and llya Kabakov.

My respect for all art forms and historical periods is resolute. However, the art that is increasingly relevant to my
project perpetuates a specific type of lineage, which is radically critical of, yet at the same time empathetic towards
its inherited political, social and economic condition. To my mind, this is evident in: Giotto’s early Renaissance
frescos, Gustave Courbet and Arnold Bocklin’s contentious |9th century Realism and Romanticism, the Russian
Avant-Garde, Malevich, Vladimir Tatlin, El Lissitzky, Marcel Duchamp, Giorgio de Chirico, Eva Hesse and Louise
Bourgeois. | am also particularly interested in the intersection of Feminism, Conceptual and Minimalist art from
the 1960s and [970s. Contemporary Australian artists, such as Peter Tyndall and Tony Clarke, as well as a number
of peers whom | have collaborated and worked with over the years have played a significant role in the
development of my practice.
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Nomination for the presidency of the new Egypt is in direct response to the current political situation
in Egypt, with your work, a manifesto of a new, fictitious political party, calling to contend the
elections. What do you hope is communicated via this work?

There is a certain euphoria associated with any type of nomination, whether it is a government election, a boardroom
take over or an art prize. It implies a type of confidence and a projection for new action. The outcomes of Egypt’s spring
revolution opened many doors that had been slammed shut for many years, in fact, for many generations. My
nomination for the presidency, which was clearly never going to get very far, was a response to this type of pseudo
democracy, which the country was about to embark on. Several things are communicated through the basic action of
nomination, which | suppose is only implied in the title but predicated on the inevitable failure, which is exposed by the
realization of what the project is. | have been interested in bureaucratic processes for many years as a way of collecting
a type of finite raw material for a number of projects.

The nomination is based entirely on a radical idea, the re-flooding of the Nile River and the remaking of Egypt’s identity
through the design of a new coat of arms. What is being communicated is the inevitability of radical action to emanate
radical change and not the introduction of a certain persona (in this case my own), to the political race for the
presidency. The proposed manifesto is not concerned with bread prices, the reformation of the Ministry of Interior or
press freedoms. The proposed manifesto explicitly calls for a type of renewal, a reinvigoration, almost a rebirth. The
proposition is pragmatic, and perhaps it is even economically viable to re-flood the Nile. But the proposal is not
exclusively a literal manifesto...it is also symbolic; it calls for an act of cleansing and a new start. The nomination and
what it contains is utopic in spirit, but at the same time self consciously aware of its deficiencies and its inevitable failure.

In the timeline of recent events in Egypt over the past few years, when and how did the idea for
Nomination for the presidency of the new Egypt come about?

| was briefly in Egypt in March 201 |. There was a certain type of euphoria in Cairo; a lot of political discussions were
occurring, you could feel some anxieties, but generally, there was a very positive outlook. Large numbers of youth were
cleaning up the streets and posters and banners everywhere were congratulating the population for its victory over
tyranny. Other banners were forms of pedagogy, urging a type of decorum and a sense of responsibility and pride.
There was something remarkably communal about the situation and the aesthetics of its manifestation. But more
interestingly, the type of collectivism | perceived had no leader, no central apparatus and no president. | knew it would
not last. Sooner or later this euphoria would have to be replaced by apathy and political bickering. | spent my days
walking around the city, particularly along both sides of the Nile. There was something very inert and stagnant about
that stretch of water. The city felt like it was encroaching on the river because it had nowhere else to expand. Yet the
river was in turn very resistant to this encroachment. It occurred to me that a flood would exaggerate both positions
and allow each to momentarily overcome the other.

How often to you return to Egypt and do you feel that you are in an authentic place to be commenting
on the current political situation as you reside abroad?

| have only been back to Egypt twice in the past 30 years. In a sense, no, | am not in an authentic place to be commenting
on the current political situation. Certainly, | am not in a position to fully understand the details of the political, economic
and security conditions. As much as | consistently follow the Egyptian media, it is very difficult to grasp the day-to-day
reality of the average Egyptian. However, the nomination for the presidency was not predicated on internal knowledge
or even actual participation in the process. The nomination project was driven by a preconceived failure based on a
utopic idea of renewal. Again, as pragmatic as it may seem, particularly from an outsider’s point view, the re-flooding of
the Nile River could not possibly take place, at least in the very foreseeable future.
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Your party’s manifesto in this work is centered around restructuring food distribution, land cultivating
and the significance of the Nile, which ultimately is a project “for Egyptians and by Egyptians,”’
contributing to a revitalized Egypt as a whole. Egypt has long struggled with cultivating enough food
for its population and high unemployment, so the plan proposed seems quite practical. What kind of
research went into developing this plan?

| researched the history of the construction of the Aswan High and Low Dams, and what this created in terms of
agricultural output and land and water degradation. | spent a lot of time on the Ministry of Water Resources and
Irrigation website. | investigated literature on the impact of dams throughout the world and finally researched some
academic peer-reviewed papers, mostly by Egyptian engineers and environmentalists, on developing a persuasive
argument for the re-flooding of the Nile.

The manifesto is quite utopian, yet pragmatic at the same time, leading one to feel that you would be
a natural politician. Do you have any political aspirations?

Only to become the president of Egypt one day...which obviously will not happen. So, no, not really, but making art is
both a utopian and pragmatic act, and therefore, an artist is inherently and instinctually a type of politician, or at least,
operating within a politicized realm.

What is the meaning behind the symbolism of this new party’s logo in Nomination for the presidency
of the new Egypt?

[ used an image of a particular scarab that has become extinct after the construction of the Aswan Dam as a background
to, or operating as a shadow set by Egypt’s proposed new logo. The new logo retains the black, white and red stripes,
but turns them upright, referring to the vertical tradition of portraiture as opposed to the horizontality of landscape.
The flag hence becomes a mirror, a reflective space for the individual rather than an overarching broad ideology of
national symbolism. The scarab and flag are superimposed with an abstracted, or | should specify, Islamized pattern
derived from two embracing human figures.

A black square carries various reference points, from historically in the timeline of 20th century art,
and then also in the Islamic religion with the Kaaba, and then again, in your own respective practice.
What is the significance of the black square in Nomination for the presidency of the new Egypt?

The nomination work is formally, but loosely based on a paper scroll that has been discarded, or at least ignored, ineptly
hanging from a wall in a space abandoned by a post-election loss. The black cube props up the scroll. The entire shape
is also based on the map of the Nile River, with the black cube corresponding in position with Mecca’s black cube in
Saudi Arabia, but also at a peculiar sharp turn east then south in the shape of the Nile River. Further, the black cube
implies two disparate yet psychologically connected moments: the transformation of Meccas’ Kaaba from a site of
paganism to the central architectural form of the Islamic tradition; and again, in Malevich’s Black Square (1913) and its
aspiration for a new beginning and a new modernist man. Both elements are not conceptually scrutinized in the
nomination work, this occurs later and in other works. They are here presented as historical and foundational moments
predicated on religion and modernism.

As a painter, you often use MDF as a ‘canvas’ in your practice, which is usually used as a building
material, what draws you to this particular material?

I’m drawn to its hardness, flatness, cheapness and color. The MDF color recalls the desert hue, and sets the actions that
take place in the paintings over a space of emptiness and unfulfillment, referring directly and unconditionally to both the
Egyptian and Australian deserts. The economy of the material attracts me in that it aspires for, with some success, to
negate the art object as form and material, but rather as content, or at least it feels to me that it has this intention.
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A great deal of your work involves text, including Nomination for the presidency of the new Egypt
and alludes to graphic design and advertising, are these intentional points of reference in your
overall practice?

| think they are intentional as tools associated with and employed by the advertising and graphic industries. But often,
the text is not specific or eligible; it becomes another visual element that by default denies a specific linguistic
interpretation. These strategies were often employed by the Russian Avant Garde and again by conceptual art from the
[960s and 1970s. Utilising an Arabic typography suggests a double layering of meaning, because Arabic is employed
phonetically, so it is both Arabic and English. This suggests the possibility of an interpretation, if the script can be
understood, but often, none exist.

What current projects are you working on and do they have any connection to the content explored
in Nomination for the presidency of the new Egypt?

I’'m trying to complete my PhD within the next 18 months. My research is closely related to Malevich’s 1913 painting of
a black square and Mecca’s black cube. In fact, the research is predicated on creating a work out of these two elements.

The proposed work is a black cube hot air balloon, which would be accompanied by a banner march created and
managed by another artist, Tom Nicholson, who | have collaborated with for many years and on this very particular idea.
As you would imagine, the manufacture of a black cube hot air balloon is very expensive, so the project survives in
proposition form, from which a number of elements emerge. In the history of my collaboration with Tom, a number of
works have emerged, including prints forming our ongoing exchange of photographs, performances and advertising
material such as A frames and posters.

As part of my PhD research, the generated forms will differ slightly. | have begun a series of paintings that utilize the
non-spaces of our state national gallery, the National Gallery of Victoria, corridors, storage spaces, foyers and so on. |
am taking some photos and using the gallery’s extensive archive of photographs to create these paintings. They
amalgamate two periods of the gallery’s life: the before and after of the ubiquitous gallery renovation trend.

Another project that will form part of my research is a video work, my first ever. It involves a crowd scene at a stadium,
perhaps a hundred or so people, flicking around a black cube beach ball, which refuses to hover or go away, always
falling on someone’s head space, to be beset afloat once again. The work points to the refusal of the black cube.

Conducted by Isabella Ellaheh Hughes

This interview was originally published in the catalogue that was released in conjunction with the
‘Terms & Conditions’ exhibition held at the Singapore Art Museum from 28 June to 8 September 2013.

It is reprinted here with the kind permission of the Singapore Art Museum.
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