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9 wildly creative artists from
the Middle East you should
know

By Sana Panjwani

Art isn’t just about looking nice, its value on the market or its worthiness to
be placed on the walls of a museum.

It’s about making you feel something.

Sadness, anger, rage, depression, desolation, loneliness, elation,
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oppression, despair – these powerful emotions have inspired some of the
most expressive artworks in one way or another.

To some, an empty canvas is just that – empty – no more, no less. To
optimists, it may represent new hope and new beginnings while to
pessimists, it could be a reflection of one’s own sense of self. The beauty of
any and all art lies in its innate interpretive nature that allows it to hold
unique message, meaning and takeaway for every individual, artist
included

Art easily conveys emotions and messages that often escape words, making
a particularly powerful medium in the Middle East where the freedom to
express one’s self openly is often curbed. It can gauge the feelings, will and
mood of the people and has the power to move, heal and listen to millions
where politics often fails.

In a region where many countries have seen and continue to experience
violence and conflict, it is no surprise that the art scene is beginning to
thrive again.

These artists seek to explore this avenue of free expression and create
pieces not only in a political context, but thoughtful, contemporary pieces
that take a innovative look at everyday life. Conflict breeds creativity, and
these 9 artists stand as a testament to that:

1. Basma al-Sharif

http://basmalsharif.com/home.html


2/5/19, 9:37 AMelan | 9 wildly creative artists from the Middle East you should know - elan

Page 3 of 12http://www.elanthemag.com/9-wildly-creative-artists-middle-east-know/

Living and working nomadically, this 32-year-old Palestinian visual artist
draws inspiration on the road between Chicago, Cairo, Beirut, Amman,
Sharjah and the Gaza Strip.

Her works have been featured in solo exhibitions, biennials and
international film festivals – including the New York Film Festival,
Berlinale, Videobrasil and Manifesta 8 – where she made use of moving
and still images, sound and language to “explore the anonymous individual
in relation to political history and collective memory,” imploring us to look
beyond the ‘established and accepted’ facts and revealing them to be
nothing more than subjective.

2. Shurooq Amin

https://vimeo.com/basmalsharif
http://www.vdb.org/artists/basma-alsharif
http://www.shurooqamin.com/
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‘The Tangled Tale.’ Mixed media on canvas by Shurooq Amin

A painter and poet, this Kuwaiti mixed media artist believes her purpose is
to instigate change in society.

Her 2014 exhibitions, “We’ll Build This City on Art and Love,” dealt with
the notions of child marriage, gender stereotypes, political stagnation and
other uncomfortable topics which people often tend to shy from.

Believing that art is a powerful medium for documenting history, Amin
said: “Decades from today, the people of the future will look back at the art
of this time and this region and be able to see a tapestry of images that
scream with the voice of the people. This is a humbling thought. And a
responsibility that I hope to live up to.”

She is currently exhibiting at the 56th International Venice Biennale from
May 9 to November 22 with the pavilion ‘In the Eye of the Thunderstorm:
Effervescent Practices from the Arab World and Asia,’ exploring social
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http://www.yourmiddleeast.com/culture/through-these-mindblowing-paintings-shurooq-amin-fights-for-the-underdog-in-arab-society-photos_26986
http://www.labiennale.org/en/art/exhibition/
http://www.eyethunderstorm.com/
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issues of corruption, taboo and pollution on a regional and globe level.

3. Ali Abd Alrazzaq

There’s something quite commendable about people who are able to see
beyond the mundaneness of the everyday and embellish it with innovation
and creativity, and 24-year-old Iraqi artist Ali Abd Alrazzaq is one such
person.

Using his detailed drawing skills and everyday items, Alrazzaq creates
clever yet simple artworks that he describes as “interactive illustrations”.
Turning tea biscuits into photo frames and half-shaven arms into a plowing
field, Alrazzaq also uses said everyday items to paint – black shoe polish
and brown coffee make for an adorably cute panda.

4. Joelle Jammal

https://www.facebook.com/pages/ArtistAli-Abd-Alrazzaq/581942391948801
http://www.elanthemag.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/09/11924954_10153679007162668_4026098818863637085_n.jpg
http://www.barakabits.com/2015/08/ali-abd-alrazzaq-turns-everyday-objects-into-art
http://www.boredpanda.com/author/roockali/
https://www.facebook.com/joellejammaljunk
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Photo credit: Joelle Jammal Junk

From trash to treasure, the environmentally conscious Lebanese artist
takes everyday mundane items and turns them into innovative, spunky
pieces of art without making any major changes to the form. Seeing the
beautiful in the mundane, Jammal’s work teaches us to appreciate the
everyday simplicity of life.

Her first exhibition, Think Inside DaBox, consisted of packaging material
recycled into hand-painted characters like Prince Charles, Mike Tyson and

https://www.facebook.com/joellejammaljunk/photos/pb.225538257641437.-2207520000.1442243034./323825651146030/?type=3&theater
http://www.elanthemag.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/09/10612639_323825651146030_3715145870703555458_n.jpg
http://beiruting.com/Think_Inside_A_Box_Joelle_Jammal_exhibition/10638


2/5/19, 9:37 AMelan | 9 wildly creative artists from the Middle East you should know - elan

Page 7 of 12http://www.elanthemag.com/9-wildly-creative-artists-middle-east-know/

Walid Jumblat as well everyday personas like a schoolboy, a pirate and a
biker.

5. Khaled Takreti

An internationally renowned artist, Takreti combines art and humor to
explore today’s sociocultural issues, highlighting the desensitization
present in the media-saturated community.

Using dark humor to tackle the aforementioned issues, this Syrian artist
 making use of satire to ironically convey his message across to the public.
His use of bright colors against black-and-white imagery speaks about the
psychology behind the subjects and objects of his artwork.

His latest exhibition at Ayyam Gallery – LOL – consists of nine satirical
works that “blur the line between fine art and mass media and depicts

http://www.ayyamgallery.com/artists/khaled-takreti/
http://www.elanthemag.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/09/1907846_443645395773159_3252631382246023066_n.png
http://www.barakabits.com/2015/03/little-bit-humour-syrian-artist-khaled-takreti
https://www.facebook.com/media/set/?set=a.161541293983572.35977.161536270650741&type=1
http://www.ayyamgallery.com/exhibitions/khaled-takreti_2


2/5/19, 9:37 AMelan | 9 wildly creative artists from the Middle East you should know - elan

Page 8 of 12http://www.elanthemag.com/9-wildly-creative-artists-middle-east-know/

modern life as a tableau of the absurd riddled with anxiety” and subtly
remind viewers of the disruption of normal life in Syria.

6. Hani Zurob

Based in Paris, this Palestinian’s work addresses concepts of exile, waiting,
movement and displacement through his use of vivid colors and abstract
patterns. Often incorporating his son in his work,  Zurob’s ultimate aim is
to showcase the collective Palestinian experience of living under such
oppression.

“What I try to do when I paint is to rewrite my life; I try to place myself as a
witness of the situations and the events I experience,” says Zurob. “That’s
why there are no boundaries between political matters and private stories

http://www.hanizurob.com/
http://www.elanthemag.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/09/slide_270431_1894505_free.jpg
http://www.artslant.com/global/artists/show/74894-hani-zurob
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in my work.”

7. Nadim Karam

An artist, a painter, a sculptor and an architect, Karam’s work takes on the
image of abstract dream-like concepts. Usually working with steel, Karam
once described his large-scale sculptures as “urban toys” which serve to
become part of a city’s urban mise-en-scene.

“Art is not religion and it is not dictatorial political system, art is a way to
go in parallel with these things, where doubt can make things possible,”
says the Lebanese artist. “In short, art fragments fanaticism and that is
why it is important for artistic voices to become louder in this part of the
world. Artists are there to show the other side to the fanatics and the
dictators.”

8. Ahmed Mater

http://www.hapsitus.com/
http://www.elanthemag.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/09/Nadim-Karam.jpg
http://studioissa.com/ten-middle-eastern-artists-who-inspire/
http://www.thenational.ae/arts-lifestyle/art/nadim-karams-artistic-war-against-the-fanatics
http://ahmedmater.com/
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A doctor and an artist, Mater’s artistic work consists of photography,
calligraphy, painting, installation, performance and videography.

Exploring the narrative and aesthetics of Islamic culture in a period of
globalization, consumerism and transformation, his recent work focuses
more on the sociopolitical local collective memories and unofficial history
behind his home country, Saudi Arabia. One of Mater’s most renowned
works is his Magnetism series portraying Hajj using tiny particles of iron to
depict pilgrims around the Holy Kaaba.

9. Lalla Essaydi

http://www.elanthemag.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/09/Magnetism-I.jpg
http://ahmedmater.com/about/-artist-resume/
http://ahmedmater.com/artwork/magnetism/prints/magnetism-photograuve-i/
http://lallaessaydi.com/
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While Essaydi has dabbled in painting, mixed media and videography in
her art career, her passion lies in photography, exploring the portrayal of
women in Islam.

Raised in Morocco, Lalla Essaydi also spent many years in Saudi Arabia
where she experienced traditional Islamic lifestyle – a topic she often
draws artistic inspiration from. Her first major photographic series,
Converging Territories, depicted Islamic women and children in an
unoccupied house where Essaydi was once confined to when she was
disobedient as a child.

Her following series, Les Femmes du Maroc (Women of Morocco),
explored the controversial narrative of veiling of Muslim women by having
her subjects completely enveloped in calligraphy. Applied in henna, the
writing that adorns their skin, robes and surroundings may appear to
entrap them, but subtly touches on the function of henna as an ornate form

http://www.elanthemag.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/09/0142e3e0.jpg
http://www.houkgallery.com/artists/lalla-essaydi/
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of decoration that often marks significant, beautiful and happy moments in
the lives of Muslim women.

“In my art,” Essaydi says, “I wish to present myself through multiple lenses
— as artist, as Moroccan, as Saudi, as traditionalist, as Liberal, as Muslim.
In short, I invite the viewer to resist stereotypes.”
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