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The sum

of our past
Discover the inspiration behind a
striking new photography exhibition

Detail shot from ‘Rewind, Ya Zaman’
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Going back
for thefuture

Thought-provoking photography exhibit inspires us to embrace
the past and its importance in shaping what we become

ubai is the very definition
of what it means to live in
a modern world where
nationality, ethnicity and politics
are trumped by a consumerist
capitalist culture that thrives
on all things bigger, better
and newer.
History, it can seem, has no
place in the here and now.
For Dubai-based Lebanese
photographer Nadine Kanso
however, the past is the very
thing that informs who we are
today. And this is the key point
that her latest photography
exhibition, ‘Rewind, Ya Zaman’
(‘zaman’ is Arabic for ‘time’)
attempts to make.
“I wanted to create a visual
representation that included a
part of Arab history that we, as
Arabs, should be proud of and
may have forgotten, while
incorporating the consumerist
society we live in, without
denying one or the other,” she
tells 7DAYS.
The result is 20 multi-layered
photo-assemblages using ten
individual backdrops, woven
from newspaper clippings,
photo-portraits and mementos
from times past.
Each backdrop tells the story
of noted musicians, politicians,
writers and revolutionaries from
across the Arab world.
Icons of the Arab nationalist
movement of the 40’s, 50’s and
60’s, including personalities
such as the songstress Umm
Kalthoum, Nobel Laureate writer
Naguib Mahfouz and significant
political leaders Gamal Abdel
Nasser and George Habash
serve as the reminder of the
past Kanso is trying to
highlight.
“These are individuals who had
a massive effect on the way
Arabs identified themselves.
The backdrops I created
emphasise certain dates,
slogans and moments in history
that shaped who we are today.

D

“The sad thing is that many
people today choose to shy
away from that collective past
or have a blasé reaction to it,”
Kanso says.
Against these backdrops,
Kanso picked ten ‘modern day’
Arabs to pose flanked by an
array of over-sized luxury
goods ranging from ‘It’ items
(shoes, bags and mobile
phones) to electronic gadgets
and even cosmetics.
“The contrast of our cultural
legacy and contemporary Arab
society preoccupied by
consumerism and spectacle is
something that I’ve always
been fascinated with. What
makes us modern? Is it simply
about the brands we wear and
how we look like? Or is it time
that we dig deeper - into the
past - to resume the
construction of our Arab
identity?” Kanso asks.

THE BACKDROPS
EMPHASISE
CERTAIN... MOMENTS
IN HISTORY THAT
SHAPED WHO WE
ARE TODAY
Kanso’s latest exhibition is a
continuation of her earlier work,
a kind of sequel that has taken
on a more serious tone. Her
previous exhibition, ‘Who I am’,
explored the issue of Arab
identity in relation to its
portrayal in the global media.
“I focused on the Arabic
language and the way it ties
Arabs together by
photographing individuals from
around Dubai who showed no
shame in their shared cultural
heritage.
I guess you can say it was a
funky, colourful and light
introduction to what this latest
exhibition is,” she says.
“With ‘Rewind, Ya Zaman’, I

EN MASSE: Detail shot from ‘Slow Motion’

wanted to scratch beyond the
surface of language and take
it to a more ideological, if not
political level.
“Some of the historical figures
I chose to use may appear
controversial in light of the
current fragmented state of the
Arab world, but there has to be
some point where we start a
discussion of what we stand
for today, controversial or not,”
Kanso adds.
That’s where the road signs from ‘Stop’ to ‘Under
Construction’ to ‘Bump Ahead’ come into the picture - literally.
In addition to the ten
individuals photographed, a
parallel series shows the
historical backgrounds with
different road signs placed in
front of them.
“These universal signs that are
so familiar to everyone are also
fitting to the state of Arab
identity as I see it,” she
explains. “In order for us to
move forward into the future
we have to look at the signs
surrounding us. The signs may
say ‘No Left Turn’ and ‘No
Right Turn’ but that doesn’t
mean we stay rooted in the
same spot. In the same way,
there will always be ‘Bumps
Ahead’ and at too many
junctures, we’ll find a ‘Stop’
sign but they should not be
interpreted as a reason to
become paralysed or stop
moving,” says Kanso.
As for the juncture she finds
herself in, the photos tell a very
personal story, which she
hopes, will resonate with the
viewer - no matter where they
come from.
“As a modern Arab woman, I
identify with all the elements in
the photographs.
“From the historical figures
represented to the desire for
luxury goods to the call for
constructing identity - these
are all things that I use to
explore what lies ahead.
“As for the individuals that I
photographed, they are all
people who, in one or another,
connected with the project and
were interested in being
involved in it. And that
personal connection adds a
further layer of authenticity to
the work that should make it
even more accessible.”
‘Rewind, Ya Zaman’ opens
at B21 Gallery on April 15
and will run until May 8.
For more information visit
www.b21gallery.com
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