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Hassan Sharif made a vital contribution to 
conceptual art and experimental practice 
in the Middle East throughout 40 years 
of performance, installation, drawing, 
painting and assemblage. In his early 
artistic maturation, he rejected calligraphic 
abstraction, which had become the 
dominant discourse in the region in the 
1970s. Instead, he pursued a pointedly 
different vocabulary, drawing on the non-
elitism and intermedia of Fluxus and the 
potential in British Systemic Art. 

In the early 1980s, during summers 
spent back home while he was attending 
art school in London, Hassan Sharif 
executed a series of simple actions in the 
harsh desert landscape outside Dubai. 
Documented in a few black and white 
photographs (image above), these early 
performances involved simple activities 
– walking, jumping, throwing stones, 
digging, and then standing in a hole in the 

sand – that resemble elementary forms of 
child’s play, the kind of basic movements 
though which we, especially as children, 
map out and acquaint ourselves with the 
spatial and material conditions of our 
surroundings. Sharif continued to carry 
out such provocative ‘Experiments’ and 
‘Performances’, as he called them, as he 
studied at the Byam Shaw School of Art, 
and brought his commitment to radical and 
experimental art practice back with him to 
the UAE upon completing his degree in 
1984.

Influenced by Marcel Duchamp and Fluxus 
International, Sharif turned his attention 
to the ordinary and the commonplace, to 
investigate the artistic potential of banal 
objects and everyday actions. These strands 
of inquiry came together most powerfully in 
the Objects he started making in the 1980s 
and continued to construct until his death 
in 2016. Sharif’s process is humble and 
straightforward. It involves the seemingly 
obsessive repetition of mundane manual 
tasks – cutting, folding, rolling, weaving, 
twisting, knotting, tying, plaiting, binding, 
gluing, and wrapping. In a 2015 interview he 
declares, ‘If you look at my works, they are 
handcrafted, but with a complete lack of 
skill utilised. They are raw actions’. 

The earliest known Object is the now 
lost Nylon Rope (1982), a piece of rope 
dangling off a hook on the wall, with knots 
of varying sizes and shapes tied at irregular 
intervals down its length. Eventually such 
knots would hold other objects, or parts 
of objects, creating a string or matrix of 
smaller units. Sharif’s Objects are made 
of modest materials. The earliest ones 
exclusively featured organic materials like 
coir, jute, cloth, rope, paper, papier-mâché.

Increasingly wary of wasteful consumption, 
Sharif also began to use cast-away 
materials, tying discarded cardboard 
packaging material together into simple 
bundles1, as in Cardboard and Cloth, 2001 
in which these very materials are rolled in 
small tubes, held tightly together with cloth 
and displayed in an unassuming pile.
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Sharif’s more recent Objects specifically 
draw from the underbelly of global 
trade – the cheap, mass-produced 
commodities that fill the old souks and 
small neighborhood groceries. Rug, 2016, 
for example, consists of hanging bundles of 
strips of typical sub-continental household 
linen, dipped into tempera paint, woven 
and braided. The raw materials are rarely 
transformed through the sculptural 
process – their original form and function 
remain identifiable. Though the Objects 
are recognisable as works by Sharif, they 
are simultaneously unexceptional and 
anonymous – capable of simply and 
seamlessly blending into the existing urban 
landscape. 

In an important essay from the mid-2000s, 
Sharif characterises his practice as a type 
of ‘weaving’. An ancient technique for 
creating surfaces, forms and structures, 
weaving is central to various indigenous 
craft practice. By weaving, he claims 
solidarity with the bodies, primarily female, 
that traditionally perform these and 
countless other unacknowledged domestic 
tasks – acts distinguished by their endless 
nonproductive repetition. Sharif’s tapestry-
like wall pieces such as Rug, 2016 make 
this link to weaving explicit. Revitalising an 
ancient handicraft technique as a viable 
medium of contemporary art though 
enacted through his male body, reveals and 
revels in a strong feminist aesthetic and 
ethic of labour and care.

In that same essay, Sharif also positions his 
practice as a conscious critical response 
to the alienating effect of consumer 
capitalism spreading across the globe and 
transforming society and culture in the 
the UAE. His response is to turn himself 
into a type of pointless nonproductive 
machine engaged in ‘redundant repetition’, 
perversely re-enacting through a human 
body the conditions of mass production.

For Sharif works, the act is more important 
than the final result. Channeling Duchamp, 
he rejects the authority of authorship 
by repeatedly performing a type of 

unspecialised task, a process that could 
extend endlessly, without producing use 
or surplus value. Made through obsessive 
repetitive labour, the completion of 
these objects is somewhat arbitrary and 
dependent on exhaustion, raw materials, 
time, space, energy, desire, and interest. 
Sharif repeatedly downplayed the 
significance of his process and dismissed 
the value and status of the final product, 
dubbing it “useless, an exercise in 
construction” – a phrase that emphasises 
the insignificant, routine, and repetitive 
quality of the process, and links it to the 
notion of art as a set of instructions to be 
followed.

Cadmium Yellow No. 2, 2014 establishes 
a formal link between his Objects and his 
paintings. Using a discarded teak garden 
chair, Sharif amassed a thick layer of papier-
mâché which he then adorned with acrylic 
pigment, asserting the work’s claim as 
an abstract painting. In his paintings on 
canvas, he typically gave way to gestural 

abstraction as well as repeated and 
minimalistic imagery, ‘weaving colours 
together’, he explained. Subject-matter 
is firmly embedded and responsive to 
his present such as The Flying House 32, 
2008, depicting a somewhat surrealist 
composition of floating objects outside his 
studio in Satwa, UAE. 

Sharif’s Semi-Systems works, begun in the 
early 1980s, were heavily influenced by 
the British Systems Group. These works 
introduced a degree of chance and human 
agency in their strict use of mathematics, 
systems, and structures. He invented a set 
of rules to create varying qualities of mark, 
line and form to emerge out of a pre-
determined structure. A grid appears often, 
such as in One to Nine, 2010: the main 
drawing is accompanied by draft papers 
explaining the experimental parameters 
he established for himself. Sharif revelled 
in the mistakes and errors that naturally 
occur in the monotonous creation of the 
work, believing that “‘Art’ is a result of 
errors.” The two drawings of small Jeeps 
entitled ‘Images’ relate to the proliferation 
of images in our contemporary world. 
Shairif resolutely proclaims, “Images, 
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