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IN THE OPEN:
Seven Artists from the
Kingdom of Bahrain
by Emma Doubt

In the Open is the first exhibition of its kind in the United Kingdom, 
bringing together a group of divergent emerging and established artists 
from the Kingdom of Bahrain and turning the spotlight on the eclectic 
expression borne of this archipelago. From sound and performance art to 
photography, painting, collage and drawing, the exhibition showcases some 
of the region’s finest talent and establishes an international platform for 
the exhibition and proliferation of Bahraini art. 

Bahrain has been at the forefront of art and culture in the Gulf region, with 
its most notable contributions dating back to the 1950s. Popular genres 
exemplified during this time include surrealist and abstract expressionist 
work by artists such as Abdul Aziz bin Mohammed al Khalifa, Ahmed 
Qasim Oravid, Rashid Oraifi, Nasser Yousif, Rashid Swar and Abdulla 
al Muharraqi. When the Bahrain National Museum then opened its doors 
in 1988, the Gulf region witnessed the opening of one of its first public 
art institutions and with it, established the region’s prioritization of and 
adulation for the arts. Today, with an enthusiastic Minister for Culture 
and a number of public and commercial art galleries including Al Riwaq, 
Al Bareh and La Fontaine Centre of Contemporary Art, Bahrain has 
found its way back into the limelight. 

The artists exhibited here are a testament to the fact that the lively 
cultural output of this region is now extending its reach. In the world 
of photography, the V&A’s recent acquisition and exhibition of Waheeda 
Malullah’s photographs from her series ‘Light’, in their exhibition Light 
from the Middle East: New Photography, and Ghada Khunji’s continued 
accolades, including Discovery of the Year winner at the 4th annual 
Lucie awards and the Grand Prize winner at the 1st American Photo 
magazine’s Images of the Year Competition are demonstrative of the 
recognized importance of female photographers coming out of Bahrain.
Camille Zakharia’s continued success, including 3 First Prizes in the 
International Photography Awards, a nod for the prestigious Jameel Prize 
and an extensive exhibition history that spans North America, Europe, 
and the Middle East is a further testament to the scope of photography 
coming out of the region. In the fine arts, painter Mohammed Al Mahdi’s 
prowess in rendering what he terms “abstract emotional expressionism” 
on canvas won him the Al –Dana Prize at the 34th Annual Fine Art 
Exhibition of Bahrain. Sound artist Hasan Hujairi has an impressive 
educational background that spans the USA, Tokyo, the United Kingdom, 
and Seoul National University. He has performed in Bahrain, the United 
Arab Emirates, the United Kingdom, Europe, and South Korea. And 
finally, tackling the politics of gender dynamics in Bahrain, graphic 
designer Jenine Sharabi and artist Asia Fuse will be exhibiting their work 
in the United Kingdom for the first time. 

THE ARTISTS

Waheeda Malullah takes full advantage of the performative to expose and 
explore social rules in her own cultural context, and in the larger context 
of Islamic society. Work from her photo series Light, recently acquired 
through the Art Fund Collection of Middle Eastern Photography at the 
V&A and the British Museum, is playful, tongue-in-cheek, exploiting the 
seriousness of the Shi’i Muslim custom of seeking blessing by touching 
the tombs of revered people. She aligns herself with the static, white 
stone tombs, and the presence of her living body animates them. Light 
from the Middle East presented work spanning North Africa to Central 
Asia, including artists native to the region and those who are part of its 
diaspora. Divided into three thematic groupings, Recording, Reframing, 
and Resisting, the exhibition explored some of the exciting work in 
photography to emerge from the Middle East. Malullah’s work was 
included under the section “Recording”, the photos serving as a lasting 
remnant of her performance with the tombs. Her work for In The Open is 
a further example of this recording process, and the photographs function 
here as a play-by-play, documenting each step in the movement of her 
body. 

Another female artist to explore the process of recording in her work 
is documentary photographer Ghada Khunji. Her body of work is truly 
international in scope, exploring worlds and subjects both inside and 
outside of a Middle Eastern context. Though Khunji travelled from a 
young age, spending time in the UK and USA from the age of 18 for 
her studies, her appetite for exploring and learning about other cultures 
began at home in Bahrain. She hopes that her work will encourage more 
girls from the region to explore different means of expression, and record 
their findings for the world to see. One of the defining features of her 
work is the intimacy that she brings to documentary photography; often 
shooting her subjects with a 50mm lens, Khunji interacts closely with 
her subjects, preferring to think of the process as a two way street. She 
tries to stay away from overly staged shots, and instead focuses her skills 
on getting something back from those she photographs. The resulting 
images are striking, honest, and unusual portraits that leave the rhetoric 
of documentary photography behind and embark on something entirely 
new. Her work The Wall Whisperers is an ambitious new project evoking 
Bahrain’s infamous Tree of Life through a cluster of images, including 
portraits and traces of the region’s urban landscape.

The work of artist Asia Fuse is a far cry from the photographic or 
documentary aesthetic explored in the work of Malullah and Khunji, 
exploring instead the world of “sub human animal forms.” Working mostly 
with painting and drawing, her hybrid half-human, half-animal creatures 
are part manifestation of her anxieties and frustrations surrounding the 
social fabric she sees unfolding around her – and part alter-ego. Asia 
herself leads by example, showing an entrepreneurial flare at a young 
age that is a testament to her assertive, unsettling creations. Apart from 
her work with paint and illustration, Asia Fuse is also the co-founder of 
the Dirty Tease T-Shirt Co., contributing her ideas and talent to Bahrain’s 
vibrant fashion scene.

Jenine Sharabi’s work explores how relationship and gender dynamics 
are formed by their surrounding culture. The resulting illustrative 
works are playful and visually compelling, presenting a counterpoint to 
the confrontation of Asia’s leading ladies. Her series PDA explores the 
social construction of public displays of affection – its ins and outs, its 
acceptability, and the expression of privacy or intimacy in public space. 
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According to Sharabi, in the predominantly conservative context of 
Middle Eastern cultures, public displays of affection between a woman 
and a man are uncommon and often invite a great deal of attention when 
they do occur. She works with this irony in the series to provoke a joyful 
interaction between her subjects, throwing into question the process of 
criticism and intrusion implied in the “PDA.”  

Moving away from a process of visual interrogation, artist Hasan Hujairi’s 
sound art makes a critical intervention into processes of aural association 
and referencing. His work into the ways in which sounds trigger cultural 
references – and by the same count, how cultural references affect the 
construction of sound and aural composition – introduces a conceptual 
angle prevalent in contemporary visual art, but less so in sound art. For 
Hujairi, the visual and audio arts in the contemporary Arab world share a 
number of conceptual problems. The referencing of certain historical texts 
and visual tropes in contemporary art, for instance, risks contributing to 
what Hujairi sees as an “ongoing sense of orientalism”; in sound art, 
the sampling of iconic Middle Eastern instruments in combination with 
other forms can result in compositions which are pleasing to the ear but 
conceptually weak. To avoid this, Hujairi focuses on what he refers to as 
a “crystallization of pure aesthetic values”, striving to avoid the extra 
frills and easy, recognizable sound references that distract away from 
the heart of what he is trying to present, and the material culture he is 
working within on any given project. 

While Hujairi’s sound work challenges compositional structures by 
introducing abstract, conceptual processes, the visual compositions 
of artist Mohammad Al Mahdi explore what he refers to as “abstract 
emotional expressionism”, using the abstract to establish a narrative 
that moves between past and present. For Al Mahdi, this process begins 
with drawing. He recounts rediscovering some of the early drawings he 
completed as a child, in the closet of his home. He took away with him 
a strong sense of nostalgia for a past that felt less complicated than his 
present context – “the good old days” – and identified in those drawings a 
childlike innocence and honesty that he subsequently committed himself 
to finding again in his art. Tied up in this voice is his relationship to 
Bahrain, past and present. His abstract canvases are filled with tension 
between personal and political conflict, and nostalgia for the Bahrain he 
believes in – a dynamic, undiscriminating island that “welcomes everyone 
on its shores.” Unlike other contemporary artists that Al Mahdi identifies 
as falling prey to the mainstream, he bases his work and visual processes 
on maintaining that inner voice he so vehemently claimed in those early 
drawings, and by rekindling and reclaiming memories of his past in the 
present moment. 

Camille Zakharia’s long-term project Belonging is a mosaic of individual 
works that offer a glimpse into the diverse cultures, backgrounds, and 
histories in Bahrain’s rich tapestry. The Belonging project consists 
of collaged portraits of 34 residents of Bahrain, mostly expatriates, 
expressing their experiences of belonging to the country. Using collage as 
a way to piece together or reassemble memories, the works also fragment 
any sense of a stable, coherent process of identification. Zakharia’s work 
with photography is central to this de-stabilization; for him, photography 
is a subjective tool no matter how closely we associate it with capturing 
or representing reality - “the world out there.” He reinforces this 
unreliability with his inclusion of images of murals that he photographed 
around Bahrain, murals which in some cases no longer exist, or exist in 
different forms, so that a photograph of one might look entirely different 
to its permutation with the passage of time. 

In The Open presents a similar tapestry to Zakharia’s project. These 
seven artists bring with them a diversity of histories, backgrounds, and 
voices, all localized in complex relationships of belonging to Bahrain. 
Represented for the first time this year at the 55th International Venice 
Biennale – with work by artists including Zakharia and Mallulah – 
Bahrain has produced a contemporary art scene of its own, and it is 
gaining speed. In The Open is a testament to the exciting work coming out 
of the region, and its vast international reach.  

The seven artists in this exhibition function in a very similar vein to 
Zakharia’s idea of being a “visual ambassador, able to bridge the 
differences between cultures”, out here in the open.  
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                   Hasan Hujairi

 Here’s something
I enjoy doing: I 
carry a sound 
recorder with me 
to record sounds 
from wherever I go, 
just as one would 
carry a digital 
camera/cellphone to 
capture anticipated 
or unanticipated 
images of anything 
interesting.

Asia Fuse, 
Aunty Mona, 
digital photomontage, 
2012.
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ASIA 
FUSE

In the work of Bahraini artist Asia Fuse, you 
will not find your typical self-portraiture. A 
long, stubborn giraffe neck extends inquisitively 
from the neckline of a lean male torso; a ram’s 
head sits atop a curvaceous nude female figure, 
horns and arm resting on a rifle gripped by 
the other hand; a dog’s sad eyes and droopy 
ears shy away from behind a hunched and 
vulnerable seated human figure. These hybrid 
figures play out Asia’s close attention to the 
relationship between the idea and how it winds 
up looking; while she acknowledges that most 
contemporary art is primarily conceptual, 
making her figures aesthetically appealing is 
also of primary importance. The direct gaze of 
her figures, and the colour palette from which 
they emerge are put in place to create a sense of 
organized chaos. In the artist’s words, “my aim 
is to make the viewer feel a sort of calmness 
while experiencing a very busy, chaotic piece.” 

For Asia, these hybrid creatures are a way 
of working through her culture, lifestyle, and 
the social dynamic of Bahrain. Judging by the 
“organized chaos” that appears as a result, 
this process can be a conflicted and self-
perpetuating one, leading to new criticisms and 
reflection. “I’m never satisfied”, she explains – 
“it’s exhausting. I’m frustrated and that’s why I 
make art.” In light of some of her more powerful 
pairings of text and image, dissatisfaction 
with the shortcomings of Bahraini society – 
something she is explicit about addressing in 
her work – seems an understatement. “What 
a Bitch” is a text-heavy piece that pictures a 
slouched, seated female figure turned sideways 
in the centre of the image. Her head – a dog’s 

snout, droopy ears and sad eyes – is pleadingly 
turned towards the viewer. Surrounding her/
it are sinister faces protruding from all sides, 
with text swimming around the page: “So 
Sentimental”; “You are weak”; “Macho Man.” 
And more existentially, “Hope is a very violent 
weapon”; “When I die I want them all to know”; 
“Tell me something I will believe.” 

When asked about the social dynamic in her 
native Bahrain, Asia turns immediately to 
gender discrepancies. “Gender equality does not 
exist in the Middle East – women are always 
the responsibility of someone else. From your 
father’s hand to your husband’s hand: the 
system is designed that way.” Images like her 
“Happy Anniversary” are powerful in this light; 
the defiant ram’s head confronts the viewer 
with a gun resting along the nape of its neck, 
and “Just wanted you to know” snaking along 
the contours of the nude female body. “You can 
sugar coat it as much as you want and argue 
that we are too precious and delicate not to fend 
for ourselves. But the fact remains that you 
never belonged to yourself.” Confrontational 
and defiant yes; precious and delicate not in this 
alter-ego.  

The combination of the nude form and animal 
faces becomes more provocative in the context 
of Asia’s outspoken points of contention. 
They create an unsettled kind of embodiment 
and make an unsubtle statement about the 
treatment of women in her eyes. Bottom line, 
“a sense of respect is not there. Making these 
women into animals forces you to see them the 
way you treat them.” 

THE ARTISTS: ASIA FUSE

“I’m never satisfied…it’s exhausting. 
I’m frustrated and that’s why I make 
art.”

16

Above: “What a B****”, mixed-media 
on paper, 120 x 140 cm, 2013.

From left: “Potato Head I”, 
pen on paper, 59.4 x 42 cm, 2013.

“Potato Head II”, pen on paper, 
59.4 x 42 cm, 2013.
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CAMILLE
ZAKHARIA

In his latest work, Camille Zakharia uses 
photography, photomontage, and collage to 
explore identity, fragmentation, and belonging 
in the experience of 34 residents of Bahrain. His 
practice spans the globe; born in Lebanon where 
he left because of the civil war, Zakharia has 
lived in the USA, Greece, Turkey and Canada 
before moving to Bahrain in 1999.  Through 
this extensive travel, he has come to think of 
himself as a cultural ambassador, working 
towards bridging differences between cultures, 
and acknowledging the importance of cultural 
understanding – especially in migrating 
communities. While he is not native to Bahrain, 
he has found home there, and describes it as a 
place very dear to his heart. “This is one of the 
countries where I…am able to be myself. I love 
its intimacy and the humbleness of its people.”

The Belonging project uses photography, text, 
and collage to assemble portraits of Bahraini 
residents and explore the multifarious 
relationships to the island that come with each 
subject. The resulting work is a series of portraits 
that combine photographs of each subject’s 
face with murals Zakharia photographed 
around Bahrain over the span of fourteen 
years, and text on the subject of belonging. The 
murals represent a transience that we might 
associate with belonging to a place or home; 
Zakharia explains that some of the murals he 
photographed over the years no longer exist, and 
in this way offered a truthfulness in that they 
were a product of their shifting environment. In 
the Belonging project, he set about pairing the 
murals with his participants: 

“Some were selected based on the statement, 
for instance the mural selected for Abdullah 

Jonathan was based on the fact that he converted 
to Islam and hence chose a scene that has 
religious connotations. Other images reflected 
the character of the person involved: Christine 
Hawath is a painter whose work is very similar 
to the mural I have used for her background, 
Frances Stafford’s mural of hearts is a genuine 
interpretation of Frances’ loving character… 
The selection was well  thought out.”

His selection of participants started, well, “at 
home.” He invited 26 friends to take part and 
asked them all to bring someone who they 
believed would bring something to the project. 
The resulting subjects are a combination of 
people Zakharia knew, and those he was meeting 
for the first time. While they all have a close 
and various sense of belonging to Bahrain, they 
hark from a diversity of backgrounds: a Nigerian 
banker, an Egyptian architect, a British writer, 
a Jamaican housewife, a French painter, a 
Canadian curator, a Lebanese pizza store owner, 
and an Omani photographer – to name but a 
few. This diversity is well represented through 
the medium of collage and photography, as, 
for Zakharia, it is a subjective tool that doesn’t 
let the representation of reality transpire in 
neutral terms. Following this philosophy, the 
Belonging project brings together the different 
lived experiences, places, and philosophies of its 
subjects to form a series of portraits that are 
anything but neutral. 

When asked what his “belonging” mosaic would 
look like, Zakharia muses, “Tough to answer. 
I am not sure if I would include my portrait. 
Perhaps a blank wall with hand written text: ‘I 
belong to the moment.’”

THE ARTISTS: CAMILLE ZAKHARIA

“This is one of the countries where 
I…am able to be myself. I love its 
intimacy and the humbleness of 
its people”

18

Left: “Mariam Haji – Belonging”, 
photo collage on arches paper, 
51 x 76 cm, 2012.

Bottom left: “Eman Ali – Belonging”, 
photo collage on arches paper, 
102 x 76 cm, 2012.
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 Without a 
doubt. Growing 
up in Bahrain has 
provided me with 
an abundance of 
visual material and 
inspiration.

                   Jenine Sharabi
Asia Fuse, 
Bebsi Man, 
digital photomontage, 
2012.
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GHADA 
KHUNJI

THE ARTISTS: GHADA KHUNJI 22

The work of documentary photographer 
Ghada Khunji has a very special resonance 
in an exhibition that presents a glimpse 
into how Bahrain is represented, expressed, 
and experienced in the eyes of some of its 
contemporary artists. She grew up taking 
pictures, and can’t remember a time when 
there weren’t photographs and cameras around 
her as a child. She took pictures of her family 
members, and they took pictures of her; the 
intimacy of this kind of exchange later developed 
into an approach that is transparent in the close-
up-and-personal portraits Khunji produces as 
an adult. She remembers discovering one of her 
mother’s suitcases filled with old photographs 
and being enchanted with the old negatives, still 
smelling like fixer: “I suppose that’s when I 
fell in love with photography, although it would 
take many years before I brought it to fruition.”

While the project produced for “In The Open”, 
focuses on Bahrain, Khunji’s practice spans the 
globe. A graduate of two of New York’s premiere 
arts institutions, the Parsons School of Design 
and the International Center of Photography’s 
documentary program, Khunji left Bahrain to 
study in the United States and later went on to 
complete award-winning documentary projects 
in the Dominican Republic, India, Sudan, North 
America, and the Middle East. With each of 
these projects, uncertainty was a deciding 
factor in how her photographs turned out: 
“most of my projects start as simply picking 
a country... arriving there and seeing where 
the wind wants to take me. In general I like 
where uncertainty takes me. Sometimes...I find 
myself magnetized to an unanticipated journey 
and creating photographs of a different nature 

and story.” With each new project she embarks 
on, Khunji maintains that her relationship to 
honesty is fundamental. Shooting in large part 
with a 50mm lens, limiting her Photoshop 
usage to what is possible to do in the darkroom, 
and prioritizing the give-and-take between her 
as photographer and her sitters as subjects, are 
part of Khunji’s own set of rules that drive her 
work and mean that “the thread of honesty”, 
as she calls it, runs through all of her projects.

This dedication to producing honest 
photographs is, perhaps, one of the reasons why 
photographing “home” in Bahrain has taken 
Khunji almost 25 years. As she explains, “it 
took me years abroad to get a cohesive set of 
pictures in Bahrain. It took that much time to 
see my homeland with the same naive eyes that 
I have when I’m traveling to a new place.” Her 
work, “The Wall Whisperers”, exhibited here, 
is a culmination of that cohesive vision. Its 
composition invokes the Tree of Life, a 400-year 
old mesquite tree in Bahrain made legendary by 
its standing in an area of the desert, completely 
free of water supply. In “Wall Whisperers”, 
Khunji’s photographs make up the shape of this 
tree. She states, “In my eyes, it represents the 
inhabitants of Bahrain. And within each cell, 
ethnicity, religion, gender, skin tone, language, 
expression, age and wealth status are whispering 
different stories.”  
 
Though some things she does like to keep close 
to home. Of dream projects, there are too many 
to choose from. “I do like to keep some secrets,” 
she jokes gently. Here is one: “Next year, expect 
an even more blooming tree.”

“I find myself magnetized to an 
unanticipated journey and creating 
photographs of a different nature 
and story”

“Wall Whisperers,” 
digital print on aluminum panels, 
2.4 x 6m, 2013. 
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HASAN 
HUJAIRI

The eclectic oeuvre of sound artist Hasan Hujairi 
addresses a philosophical gap in contemporary 
‘art music’: why doesn’t sound art in the Arab-
speaking world take on the conceptual angle one 
finds in contemporary visual art practice? His 
resulting work, outlined in his “Post-Esoteric 
(Oriental) Art Music Manifesto”, is a bric-a-
brac of his philosophical and conceptual thought-
processes, integrated into his practice as a sound 
artist, composer, and experimental musician. 
With a masters degree in historiography from 
Hitotsubashi University, Tokyo, and PhD studies 
undertaken through a music scholarship in the 
United Kingdom, Hujairi’s background in critical 
thinking and music practice has contributed to 
a unique way of approaching the construction of 
sound.

One of the conceptual angles that drives Hujairi 
is the potential danger in the relationship 
between historical texts and references, and 
contemporary Arab art. In a visual context, 
the ubiquitous return to orientalism – as 
concept, aesthetic, legacy – is a major point 
of contention. Hujairi explains that the direct 
use of historical references, texts, popular 
works of Arab literature, or religious scripture, 
contributes to an ongoing practice of orientalism, 
despite the fact this is usually being challenged 
in the works in question. Sound has the same 
dangerous potential: “When referring to art 
music from the Arab world, one might think of 
it as being just like the use of “iconic” Middle 
Eastern instruments such as the oud played 
over orchestral music or music influenced 
by other forms of music such as jazz or latin 

music, creating a hybrid aesthetic that sees 
itself as being pleasing to the listener, when in 
fact it is conceptually weak.” 

Conceptually weak his work is not. 
Hujairi’s awareness of the shortcomings of 
straightforward, sonically pleasing sound 
references in Arab sound compositions drive a 
return to what he refers to as a crystallization 
of pure aesthetic values – what we might think 
of in a visual context as pure formalism. His 
goal with the “post-esoteric” is to find a way to 
explore an art form or culture – take Middle 
Eastern art music for example – empty of the 
orientalist overtones. His process thus involves 
identifying an object or subject, anticipating a 
reaction and working from there: “For instance, 
the sound of wild elephants in full-on charge 
or the sound of children at play would evoke 
certain reactions in the listener, as would the 
sound of a Mongolian throat-singer, an Indian 
sitar, or a theremin.” In this, his work is about 
the journey, and not the destination. 

Of destination, Hujairi has a plethora to draw 
from, and his soundscapes explore space and 
place from traditional Korean instruments 
to acoustic Iraqi oud – even the ukelele. What 
sounds does he associate with Bahrain? “I 
associate Bahrain with the sounds of my family, 
with its people, with its languages, with its 
streets, with my own personal getaways within 
it, with my memories of it as a child, with my 
understanding of it now as an adult, with the 
sounds I imagine to be associated with it while I 
am away, and with its silences.”

“I associate Bahrain with the sounds 
of my family, with its people, with its 
languages, with its streets… and with 
its silences.”

THE ARTISTS: HASAN HUJAIRI 24

This page: 
“A Room for Evasive Explorers”, 
video/ sound installation, 2013.
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                    Ghada Khunji
Asia Fuse, 
Say Jibin, 
digital photomontage, 
2012.

 My relationship 
with honesty is 
fundamental.  These 
days I  have my film 
developed and then 
I have the luxury 
of a decent scan 
for some dollars.
The immediate 
response gives 
me satisfaction, 
and then...there is 
nothing to touch, 
smell, or handle 
carefully.... just a 
virtual memory.

In the Open Catalogue.indd   26-27 6/19/13   1:25 AM



JENINE 
SHARABI

In her series of illustrations “PDA”, graphic 
designer and artist Jenine Sharabi explores the 
social constructions surrounding public displays 
of affection in Middle Eastern cultures. The idea 
was borne out of her participation in a local 
exhibition her sister was curating entitled “Out 
of Place”; according to Sharabi, the simplest 
ideas are always the best ones, and for her the 
idea of making work surrounding the idea of 
public displays of affection really stood out. 

From this simple concept, Sharabi’s playful, 
intimate scenes between a man and a woman 
conjure more complex dynamics and questions. 
Some of the issues the work tackles include the 
nature of patriarchy in the Middle East, the 
importance or value placed on modesty, the 
expression of individuality through dress, and 
the possibility of an uncomplicated expression 
of love. She sees the two figures in each of her 
pairings as flip sides of a coin, “Yin and Yang. 
One cannot be without the other.” Within this 
dynamic, she constructs visual cues to trigger 
a role reversal between the male and female 
roles. As she states, “The middle east is still 
a very patriarchal society where the male 
is the dominant of the two sexes, however in 
this series there is a role reversal, the black 
Abaya (representing the female presence) is the 
dominant colour against the white of the canvas... 
it is bold and assertive and empowering.” 
A further example of this expression of 
individuality and assertiveness is established 
through Sharabi’s use of the colour red adorning 
each of her female subjects: “Living in the gulf 
you will notice that although women wear the 
black Abaya and Hijab they still find ways to 
express their individuality through accessories 
such as hand bags, jewelry, shoes or adornment 

directly on the fabric itself. I like that only one 
element in each snakes out from beneath her 
Abaya, but by using red it draws immediate 
attention to it.”

Her piece “Gaze” addresses the issue of modesty 
- something inherently de-stabilized in the idea 
of a public display of affection. She talks about 
the role of the gaze in Bahraini culture, often 
being utilized as an expression of modesty. 
However it can also function concurrently 
as an initiation, or invitation. To her mind, 
“Gaze” is an essential piece to the series for 
its exploration of this tension; she states that, 
whatever the social barriers may be between 
men and women, “a simple gaze is often the 
easiest and only possible way for a man and a 
woman to spark a connection without ever even 
speaking or meeting in person. It is their first 
encounter, the first agreement that there is a 
mutual attraction or interest.” 

Sharabi has had a mix of reactions to her work 
- some critical that the playfulness and jest she 
invokes is at the expense of viewers outside of her 
culture. But as Sharabi explains, the work is not 
targeted at “the West” - it is about exposure and 
debate, and challenging existing ideologies in a 
positive way. Sharabi’s international exposure has 
provided her with the perspective and platform 
to do this convincingly, coming around to her 
ideas through her experiences of displacement, 
and looking at her culture as though through the 
eyes of an outsider. Her training as a designer at 
London’s Central Saint Martin’s College of Art & 
Design taught her how to create an outcome from 
the best of her two worlds, back home in Bahrain, 
and in London. She works with simplicity, 
modernity, minimalism, and, most importantly, 

“…the black Abaya is the dominant 
colour against the white of the 
canvas... it is bold and assertive 
and empowering.”

has learned “when to say things, when to make 
them loud and clear and when it’s better not to 
say anything at all.” 

With the PDA series, Sharabi participates in 
a generation of artists that she sees as being 
under the limelight, in part because of the Arab 
spring’s instigation of sociological and political 
work. Her final thoughts on the matter:

“My work isn’t about being glamorous, after 
all I am trained as a graphic designer so it’s 
all about communicating a message for me. 
A message that can be understood and felt by 
the masses, regardless of whether or not they 
necessarily agree with it, as long as it is felt, 
understood and remembered. If I have done all 
that, with as little explanation as possible, then 
the job is done.” 
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From Top Left: 
Public Display of Affection Series:
“Gazing”, screen print, 
29.7 x 21.0 cm, 2011. 
“Piggyback”, screen print,
 29.7 x 21.0 cm, 2011. 
“Hand in Hand”, screen print, 
29.7 x 21.0 cm, 2011. 
“In Your Arms”, screen print,
 29.7 x 21.0 cm, 2011.
“Tango”, screen print,
 29.7 x 21.0 cm, 2011.
“Head Over Heels”, screen print,
29.7 x 21.0 cm, 2011.
“The Kiss”, screen print,
29.7 x 21.0 cm, 2011.
“Swept Away”, screen print, 
29.7 x 21.0 cm, 2011.
“Stand by Me”, screen print,
29.7 x 21.0 cm, 2011.
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The abstract work of artist Mohammad Al 
Mahdi focuses on the depiction and interpretation 
of reality – people, surroundings, situational 
criteria – as they might appear through the 
eyes of an innate, childlike inner persona. The 
abstract canvases narrate a sinister kind of 
innocence that transcends the situational and 
becomes more about reclaiming an uncensored 
perspective or point of view. The reality depicted 
springs both from Al Mahdi’s perception of his 
environment and lived experience, as well as 
his memories of a better time, filtered through 
a nostalgic process of re-interpretation. What 
transpires is a visual dialogue between past and 
present; as he puts it, “I have my dreams and 
wishes… on the other hand, there is reality.” 

Al Mahdi’s relationship to drawing is central to 
his practice and the development of his visual 
language. He recalls going through his old closet 
and discovering the drawings he made as a 
child; these drawings encapsulated an innocence 
and truth that became relevant to his image-
making as an adult. It was in this re-discovery 
that Al Mahdi committed to returning to 
this childlike approach. He talks about those 
drawings as conveying an “ultimate truth and 
honesty”, stating that he was “shocked and 
surprised simultaneously to see some of my 
works that I totally forgot about. That refreshed 
my memory about my past and was a very 
important stage in my life, because I realized 
that it was then when I found the artist within 
me.” About drawing he says “I decided it would 

be the style I use to express and describe what 
happened or what will happen to me in the 
future; so that the memories of my childhood 
would be the subject of my drawings and even 
further constitute my memoirs drawn on fabric, 
not written on paper.”

What transpires in the large, abstract worlds of 
Al Mahdi’s canvases is a process of visualization 
that incorporates nostalgia for the past in a 
present that has moved away from “the good old 
days” Al Mahdi associates with his childhood.  
Bahrain is central to these visual memoirs; one 
of his two untitled pieces is a busy and violent 
work invoking governmental tension, protest, 
and struggle for a better life, whilst the other 
projects Al Mahdi’s hopes for a solution. Using 
abstraction and characterization, Al Mahdi 
crystallizes the intention with these works. It 
becomes very clear which are projections of his 
“dreams and wishes”, and which are the more 
real, and more anxiety-ridden, other hand. 

In blurring the lines between past and present, 
or allowing for a mutual impact between the 
two, Al Mahdi’s statement about the social, 
historical, and deeply personal story of Bahrain 
make for compelling visual memoirs. He muses 
that the work “portrays my dreams and wishes 
for this little island to find a solution as soon as 
possible so that everyone can live hand in hand, 
in peace and harmony, the same way it was 
before.” After all, “Bahrain was known to be an 
island that welcomes everyone on its shores.” 

MOHAMMAD
AL MAHDI

“I have my dreams and wishes… on the 
other hand, there is reality.”
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From top left:
“Untitled”, mixed-media on canvas, 
150 x 120cm, 2013.
“Untitled”, mixed-media on canvas, 
150 x 120cm, 2013.

Untitled drawings from 
Mahdi’s skectch book.
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WAHEEDA 
MALULLAH

“Here in Bahrain, 
I’d rather ask than answer.”

Waheeda Malullah works across a variety of 
different media, from video and photography to 
installation and painting, to explore and expose 
the boundaries of social structures and gender 
dynamics in Islamic society. Surpassing the rigid 
aesthetic that often accompanies this pursuit, 
Malullah instead uses an unusual humour and 
playfulness in her work to challenge the ways 
in which women’s roles and conflicts play out in 
her culture. For Malullah, the work is primarily 
conceptual; the idea comes first, and her plan 
of action follows. One thing that becomes 
abundantly apparent in her work is that, for 
Malullah, it is personal. 

However personal it may be, in viewing Malullah’s 
work it becomes difficult not to interpret an 
underlying political message. One image still 
from “Construction” for instance, pictures a 
female figure dressed entirely in black, being 
dumped into a cement pit from a wheelbarrow 
held by one of the male construction workers. 
In another still, the figure slithers along the 
ground, reaching for his ankles as he wheels the 
barrow up a wood plank. Alone these images 
may be harrowing; when seen in sequence, the 
strong performative aspect takes over and casts 
the female figure at its center. We become aware 
of the performance – it becomes self-conscious 
– and as such she becomes the protagonist, the 
slightly unusual subject who maneuvers her way 
around the construction site. She describes it this 
way:

In many ways, this is “political” art at its best, 
because it uses the body to perform and therefore 
expose a set of political structures that become 
relevant only when applied; for Malullah, it’s a 
playful process of self-questioning and intuition. 
She in fact dismisses the persona of “political 
artist”, stating “I am sorry to say that I am not 
a political person although the situation here 
in Bahrain is very tense.” Instead, the political 
extends into her personal experience of place, 
and her desire to reclaim a better one for herself 
and her daughter. “After I bore Farah in 2010, 
I became more careful. I am considering my 
responsibility to her so politics affects…how I 
think sometimes.” 

“Construction”, was completed alongside 
preparations for her work for this year’s Venice 
Biennale. Malullah was struck by the site when 
she came across it, and it inspired her to push 
in the direction of experimental performance. 
She describes it as a process of self-discovery, 
explaining that the experience allowed her to 
find herself again. A very different environment 
from her residency at the Delfina Foundation in 
London – which provided a critical atmosphere 
that pushed her to think differently and adapt 
her practice to the new contexts catching her 
eye – Bahrain nevertheless provides a context 
in which her identity as a conceptual artist 
allows her to challenge her native milieu. Most 
importantly, “Here in Bahrain, I’d rather ask 
than answer.” 

 Moving from one empty square to another and sitting on the edge
 Being carried in a wheelbarrow and being thrown on the floor
 Crawling on a wooden pan while holding a worker’s legs
 Crawling around a machine
 Being carried by 2 workers from one square to another
 Walking on all fours on a sand heap
 Rolling on the floor at the bottom of an empty square and standing on the head

THE ARTISTS: WAHEEDA MALULLAH 32

Above: Stills from “Construction,” 
video stop-motion, 2013.
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               Camille Zakharia

 I appreciated 
the truthfulness in 
(the street murals’) 
representation, their 
craftsmanship, the 
genuine reflection 
of the environment 
where they sit, 
and most important 
their transient state.

Asia Fuse, 
Day Dreaming, 
digital photomontage, 
2012.
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