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Interview: Resurfacing art  in  Iraq 
Patr ick Kane with Dia Al-Azzawi 
 

 
PK: Among your works collected by the Barjeel Art Foundation is your painting Mask of the Pretenders (1966). 
What is your reflection on this painting now that time has passed and based on your life experience? What was 
its original meaning and how do you view it today?  
 

DA:  In  1968,  I  was working in  an Is lamic archaeological  s i te  on the outsk irts  of  
Karbala  c ity .  Once I  came across an area named,  local ly ,  A l-Joff .  I t  was at  the edge 
of  the desert ,  and as  soon as  you left  th is  area you entered Karbala  c ity .  The 
contrast  between th is  c ity  with  i ts  lav ish golden mosque and the desert  with  i t ’s  
vast  emptiness inspired me in  th is  paint ing,  which I  named in  Arabic,  A l-Joff  (mask).  
The idea behind the work was to  use Al-Joff ,  w ith  i ts  minimal  landscape,  as  a  mask 
to  a  c ity  that  is  very  r ich with  regard to  i ts  h istor ical  mythology and i ts  importance 
in  the Iraqi  society.   
 
How I  v iew i t  today? I t  s imply  takes me back to  the days when I  was working in  the 
f ie ld  of  archaeology;  to  the days when I  was working with  other  art ists  doing our  
utmost  to  push the Iraqi  art  movement to  a  new border.  
 
 

PK: In your experience, how has the institutional base and support for artists changed in Iraq?  When you 
began, what were the options and paths for artists, art instructors or others to seek a career in the arts and 
how has that changed now for the generations that followed? 
 

DA:  My f i rst  exhib it ion was in  1964.  At  that  t ime,  we had no support  at  a l l  f rom the 
government,  the sole  except ion being that  the Ministry  of  In formation might,  f rom 
t ime to  t ime,  buy one paint ing for  the Museum of  Modern Art .  After  the start  of  the 
70s,  the government started to  become more open and two major  projects  fo l lowed:  
the Monument of  the Unknown Soldier  by  Khal id  Al-Rahhal,  and the Monument of  
the Martyr  by  Ismai l  Fattah.  The government a lso began to  support  and to  f inance a  
number of  conferences and fest ivals  of  Arab art ,  and to  inst igate  the opening of  
I raqi  cultural  centres  across the world.  By  the end of  the 70s,  the government had 
started to  use art  as  a  pol i t ical  tool .  This  led to  a  year ly  exhib it ion that  gradual ly  
became an a lternat ive  to  that  held  by the Iraqi  Art ists  Society.   
 
 
 

 



PK: To what extent did the crises that ensued in Iraq from the late 1970s change the government’s support for 
the arts?   

 
 
DA: Fol lowing the start  of  the war  with  Iran in  the September  1980,  the Iraqi  
government cont inued to  support  internat ional  exhib it ions as  a  way to  d istract  from 
the destruct ion and consequences of  conf l ict .  However,  due to  the length and cost  
of  the war,  by  the mid-1980s i t  had become di f f icult  to  maintain  th is  support.  
Cultural  centres  were forced to  c lose,  and support  for  art ists  dwindled.   
 

 
PK: The recent showing of your mural Elegy to My Trapped City (also known as Ode to My City) at Meem Gallery 
in Dubai allowed us to view again this powerful interpretation of the destruction of Iraq following the invasion 
by American forces in 2003. Is the form of the large painted mural intended to confront the viewer with a scale 
that presents more than the eye can take in all at once?   
 

DA:  Because of  the scale  of  the destruct ion,  I  fe lt  that  I  had only  one opt ion,  to  
create a  large paint ing that  could communicate the pain  and loss  of  thousands of  
I raqi  people.  I t  would a lso be better  in  creat ing a  d ia logue with  the v iewer,  to  focus 
their  mind on the topics  that  I  was deal ing with.   
 

 
PK: For me, the use of black and white, the content and general form of Ode to My City, calls to mind Picasso’s 
epic mural, Guernica (1937). Were you seeking to awaken the viewer’s memory of this other work in drawing 
attention to the plight of victims of the Sabra and Shatilla massacre or of the destructive results of invasions to 
the residents of Baghdad?   
  

DA: My understanding is  that  many art ists  use black as  a  dominant  colour,  P icasso 
among them. Dur ing the 90s,  when I  was producing work about  I raq under the t i t le  
Bi lad Al-Awad  ( including Ode to  my City)  I  started to  restra in  myself  f rom using the 
colours  that  had previously  dominated my paint ings.  This  is  out  of  respect  to  the 
thousands who lost  their  l ives,  but  is  a lso  to  remind the v iewer of  the pl ight  of  the 
v ict ims,  to  focus their  attent ion on the topics  ra ised by the art .   
 

 
PK:  In the Art in Iraq series you curated with Charles Pocock, one prevailing theme was your reflection on the 
changing role and utility of arts in relation to the state. Was there a loss of artistic autonomy as the state 
dominated production of art during the later period of Saddam Hussein’s rule? What is the role of art in exile as 
a form of resistance? 
 

DA:  The dominat ion of  the state  produces a  lot  of  a  propagandist  and shal low works;  
these are  a lso  e ither  neutral  toward current  events,  or  representat ive  of  a  very  
personal  v iew,  so that  after  many years  i t  has  become di f f icult  to  f ind ser ious works 
that  can ref lect  the trauma and anxiet ies  of  I raqi  society.  The real  ro le  of  art ists  in  
ex i le  is  to  pr ior it ise  change,  to  document these past  traumas,  but  a lso  to  celebrate  
the endurance of  the Iraqis .   

 
 
 



PK: What is your reaction to the widespread looting of Iraqi art, archaeological museums and sites that 
happened while Iraq was under American occupation?  
 

DA:  The occupat ion force d isregards the humanity  and her itage of  I raqis .  I t  presents  a  
v iew of  i tse l f ,  one of  democracy and human r ights  that  is  at  odds with  i ts  act ions.  What  
happened in  the Abu Ghraib  pr ison was a  shameful  act  which many internat ionals  
art ists  have expressed their  outrage against ,  f rom Marc Quinn,  R ichard Serra  to  Botero.  
I  th ink  that  the Abu Ghraib  images were shocking not  s imply  because they were 
author ized and legit imized by the government,  but  a lso  because they portray the real  
face of  occupat ion.  

 
 
PK: In the absence of institutions, how does the experience of art shift? What form and expression are found 
when there is less open support?  

 
DA:  Most  cultural  inst i tut ions in  Arab countr ies  are  very  weak and ref lect  the interests  
of  their  governments.  However,  s ince cultural  organisat ions must  work with in  the 
l imitat ions of  their  society,  any future development of  the arts  wi l l  have to  emerge out  
of  these factors.   

 
 
PK: To what extent has the discussion of modern art in Iraq been too focused on Baghdad?  How can we 
understand the artistic experience in other cities and regions?   
 

DA:  Baghdad is  l ike  Cairo  or  Damascus.  I t  has  a lways been the centre  of  cultural  
act iv i ty ,  and art ist ic  exper ience from outs ide the capita l  has gone mostly  unnot iced.  
This  is  because most  governments  in  the Middle  East  p lace greater  emphasis  on the 
capita l  in  a l l  aspects  of  l i fe .   
 

 
PK: With all of the life experience you have gained, how has your philosophy of art changed? 

 
      DA:  The most  important  th ing is  not  to  invest  too heavi ly  in  the fashions of  the moment.      
      I  would rather  chal lenge myself  through new works,  which I  feel  the need to  create.   

	
  

	
  

	
  
	
  


