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Cutting and Tying No.2, 2015, cotton rope and wool, 275 x 650 x 50 cm.

Changing Tides

Emirati Artist Hassan Sharif’s homeland was initially unappreciative of his work, but today he’s
considered a role model for young artists in the region

tis a satire of the United Arab Emirates
that is as sharp today as it was when

|

in traditional dress stand waist-high in the

drawn nearly 40 years ago: two men

Gulf, waves lapping around them. One says
to the other: “My friend, I urge you, buy this
piece of sea. They will build an island here in
two years!”

The caricature is one of hundreds made by
the UAE’s best-known contemporary artist
Hassan Sharif, when he worked as a newspaper
cartoonist in the 1970s. A selection of these
ink drawings, which have not been displayed
since they were first published, are part of a
new exhibition of his work that reveals he
has been a provocateur since the beginning
of his career.

Sharif, 63, who lives in Dubai, has become
known as the father or grandfather of
contemporary art in the UAE. His conceptual
work ranges from ropes tied around stones
in the desert to vast assemblages of everyday
objects and the detritus of consumer culture,
including spoons, shoes and doormats. This
paternal title seems fitting given Sharif co-
founded the Emirates Fine Art Society in 1980
and was the first artist to represent the state
at the world’s most significant contemporary
art event, the Venice Biennale, in 2009. Since
then his work has been shown in prestigious
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museums and galleries worldwide winning
widespread critical acclaim, while a museum
of his and other contemporary Emirati artists’
work, The Flying House, opened in Dubai
in 2007.

“His career has been hugely significant in
terms of the development of the art scene
in the Emirates,” says
Antonia Carver, the
director of Art Dubai,
which has regularly
shown Sharif’s work.
“He is a role model
for artists looking to
engage in conceptual
art, performance
and installation, and
the ways in which
artists can be critics,
commentators — even
cartoonists.”

But talking via Skype from his studio on
the eve of the new exhibition at the Gallery
Isabelle van den Eynde in Dubai, Sharif
bristles at the suggestion he has become an
establishment figure. “I don’t want my art to
be accepted by society,” he says. “T want my
work to be rejected.”

This was the reason Sharif stopped making
caricatures; they made people smile. Rejecting

“I don’t want my art
to be accepted by
society, I want my

work to be rejected.”

the readily understood aesthetic of cartoons,
he moved to England in 1979 where he studied
at Byam Shaw School of Art in London
and developed a more conceptual practice.
His new visual language partly emerged in
response to the difficulties of living in a foreign
country. He began to make work based on
his illustrated Arab-
English dictionary,
which still sits on the
shelves of his studio.
Gallery Isabelle van
den Eynde director
Chris Lord says the
dictionary was his
passport to navigate
through the UK
because he spoke
limited English. “You
can’t understand
why the publisher
illustrated certain words like ‘marsupial’ but
not more commonplace ones like ‘pan’. Those
strange decisions interested him.”
The new show includes photographs of
a performance Sharif did when he was a
student in which he placed pages from the
dictionary on a London street, as well as more
recent work that continues his interest with
the complexities of language. This includes

drawings of book illustrations that he has had
cast in iron and transformed into different
shapes, suggesting a primitive alphabet. “It
comes from school books,” Sharif says of his
source material. “They teach them this is a
tiger, this is a pot, this is an elephant. I want
to take it to the primitive, to pre-language.”

Paradoxically, on returning to the UAE
in the early 1980s, Sharif found local
audiences had difficulty understanding his
art. During this period he staged a number of
performances, including one where he took
a taxi to the city limits of Dubai then walked
into the desert to talk to the sand about politics
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or art history before returning home. The
act of performing in an empty environment
seemed to be a commentary on the lack of a
contemporary art scene in those days. Like his
assemblages, which transformed discarded or
disposable items like flip-flops into sculpture,
they drew little, if any, local audience. In an
ironic gesture, Sharif’s new exhibition includes
descriptions of some of those performances
but he will not be restaging them.

“In those days I was making a performance
but there was no place to show them and no
awareness about what performance was,” he
says. “Now they’re asking me why I don’t
do a performance. My answer is if [ do a
performance because now there are galleries
and awareness and audiences, this is not a good
reason for me.”

Lord says Sharif’s early work should be
considered in the context of the contemporary
Arab art scene. “First of all, he was actively
rejecting from the late seventies onwards this
whole calligraphic abstraction, which was
absolutely the dominant discourse coming
out of places like Baghdad and Cairo,” he says.
“Just like he was rejecting the Arab nationalist

discourse that went along with that. He really
rejected any sense of regionalism — it wasn’t
Arab art, it was contemporary art.”

In gathering together both his earliest and his
latest work, the exhibition also highlights the
social critique that runs throughout Sharif’s
work, particularly his exploration of the
adverse effects of capitalism and consumerism.
The raw materials for his new body of work,
‘Images’ — which is also the title of the show

—were hundreds of glossy fashion and lifestyle
magazines the artist bought from local petrol
stations, which he then transformed by, for
example, cutting, shredding or enlarging.
Among the most striking piecesis ‘Column’,
a ceiling high assemblage of magazine pages
suspended from the gallery ceiling: the title
refers both to architectural and editorial
columns. The piece offers a social critique of
consumerism, suggesting that social structures

2 bafalalalde 4o 4 114147044/
2 lalalalal da 4o 4o 11117077
alalalalal dn 4o Ao 11144707444,
abnlnlalel da 4 4o (11444477,
sl falalal dn Ao Ao 11447474
s bnfalalalde Ao Ao 114477 44]

u“l-ﬂ“l-h“l-‘il-‘I'-.-...-'-‘...i-ﬂ.‘h-l“Ihh‘ll.hlllhhl‘l‘h

Images No. 7 A,B,C, 2013, gouache and pencil on paper, triptych, 42 x 30 cm each panel, 42 x 90 cm overall.
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Printer No. 2, 2015, in artist’s studio, readymade printer, cotton rope and photocopied
paper, 475 x 190 x 200 cm (with printer)

based around luxury lifestyles cannot provide
a robust foundation for society.

“Most of [the pages| were advertisements . ..
luxury things like cars, shoes, bags, this bag
goes with this dress,” Sharif explains. “I'm
trying to give an ironical way of looking at
our society. I'm not against them but I laugh
at them.”

Sharif says he is proud of the progress
the UAE has made in becoming an arts
hub for the Middle East, with the success
of the Sharjah Biennial and Art Dubai and
the growth of the local gallery scene. But as
Carver observes, while he has been positioned
as a representative of the UAE, his work, with
its interest in global consumer culture and
shifting patterns of identity and belonging,
cannot simply be defined as Emirati art. He is
also a role model for younger artists from the
region who are grappling with these issues in
relation to their own art practice.

Lord agrees: “He gave and still gives a lot of
people the belief that if you're rejected you're
doing the right thing. If people are affronted
or they laugh you’re on the right track.”

Column, 2015, in artist’s studio, paper, glue and string. Variable dimensions.
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Hassan Sharif's solo exhibition Images runs in the Gallery Isabelle van den Eynde in Dubai from March 5th until May 5th. e 8 g wle 8 e e o3 (B sl (3 B Uil g ller ol dle B Gy e Glill il jpall o jme Gl
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