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Urbanisation and its undoing
A thought-provoking stacked stone installation,
While We Wait explores several topical issues, including the
changing dynamics between nature and architecture
by Laura Egerton

“In this delicate stone shelter, we will wait
and we will testify that all the vanishing
isles of the world did indeed once exist.”
So ends an evocative text by Karim
Kattan, who spent his childhood in
the Cremisan Valley, located on the
seam line between the West Bank and
Jerusalem. A film shot at close range
of the writer reciting the text within
brothers Elias and Yousef Anastas’s
Stone Sourcing Space in a neighbouring
landscape opens the second iteration
of the exhibition While We Wait at
Alserkal Avenue’s Concrete. The show
has been curated by Salma Tuqan of the
Victoria and Albert Museum.
Tuqan met architects Elias and
Yousef Anastas on a research trip
to Bethlehem four years ago and
the commission was born. The 600
individual units making up the exquisite
stacked installation were created
in Bethlehem using the stereotomy
technique, the art of cutting stone
that can generate structures which
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are entirely self-standing. The research
department of the brothers’ practice has
focused on stone as a material since 2013.
It has a rich history in all types of vaulted
constructions in Palestine and the Anastas
siblings believe it holds the potential to
become a main component in contemporary
architecture worldwide.
Yousef gives details of the sophisticated,
doubly curved interfaces and choices of
stone, saying that the lower, reddish variety
is from Jerusalem, the middle piece from
Hebron and the top pearly limestone hails
from Bethlehem. “The idea is that when it
is permanently installed in the Cremisan
Valley, you have a gradient from the natural
colour of the soil to the colour of the sky,” he
explains.
Elias adds, “The project is a reflection on
the relationship between architecture and
nature, which is completely dissolving in the
race to urbanise.”
Tuqan sees the installation as reigniting
this crucial symbiotic relationship. She
also talks of the journey of the piece from

London back to Palestine, going from
being a precious object in a museum
setting to completely blending into
the natural landscape and returning
to its community for as long as it is
able to do so.
The Dubai stopover is important
for several reasons, in part because the
space at Concrete allows for a broader
narrative framework and context to be
presented. A stone plinth emulating the
gradients of the valley gives visitors a
tactile experience. It is also populated
with archival photographs from the local
monastery which has been there for a
century and holds weekly gatherings of
protest against the wall. The title actually
originates from patient words spoken by
Michel Sabbah, the head of the Catholic
Church in Jerusalem, during a sermon at
one such gathering. Mikaela Burstow’s
film of a landscape that is larger than
life, projected on a vast scale, divides up
the space and provides a pause before
visitors see the structure beautifully spot
lit. The ambient sound commission by
Tariq Abboushi adds to the immersive
experience.
Tuqan believes, too, that bringing
the work to the Gulf has a symbolic
role. “We want it to reach Arabs
and Palestinians who can’t travel to
Palestine, for them to experience
surroundings they are unable to access,”
she says. Drawing attention to issues of
contested territories, cultural claims and
ownership of spaces, the context is both
specific to Palestine and of universal
application.
With a comprehensive public
programme running through Dubai
Design Week, the mission of While We
Wait has undoubtedly been fully realised.
It marries technical innovations with
traditional craftsmanship, highlights an
environmental tragedy of our time and
is ultimately a spectacular object that
brings people together.
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Reminiscences
on the Silk Road
In a recent exhibition of
works at Tabari Artspace,
Mohamed Abla looks

back to the fairytales and
folklore depicting this famed
trade route in its heyday
by Laura Egerton

Uplifting and jovial, an exhibition by
Mohamed Abla at Tabari Artspace went
some way to reaffirming the idea that
an artist’s personality can shine through
his work.
Abla, of Egyptian origin, has been
part of Maliha Tabari’s programme
since Artspace opened in 2003.
Relocating to the Dubai International
Financial Centre, Gate Village, in 2008,
the gallery has recently re-launched
with a new name and fresh approach to
its exhibitions.
“It is important to me that the gallery
space is activated and comes alive
with art,” Tabari tells Selections. When
visitors enter the exhibition, they are
greeted with artwork quite literally
underfoot. Abla has made a colourful
intervention on the black marble
floor, featuring stickered fragments
of animals, trees, flowers and figures
that seem to have escaped the framed
canvases on the walls behind. In their
relationships with one another they
come across like hieroglyphs; stylised
pictures which have the potential
to combine to create an articulated
narrative but are still independently
visually vibrant. Some of the canvases,
such as The Return of the Warrior, are
divided into distinct parts for separate
moments of the story.
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Narrative has always been integral
to Abla’s paintings. The last show he
held in Dubai in 2012 was My Family, a
series of intimate group portraits. The
ongoing repercussions of the 2011
revolutions had a profound effect on
his practice and this new body of work
is an attempt to escape by looking at
fairytales and regional folklore from
a time when the lands on the Silk
Road fulfilled an important role as
conduits of trade between the east
and western worlds. The stories he
illustrates are fairly obscure, but are
connected by a universal appreciation
of good triumphing over evil and
love conquering all. The Copper City
portrays a series of columns set at
different heights, upon which figures
on horseback, a bird and other forms
stand, the composition dominated by a
sky filled with clouds and calligraphy. It
comes from a Pakistani fable in which

Mohamed Abla,
The Copper City,
mixed media
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140 × 160 cm, 2016

a city’s population has been turned into
copper and a prince from a distant land
arrives and saves the day, much like
Sleeping Beauty or Rapunzel.
What gives the works their special
character is the marbled paper Abla
has created using the Turkish Ebru
technique, which he then cuts into
shapes to create his collages. Patterns
appear quite randomly on the paper,
adding to the childlike, playful nature of
the works and reflecting the convivial
character of the artist himself.
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