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1 didn’t only make art, | made my audience, too’

Anna Seaman

“All my work is one piece,” says
Hassan Sharif from behind a clut-
tered desk in his studio in Dubai’s
Al Barsha district. With that one
sweeping statement, the 63-year-
old artist, known as the “father of
Emirati contemporary art”, cas-
ually throws together more than
four decades of his oeuvre.

Sharif’s body of work is colossal,
spanning caricatures from the
1970s; experimental performanc-
es that he began in Sharjah in the
1980s when contemporary art was
hardly present, much less under-
stood; and the more recent sculp-
tures made of countless printed
images and pages, which he com-
pleted early this year for Images, a
solo show that opened last night
in Gallery Isabelle van den Eynde
(IVDE).

“Since the 1980s there have been
no ‘isms’ anymore, sonowwe have
akind of anti-style and the artist is
free to dowhatever theywant,” says
Sharif. “For me, this is very impor-
tant - I don’t want to have a style, I
want to be able to experiment.”

This freedom to move between
media is apparent not just in the
IVDE exhibition, but also in Sha-

We are surrounded
by images — they are
everywhere we look
and they are even
above us in the sky

Hassan Sharif artist

rif’s various exhibitions thisyear -
including the ones at Whitechapel
Gallery in London, the Sharjah Bi-
ennial and the UAE National Pavil-
ion at the Venice Biennale.
ForImages, which tackles the im-
age overload we are subjected toin
the 21st century, Sharif cut out pic-
tures from glossy magazines and
leaflets and tore pages from dic-
tionaries, then photocopied and

o
.

shredded them, and created repet-
itive sculptures hanging from the
ceiling or along walls. Also includ-
ed are cut-outs from iron sheets
reflecting images of icons from an
old dictionary. In their rusted state,
the iron shapes evoke Sharif’s pre-
vious exhibitions.

Sharif’s preoccupation with glob-
al consumerism is apparent in
pastworks, especiallyinstallations
made of piles of everyday detritus
- pieces of cloth, balled-up men’s
underwear, slippers and wire, plas-
tic bags and rods of metal.

“There is a continuation from my
previous works, yes,” says Sharif.
“Here the main idea was images.
We are surrounded by images -
they are everywhere we look and
they are even above us in the sky,
coming and going like ghosts that
we receive through the computer,
TVandradio.”

Also on display at IVDE are his
1970s newspaper and magazine
cartoons —ink drawings that “wry-
ly reflect on everything from the
excesses of new money to labour,
influence and greed”, says the ex-
hibition statement.

In one 1977 drawing, two Emi-
rati men stand waist-deep in the
waters of the Arabian Gulf as fish
frolic around them. “My friend, I
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recommend thatyou buy a piece
ofland in the sea,” says one to the
other. “But they are building an is-
land here in twoyears.”

Sharif brushes off any suggestion
that the cartoon was prophetic,
saying he was simply recording
the conversations of the time. “I
did notwant to say that they would
buildanisland in the sea, although
people were talking about this at
thattime. Ijustwanted to showthe
kinds of ideas people were having
then were like dreams to us. We
never believed it could happen.”

And, as much as the infrastruc-
ture and landscape of the UAE
has metamorphosised since the
1970s, so has the art scene.

Back then, there was nobody in
the UAE to teach Sharif about art.
He went to London to study at the
Byam Shaw School of Art in the
early 1980s and returned with a
whole new understanding of con-
temporary art, going on to found
an atelier to share his knowledge
and teach, while writing essays
and givinglectures.

“Ididn’tonly make artbutImade

my audience too,” he says. “I had
to contextualise what Iwas doing.”

Despite his phenomenal suc:
cess at home and abroad, Sharif
is uncomfortable being called the
father of Emirati contemporary
art.

“Thateit,” he says. “l don’twant tc
be a father or a grandfather; I just
want to keep working. I am an art:
ist, I found my way and this is me.
Iam happy that it happened like
this.”
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Hassan Sharif // London

Squaring the circle: Sharif at Whitechapel

Ben East

It’s the kind of painting that can
infuriate the more casual art fol-
lower. Walk into the Whitechapel
Galleryin London and it’s there,
almost confrontational in its sim-
plicity. A solid black shape sits on
awhite rectangular background.
That’s it. And yet Kazimir Ma-
levich’s famous piece, now almost
100years old, is credited with not
justbeing arevolutionary symbol,
but a dawn of a new age, the be-
ginning of abstract art and, well,
the first painting that isn’t “of””
anything. It’s one of the most im-
portant paintingsin the world.
We’re at the Whitechapel Gal-
lery because just around the cor-
ner from Malevich’s work is an
offering from the pioneering UAE
artist Hassan Sharif. He’s in exalt-
ed company - to get to his piece,
Drawing Squares on the Floor Us-
ing a Cube,you have to walk past
Piet Mondrian’s famous grid-style
Composition With Yellow, Blue and
Red, and work from the fascinat-
ing Indian artist Nasreen Moha-
medi, who melded western ab-
stractideas with Islamic patterns.

So to be included in this huge,
and genuinely global survey of
abstract art, entitled Adventures
of the Black Square: Abstract Art
and Society 1915-2015, feels like
a big moment for Sharif, and the
notion of UAE art itself.

“Ifeelreally happythatIwas cho-
sen, and yes, being included does
feel veryimportant,” he agrees. “I
rememberwhen Iwas in England
in the beginning of the 1980s - I
used to go to Whitechapel all the
time. It was a gallery that was very
importantin my development. So
tobe exhibited there in particular
feels good.”

In fact, it was during the early
1980s that Sharif actually made
Drawing Squares on the Floor Us-
ing a Cube. It’s exactly what the
title suggests —a series of photo-
graphsin which Sharifhas drawn
around a cube, gradually con-
structing a grid that appears to
have no obvious end. Takenin the
context of what Sharif was think-
ing about at the time, it could be
an homage to Malevich - which
he admitsitis, in part - or awider
comment on the infinite possibil-
ities of art, or even his homeland
asitbegan to grow.

Left, D?ctionary 2015 for the Images series by Hassan Sharif, above. Top, one of his cartoons from 1977, showing two Emirati men in the Arabian Gulf
discussing the future of real estate. Courtesy of the artist and Gallery Isabelle van den Eynde; Satish Kumar / The National

That’s the thing with abstract art:
there are many possibilities — or
there are none. It might just be art.
And Sharifunderstands how that’s
abarrier some can’t overcome.

“Though for me, abstract art has
everything to do with society,” he
says. “Malevich was creating his
work at an incredible time in early
20th-century Russia. But the prob-
lemis, abstractart is not direct. It
takes a lot of education to under-
stand it, which is maybe why peo-
ple don’t always appreciate it.”

When he was painting, Malevich
wanted to break up the bourgeois
art scene, which he believed was
not much more than “a necktie on
the starched shirt of a gentleman
and a pink corset holding in the
stomach of a fat lady”. And Sharif
hasactually translated Malevich’s
Suprematist manifesto into Ara-
bic - “I understand the primacy
of pure feeling in creative art” - in
an attempt to encourage a younger
generation of UAE artists to gain
inspiration from the past. In a
sense, his journey to Whitechapel
mirrors the journey the entire UAE
contemporary art scene has been
on, with Sharifas the figurehead.

“I'm happyI've been recognised,

and taken partin the Venice Bien-
nale, for example,” says the art-
ist. “But as artists in the UAE we
are all one family and we have to
support each other. We are new in
terms of art, and we are in a way
making history. There are now
important abstract artists living
here, and while the scene might
be small, we are forcing ourselves
todo better.”

Sharif points to the imminent
arrival of Louvre Abu Dhabi and
the Guggenheim Abu Dhabi -in
which there will be more than 60
of his works - as proof that his
world is changing. “Iwould never
have thought back in 1982 these
museums would exist in the UAE,
but we now need them,” he says.

“Life excites me,” he continues.
“Every day I'm stimulated. And
I think my work is more than
making art. For me, whatever I
do, even when Iwalk to the bath-
room, it’s interesting. So if you
ask which work of mine Ilike the
most, then I can’t answer that.
Whatever I've done and whatever
I'm going to do is equally impor-
tant.Ilive art.”
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Hassan Sharif's Drawing Squares on the Floor Using a Cube (1982).
Courtesy of the artist and Gallery Isabelle van den Eynde



