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Syrian Art
Abu Dhabi Art Fair
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Syrian art at Abu Dhabi Art Fair
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In late November, the international art community gathered at the 16th edition of Abu Dhabi Art, where more than 90 art
galleries from around 30 countries participated. Fairgoers felt positive about the event, praising its liveliness and noticeable
diversity in artistic offering. As always, there was a rich showcase of contemporary and modern works, varying in mediums,
by artists from the Arab world and its diaspora communities.

In particular, Syrian art, produced by emerging and established artists, had a surprisingly strong presence too. Though in
Syria there has famously been artistic production, including contemporary visual arts, since time immemorial, it tends to be
underrepresented in the global art scene. Delving into abstraction, figuration, still life and landscape art, their humane
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works often reflect the difficulties they endured as a people impacted by political instability in recent history.
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© Rabee Kiwan, Untitled, 2023, Oxide color glaze on kaolin and local Syrian clay, 30 x 30 cm

From Fann A Porter, founded as a homegrown art community space in Dubai in 2006, there was a display of artworks by
Ahmad Kasha and Rabee Kiwan. Born in the 1990s, Kasha has developed an expressionistic style of painting, manifested
through impassioned brushstrokes, where he usually employs on his canvases vulnerable animals that represent different
emotional states.

At the fair, Kasha's abstract artworks, which were produced in 2024, depicted explosions of color with hints of figuration.
Meanwhile, the figurative artist Rabee Kiwan had on display a series of glazed ceramic sculptures and dishes that were
made of Syrian clay. They depict human faces painted with comical and shocked facial expressions.



Lol jab .0lgsS guys Lisld ol Jlocl casye ccsus (08 wsdzeo wsud clasS Yo+ ple comiwl ol «<awg T o9» S lle oo
Sllge> ilog) (08 Bsle pouy > aleiil SLinsall ©lyo IS o (s gl (59 Ty Lol (bl (58 s9lgoll

2o UlglVI o whylzasl (Y+VE ple (8 Lzl sl &0,2dl Lald Jlocl ©jgo o0l (08 .aalizeo duable V> Jios daumo

oo acgran! @0l @852l (solgVlg Gligmeindl oo Wludw OlgsS 8a, wsduSeindl VL)l Loye (@ld gl (89 .ananis Olelsw)
ang o a3d yulsi Jom @y ymin [9>9 s9.0 (silly «Sygmll ¢yabll

© Randa Maddah, Majdal El Shams (Echoes of home ), 2024, art book, collage, hand print, sewing, 24 x 444 cm

A first-time participant at the fair was Randa Maddah, the Paris-based artist who is originally from the Israeli-occupied Golan
Heights. She was represented by Dubai's Tabari Artspace, which put on a thoughtful display (entitled "Routes to Roots”) of
artworks by artists from the Levant, addressing their visceral ties with the land.

A skilled artist who has experimented with installation art, painting, film and drawing, Maddah often explores the themes of
displacement, rootedness and the cycles of life through imaginary, storybook-like imagery, shaped by current political
realities. Visitors were intrigued by her contributing piece "Echoes of Home" (2024), where she made leafy drawings of
natural life and creatures on the pages of a book spread across a table, taking center stage at the gallery's memorable
presentation.
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© Nizar Sabour, Maloula, 2021, Acrylic on Canvas, 165 x 230 cm

Executed in a bold way, nature was also being explored through the colorful artworks of UAE-based artist Mahmood Al
Daoud, who was influenced by his upbringing in the varying landscapes of his home country. Elsewhere, a selection of the
Latakia-born artist Nizar Sabbour's arresting, grey-toned landscapes were shown by Khawla Art Gallery.

In one image, for instance, the artist depicts a view of the historic city of Maaloula in Syria. One of the unique aspects of
Maaloula is that the rarely-heard Aramaic language of Jesus Christ is still spoken amongst its populace there. It is a
mountainous location that is known for its grottos and houses sculpted out of rock, and that was what the artist attempted
to convey in a detailed manner.
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© Alaa Sharabi, Untitled, 2024, Charcoal on canvas, 240 x 160 cm

From Beirut’s Agial Art Gallery, there was a trio of dreamy acrylic paintings by Houssam Ballan, depicting palm fronds in
warm grey, blue and green hues. The gallery also showed charcoal works by the up-and-coming artist Alaa Sharabi, who
specializes in printmaking. Through his grey-toned imagery, Sharabi addresses in a silent way through various objects, the
various emotional states that humans go through.

The Syrian masters of the 20th century were also present at the fair. Among them was the renowned Louay Kayyali, known
for his portraiture of the Syrian population. Tunisia's Elmarsa Gallery showed Kayyali's blurry portrait of a boy, painted on
board in 1962. And as seen in the booth of Abu Dhabi-based Salwa Zeidan Gallery, the merging of writing and painting was
highlighted in award-winning Syrian thinker and poet Adonis' delicate calligraphic works on paper from 2022 that resemble
collages.
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© Souad Mardam Bey, Untitled, 2024, Oil and mixed media on canvas, 160 x 80

Berlin's Kornfeld Galerie was representing the Damascus-born artist Tammam Azzam, who moved from Syria to the UAE and
then Germany following the 2011 Syrian Revolution. In his poetic paper collages, Azzam creates fragmented scenes that are
about the aftermath of conflict, destruction and loss. Whether it be a field of leafless trees or a figure sitting on their own,
there is a sense of abandonment and melancholy in Azzam's imagery.

One of the most hopeful presentations of Syrian art at the fair came through a tender painting by the Syrian artist Souad
Mardam Bey, who hails from a multicultural background. In a recently-made, dark-toned painting of hers, the artist has
portrayed a little, big-eyed girl holding a large white pigeon, symbolizing love and peace.
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© Ahmad Kasha, Untitled, 2024, Oil on canvas, 40 x 50 cm
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