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From March 18 to 21, Design Days Dubai will showcase creations from 29 galleries from around the 
world, a 30 per cent growth in participation over this year’s edition. The 2013 event will feature exhibits 
and workshops, as well as a section focused on sustainable design. Visit www.designdaysdubai.ae

Yas Viceroy, the official hotel partner of the Mubadala World Tennis Championship, commissioned the UAE-based 
Italian artist Francesca Galliani to put together a collection of mixed-media pieces featuring the hotel’s struc-
ture and the players participating at Mubadala. The works are on show at the hotel from Thursday to Saturday

Christopher Lord looks at 
new work by the Iranian 
artist Ahmad Amin Nazar
The direct literary references, de-
mon-head masks and shadowy 
characters from the Shahnameh, 
Iran’s 10th-century epic poem, 
have vanished from Ahmad Amin 
Nazar’s new paintings. The works 
appear stridently stripped down 
compared with his last Dubai 
show in 2010, especially without 
the greyish fugue of watery acrylic 
or ink that gave his earlier scenes 
their blasted feel.

But Amin Nazar has concentrat-
ed that chaos in the violently som-
ersaulting characters seen here in 
Salto, a show of forthright, flour-
ishing brushstrokes that declare 
themselves in a paint-speckled 
white space. Muscular bodies 
lock together and can appear em-
battled or embracing depending 
on which angle the work is viewed 
from (subtly directed by the tiny 
arrows that the artist has placed 
above his signature in several 
pieces here).

When Gallery Isabelle van 
den Eynde last exhibited Amin 
Nazar’s work, it hadn’t been seen 
outside of Tehran in 17 years. The 
show revealed an artist deeply 
attached to the literary and min-
iaturist traditions of Iran, yet 
resigned to their uncertainty in 
a present defined by its volatil-
ity. The heroes and tyrants of a 
mythos that informs so much 
of Iran’s sense of self were pre-
sented as paunchy and dissolute, 
rendered in Amin Nazar’s visceral 
style.

But Salto is strikingly physical in 
its direction. The images are con-
sistently large – some two metres 
wide – and the artist crafted them 

by walking around the works on 
the floor of his studio, with foot-
marks on the paper as testament 
to his presence.

The bodies themselves serve 
to heighten that physicality. 
There’s a writerly economy to his 
brushstrokes here – without any 
of the complex shades of his ear-
lier pieces and, in the absence of 
heads and hands, the bare and 
sinewy construction of these 
gymnasts contains its own knot-
ted energy.

“As humans we are a big bundle 
of ambiguities and complexi-
ties,” says Amin Nazar via a trans-
lator. “One minute we’re full of 
hope and goodness and kind-
ness, the next minute we’re bereft 
of all that and become so het up 
and agitated that mindlessness 
can take over, leading us to an act 
of aggression or violence.” 

Schooled in etching and in-
taglio printing, Amin Nazar later 
tutored a generation of artists 
in universities around the coun-
try and his own home – notably 
fellow Iranian painter Rokni 
 Haerizadeh. 

But his own work had fallen off 
the radar of contemporary Irani-
an art, partly due to the reclusive 
nature of the artist but also to the 
upheaval in the decades follow-
ing Iran’s 1979 revolution; the 
exhibition’s accompanying text 
describes him as part of a “lost 
generation” of Iranian  artists.

Amin Nazar’s works on paper 
featured in the British Museum 
earlier this year. Salto offers fur-
ther insight into this unduly ne-
glected artist.

• Until January 10 at Gallery 
Isabelle van den Eynde, Alserkal 
Avenue, Al Quoz, Dubai

Grappling with a 
certain ambiguity 

We may be in the midst of a 
seasonal lull, but a trio of solid 
shows continue in Gate Village, 
the hub of galleries and spaces 
at Dubai International Finance 
Centre, writes Christopher Lord

Three 
to see 
at DIFC 

The gentleman’s tie is an un-
likely muse for an artist. But 
it is the point of departure for 
a video installation by Miguel 
Chevalier that turns the raw 
symbols of the digital age 
(on/off button, USB cables, 
binary code) into an audio-
visual torrent that reacts to 
the movements of the viewer.
The Mexican artist’s instal-
lation is currently on show 
at Gallery 2 at The Pavilion 
Downtown Dubai (until Janu-
ary 13) and was created for 
the French fashion house 
Hermès to push its new range 
of ties adorned with these 
symbols. 

Link-ups between fashion 
houses and artists can some-
times be a murky endeavour, 
but Chevalier’s signature 
innovation (and love of eye-
pleasingly chunky graphics) 
makes this a cut well above 
brand-bleating. 

With an immersive and 
reactive score composed 
by Jacopo Baboni Schilingi, 
which also syncopates with 
the viewer’s movements, the 
installation is an invitation to 
play with some smart tech-
nology and soak up effusive 
visuals at the same time.

Sticking with this threads-
based theme, the Emirati 
artist Sara Al Haddad has her 
first solo show at The Pavilion 
this month in Gallery 1 (until 
February 7). Her works of em-
broidery reflect on the way 
our interior life gets frayed 
and entangled when it finds 
expression in the world.

Al Haddad has stitched mel-

ancholic, sighing statements 
into polyester film paper – 
“Oh well, Someday one day, 
Love is not a miscalculation” 
– and allowed the thread to 
entangle and get matted to-
gether into an abstract hash 
of colour. The meditative 
repetition inherent in embroi-
dery is set at odds with the 
chaos of the result and the 
title of the show – Bursting 
at the Seams – strikes some 
parallel with overflowing 
emotions that struggle to be 
articulated.

Al Haddad is also the latest 
artist to take part in the one-
month residence programme 
at Ductac’s Gallery of Light. 
She is currently working on 
several pieces in the gallery 
until January 12, before a 
week-long exhibition on 
January 15 of the works.
The gallery is open to the 
public throughout her resi-
dency, with visitors invited 
to watch and interact with Al 
Haddad.

* Christopher Lord

Visual tie

Ahmad Amin Nazar, Untitled 2012-23. Courtesy Ahmad Amin Nazar / IVDE

Perfectly Imperfect by
Sara Al Haddad. Courtesy 
Pavilion

A painting 
from Walid 
El Masri’s 
The Seat of 
Perception. 
Courtesy 
Walid El Masri 
/ Ayyam 
Gallery

The Seat of Perception
One of the more curious additions 
to Ayyam Gallery’s roster, Walid El 
Masri has long had a contemplative 
fascination with the chair. Scratch-
ily wrought paintings of straight-
backed chairs and rockers seem to 
drift off the edges of his canvases. 
Below that, we see a monochromatic 
void – occasionally shot through 

with arbitrary whips of paint – lead-
ing down to a gaseous blot of paint 
that acts as a reference point of per-
ception in the piece.

El Masri’s work is more a play of 
colour and perspective than any-
thing too cerebral. Ayyam says that 
this voluminous void at the bottom 
of his canvases is, for the artist, a 
space in which one can forget every-
thing. By repetitively painting an ob-

ject with little emotive significance, 
the artist’s way of working seems 
Zen-like in character and an explo-
ration into the simple question of 
perception: why something is pleas-
ing to the eye.
• Until December 31 at Ayyam Gallery

Unguarded Moments
Conflict, war and the ordinary lives 
that get dragged into the fray are 

subjects synonymous with the lens 
of the American photojournal-
ist Steve McCurry. From a Yemeni 
boy decked out in yellow Aviators, 
khanjar and Kalashnikov, to the 
piercing grape-green eyes of the 
Afghan girl who found her way 
onto Time magazine’s most iconic 
cover, McCurry’s images have be-
come a portrait of the way that war 
intersects with day-to-day life in the 

modern world. But the collection 
of  McCurry’s work currently at The 
Empty Quarter is an insight into 
some of the more exuberant scenes 
that the  photographer has captured 
in the last 30 years. 

While several of his startling and 
famous images are there, we also see 
the packed bridges over the foggy Ya-
muna River around Allahabad, as the 
Kumbh Mela – the largest human 
gathering on Earth – swells with peo-
ple. There are stilt fisherman wait-
ing for their catch in Sri Lanka, and 
a group of Kuchi nomads settling 
down to pray before the burnished 
mountains outside Kandahar.
• Until January 10 at The Empty 
Quarter

Adel El Siwi
Rolling on through to the new year, 
this sizeable look over the past few 
years in Adel El Siwi’s work includes 
several good portraits by the Egyptian 
painter. Among them, the diptych 
Homage to the Women of Mahmoud 
Saed (2011) is a wry paean to the too-
often overlooked portraits by the titu-
lar 20th-century Egyptian artist. 

In El Siwi’s homage, we see cur-
vaceous female figures typical of 
Said’s works, yet rendered with lop-
ing lamb-like ears and faces. There’s 
something sacrificial in this connec-
tion, as if El Siwi is commenting on 
the disappearance of Said’s more 
body-orientated works in the esti-
mation of the modern master in the 
region.

The newer pieces here, including 
Woman with Baboon made this year, 
show El Siwi really pushing his work 
in a much tighter direction. Against 
those alien-headed beings from his 
2004 series, these recent pieces are 
far more alluring and hold a greater 
mystery for their simplicity.
• Until January 7 at Artspace

The second 
edition of the 
International 
Emerging 
Artist Award is 
still accepting 
applications. 
Supported 
by Sheikha 
Wafa Hasher 
Al Maktoum, 
the competi-
tion is open to 
contemporary 
artists from 
around the 
world and fea-

tures two categories: 
one for Emiratis and 
one for foreigners. 
All types of media 
are accepted. The 
submission deadline 
is December 31 and 
the prize is an inter-
national exhibition 
roadshow that will 
take the winning art-
ist’s work to galleries 
in Dubai, Singa-
pore,  Istanbul and 
Marseille. For details, 
visit www.emergin-
gartistaward.com.
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Top left, a woman 
in a burqa at a 
polling booth 
in Yemen, 1997; 
above, women 
enduring a 
sandstorm in 
Rajasthan, 2000. 
Courtesy Steve 
McCurry / The 
Empty Quarter


