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Longing to belong

Four emigrant Palestinian artists take on the theme of rootlessness and depict, through various media, the
effect it has on the mind

Published: November 12, 2010 00:00
By Jyoti Kalsi, Special to Weekend Review

f v ~

Bashar Hroub's series of photographs, titled Here and Now, deal with the personal vulnerability and the anxieties of migrants
Image Credit: Supplied

People living away from their homeland or moving around from one place to another is a reality in today's world.
But whether a person is an immigrant by choice or forced to move because of circumstances, being uprooted leads
to a fragmentation of the mind and a feeling of being out of place, with no sense of permanence. Perhaps nobody
understands these feelings of displacement, alienation and transition better than the people of Palestine.
Borderlines, Deconstructing Exile, an exhibition overseen by Berlin-based curator Charlotte Bank, brings together
four contemporary Palestinian artists to help people take a closer look at identities and the idea of roots from a

transcultural point of view.
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Steve Sabella is based in Berlin; Larissa Sansour works in London and Amsterdam; Taysir Batniji lives in Paris; and
Bashar Hroub has recently moved back to Ramallah from London. The four artists have drawn upon their personal
experiences to explore the situations of an exile, a foreigner or a migrant, always trying to fit in and always forced
to counter stereotypes and prejudices of the host societies. Despite the strong references to Palestinian issues, their

work has a universal resonance. And it is especially relevant in an expatriate community such as the UAE.

Sabella expresses himself by using photography to deconstruct the familiar and create new realities that reflect his
state of mind. His powerful composition, titled In Exile, depicts the facade of a building constructed from several

haphazardly placed enclosed balconies.

The dark, disturbing image conveys a sense of disorientation, with the grills surrounding the balconies suggesting
feelings of being imprisoned or excluded. "This work explores my own state of mind of living in a permanent
‘mental exile'. It is a visual expression of my sense of fragmentation, disorientation, confusion and dislocation, " the

artist says.

Batniji focuses on the transitory nature of the migrant experience, which places a person in a perpetual state of
passing through, living in temporary conditions, forever expecting to pack and move on. His series of photographs,
titled Chambres, features a set of seemingly abandoned rooms. But these stark rooms bear traces and memories of

the various people who have occupied them at various times.

‘I started this project during my residency at art school in France. As a student, I stayed at different lodgings,
which got me interested in places of transit — spaces that draw a thin line between intimacy and detachment,
disappearance and appearance. The rooms in these pictures are both personal and impersonal. Each space has its
unique style and ambience, with objects chosen in a particular taste. Yet the rooms can accommodate different
people without impacting or being impacted by the occupants. These spaces are neither a hotel nor an apartment.
They are an oscillation between transitory and permanent places, abandoned and collected objects and absence

and presence, Batniji says.

Hroub, on the other hand, is interested in the spaces of the mind. His series of photographs, titled Here and Now,
deal with the personal vulnerability and the anxieties of migrants connected with issues such as religion,

nationalism and identity.

The search within is symbolised by the presence of the artist in the pictures. But though you see his body, his face
is always covered by mirrors that reflect the landscape around him, skilfully conveying the fear, the conflict, the
longing for home and the desire to blend in, along with other feelings that fragment his mind. Hroub's ironical,
faceless images appear to be cold and aloof but the strong emotions behind them can be gauged by the olive trees

and vistas of an unattainable homeland that are reflected in the mirrors.

Sansour is not so subtle. Her project, titled A Space Exodus, consists of a video, photographs and an installation
that present a whimsical, meticulously fabricated alternative reality. The video, which was recently nominated for
the Muhr awards at the Dubai International Film Festival, shows the artist on a mission to land on the Moon. After
initial problems, the mission is on course and viewers watch the young Palestinian woman "take one small step for
a Palestinian, one giant leap for mankind". The artist triumphantly plants the Palestinian flag on the Moon but as

she waves to the Earth, her country is not visible and remains a distant, impossible dream.

The film ends with the artist floating in space, calling out softly to Jerusalem. Four large photographs of the
Palestinian Moon landing and 30 toy-like Palestinaut sculptures complete this fantasy world, which offers a

naively optimistic vision for the future.

This is Green Art Gallery's last exhibition at its Jumeirah premises. "It is an emotional time, because we have been
here for the past 16 years. But we are also excited about moving to our 3,000-square-foot premises in Al Quoz,
because the area is fast developing into a vibrant art quarter and the new space gives us the opportunity to

organise bigger and better exhibitions," says Yasmin Attasi gallery owner.

Jyoti Kalsi is a UAE-based arts enthusiast.
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Borderlines, Deconstructing Exile will run at the Green Art gallery until November 30.

Abu Dhabi Festival: Artists speak up about
impact of pandemic

Art Amid Covid is part of the Festival's annual Riwaqg Al Fikr talks series

Published: January 28, 202113:02
Jennifer Barretto, Assistant Editor Features
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Artist Azza Al Qubaisi is part of the Art Amid Covid series.
Image Credit: Supplied

ALSO IN THIS PACKAGE

British artist Banksy claims hula-hooping girl street art

Photos: Landmarks illuminated for Berlin's Festival of Lights

Look: Taiwan craftsmen creates miniature worlds

Photos: French artist paints giant biodegradable land art

Emirati and UAE-based artists are coming together for an Abu Dhabi Festival event to talk about the challenges

they’ve faced in their profession during the pandemic and how they’re finding hope despite it all.

Art Amid Covid is part of the Festival’s annual Riwaq Al Fikr talks series and features interviews curated and
directed by Jalal Lugman, Emirati artist and Abu Dhabi Music & Arts Foundation (ADMAF) Visual Arts Consultant.
The first in the five-episode series is already out on YouTube, with new episodes streamed every Tuesday at 8pm
until February 23.
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Artist Obaid Al Budoor.

“We turned to artists in the Art Amid Covid series to better understand how the pandemic affected their work and
aspirations; the series reflects ADMAF’s support for artists and commitment to the sustaining the arts to ensure a

brighter and hopeful future for everyone,” Lugman said.

The talks will delve into the effects of the pandemic on the arts and how the global crisis has reshaped artists and

the direction of their work, according to a statement.

“The COVID-19 pandemic has reminded us all that culture and art are not optional but are an essential part of our
human existence. We all have the responsibility to support the industry as a vital part of our society’s well-being,”
said Huda I AlIKhamis-Kanoo, Founder of ADMAF and Artistic Director of Abu Dhabi Festival.

“The resilience of artists in these difficult times has been admirable, providing inspiration and motivating us
through lockdowns and isolation. Now more than ever, it is crucial that we commit to supporting artists, so that

our society can endure and flourish,” she added.
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Art Amid COVID - Episode |

In 2021, Abu Dhabi Festival will be held as a hybrid programme of digital and in-person performances and events

throughout the year.

Who are the 10 artists?

Sumayyah Al Suwaidi, Mattar Bin Lahej, Saggaf Al Hashimi, Khulood Al Jabri, Obaid Al Budoor, Dr. Najat Makki,
Patricia Millns, Azza Al Qubaisi, Dr Mohamed Yousif and Prof Michael Rice will speak during the course of the

online series. Read more about them on the Abu Dhabi Festival website.

Advertisement

MORE FROM ARTS CULTURE

Abu Dhabi Festival: 10 pictures Classical music Photos: Israeli artist
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pandemic impact Geo competition Dubai Trump
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Legal trouble for Virat Kohli, Tamannaah Bhatia

Bollywood stars react to farmers protests in India

Burj Khalifa to light up with Kichcha Sudeepa’s film
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Akshay Kumar clocks 30 years in Bollywood

LATEST IN

UAE reports 3966 new coronavirus cases, 8 deaths
® 16 minutes ago

Pakistan frees man convicted of beheading Daniel Pearl

® 17 minutes ago

Oman's supreme committee bans gatherings of all kinds
® 32 minutes ago

Tough road ahead for Shabab Al Ahli Dubai and Sharjah

® 38 minutes ago

Two shops in Dubai shut for flouting health rules
® 41 minutes ago
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