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Giuseppe Moscatello

Director

The human experience of displacement and exile is universal. It does not
recognise ethnicity, age, or gender. In its attempt to displace it, it unites us
- an irony that is exemplified in the brilliant artistic expressions of Baghdad-
born artist Sadik Alfraji.

| have always believed that the global experience we now live has removed
all national borders from our understanding of identity, and has indeed
created common contemporary issues that we all relate to and struggle to
understand at times. Looking closely at the Iraqi experience, displacement as
a thematic trajectory constitutes a visible presence in Iraqi art and literature
and continues to play a vital role in the reconstruction of the memory of home.

In this exhibition, Alfraji brilliantly argues that even though exile signifies
an actual physical absence from a particular ‘home’, it also embodies an
intense emotional and psychological state of presentness. Once Upon A
Time: Hadigat Al Umma, renegotiates time in a visual representation of the
exilic consciousness of Iraqi Art. The fascinating reconstruction of memory
in Alfraji's work proves once more that the memories we carry with us since
childhood always find a way to come back to our present; a myriad of
emotions, shadows, and silhouettes from yesterday that continue to play a
crucial role in understanding our future.

Alfraji’s interdisciplinary work has always carried with it narratives of loss,
fragmentation, and exile. Born and raised in Baghdad, he left Iraq to the
Netherlands where he has been living and working for more than 20 years.
And yet, the imagery of Baghdad and his early memories of the place still live
on in the works he creates, often in black and white, evoking sadness and a
sense of perpetual loss.

This exhibition is an important milestone for Maraya, as it continues to
underline some of the core issues of cosmopolitan societies that are often
marked by hybrid identities that take refuge in nostalgia and memory.
This exhibition pays homage to the diasporic communities in the U.A.E.,
especially members of the Iragi diaspora that have made this country their
home and have contributed greatly to the arts and culture scene for years
now, particularly in Sharjah. We also take this opportunity to invite you to to
revisit and understand the ramifications of dispersal and exile on the human
experience and on artistic expression that we see in its finest form in Once
Upon A Time: Hadigat Al Umma exhibition.
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Laura Metzler
Maraya Art Centre Curator

In 2010 Sadik Kwaish Alfraji debuted Once Upon A Time: The
House That My Father Built, a multimedia video installation
addressing the death of his father and the memories tied to
his family home in Baghdad. The funeral was the first time he
had been to Iraq in twenty years and opened up a journey
of personal storytelling, coalescing a deep sense of loss with
a cherishing of his past life and memories. What started as
a single video continued unfolding into a larger story as he
worked, revealing new chapters as the artist mentally revisited
his childhood. Each chapter is deeply rooted in a specific
place and we are proud to be debuting the second which
moves the artist's personal narrative into a more public space,
Hadigat Al Umma.

This public garden holds some of the most iconic visual
landmarks in Iraq and was a buzzing social site full of people
and surrounded by all manner of entertainment venues and
shops. Over time, however, it has been abandoned and fallen
into disrepair, building the sense of loss and isolation that is at
the core of Alfraji's practice.

The work is presented as a fully immersive, nine channel
installation with a new sculpture standing silently in the centre.
The sculpture is entitled Cloud in Trousers (2016) and is a
bronze cast of Alfraji's signature shadowed figure. The title
is a reference to the 1915 Vladimir Mayakovsky poem by the
same name and comes from a segment within where the
speaker is contrasting his angry passion for action against his
circumstances with the softness of complacency. The literary
work is known for its combination of lyricism and coarseness
that speaks to the complicated emotional landscape Alfraji
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maps through this animation. He continues his black and
white color palette and the muddling of the charcoal as his
drawings mask and reveal faces he has taken from statues
and monuments found throughout the garden as well as his
own from a family photo taken there. The panels are scaled
to engulf the audience in the setting, creating a full panorama
that is impossible to take in all at once. Instead one catches
fragments and fleeting moments that mimic the experience
of walking through a space like Hadigat al Umma, observing
glimpses of the other visitors.

The presence of the sculpture changes the interaction with
the signature shadow form in Alfraji's work. Where in The
House That My Father Built, the artist allowed the viewer an
intimate window into their home and the darkness hovering
over it, in Hadigat Al Umma he invites you to stand beside
the form. The observational distance is broken down and you
become Alfraji's shadow yourself, simultaneously illuminated
by the shifting images in front of you and darkened by the
same revealing light.

‘Wherever we go, however we change or grow old, Once
upon a time..." would always be the words we carry within,
long for and cherish. These words pull us towards memories
and times, things and places, images and people that cannot
be separated from us. Once upon a time is another version of
ourselves from within!

Sadik Alfraji, artist's statement The House That My Father
Built, 2010
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Meet me under the monument

Sadik Kwaish Alfraji and Once Upon A Time: Hadigat Al Umma
Dr. Alexandra MacGilp

A little boy with big brown eyes looks out from a worn black and
white photo. He is dressed in his best clothes, and wearing a
cowboy hat, too big for his head and set at a jaunty angle, with
a sheriff's star badge on his chest and a gun holster with two
pistols at his waist. He is every inch the hero from a Western
movie. But the boy is in Hadigat Al Umma, a park in Central
Baghdad. The costume is a photographer’s prop. He is a
young Sadik Kwaish Alfraji. The photograph was taken when
the artist was about eight years old, almost half a century ago.
Alfraji does not remember the exact year it was taken, and
the date is not recorded on the back alongside the studio’s
contact information. In those days roving photographers
would take portraits on spec and patrons would purchase the
photographs from the studio later. Alfraji remembers the day
clearly however. It was Eid-Al-Fitr, after Ramadan, during the
late 1960s and Alfraji was with his father.

The artist’s father would often bring his young son to the park
when he had business in Baghdad. They would take the bus
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from their home city of Al-Thawra, now called Sadr City, to
the capital where it terminated near the park and there steal a
couple of hours of leisure. For the young Alfraji the park was
a kind of paradise. The place is associated with spending
time with his late father, whom, as a boy, he hero-worshipped.
This photograph captures an Ur-moment in Alfraji's memory
of the park and the past. A chance moment is staged for the
camera that preserves this fragment of time and place forever.
It would remain crystalised in the artist's memory even if the
photograph were to be lost. This way of formalising memories
has been eroded with the advent of digital photography. This
is a pure moment, recalling perhaps the strong, unadulterated,
memory that the protagonist of Chris Marker’s La Jetée must
cling to in order to travel in time, although ultimately he cannot
escape the present.

The park, which opened in 1937, was a vibrant public space
for the citizens of Baghdad. Situated in the lively Bab-Al-
Sharqi area, it inhabits the junction of the city's most famous
streets; Al-Rasheed, Al-Jumhourieh, Al-Sa'doun and Abu
Nawwaas. The area around the park teemed with restaurants,
cafes, cinemas, markets and photography and record shops.
The cinemas offered a glamourous escape from daily life,
showing local Arab films alongside those from Bollywood and
Hollywood, starring the likes of Sophia Loren. As in so many
Arab cities of the time, the streets would be flooded with the
music of revered singers such as Um Khulthoum, Abdul Halim
Hafez, Warda, Fayrouz and Nazem al-Ghazali. Later these
would give way to patriotic songs glorifying the regime.

As we can see from 1960s postcards, the park is oval shaped
with lush vegetation, a large pond, fountains, playgrounds and
cafes. In these, groups of men in suits and women in modern
clothing as well as traditional sit in conversation beneath
colourful parasols. The park is a haven from the dust, the
traffic fumes and the burning sun of Baghdad. There were
also three famous artworks around the park celebrating Irag's
independence after the coup d'état of 1958, when the park’s
name was changed from King Ghazi Garden to its current
one. The humans and animals they depicted came alive for the
young Alfraji. These characters were as real to him as people
he would see enjoying the park and stimulated his youthful
imagination.

As a teenager Alfraji was able to go to the park alone or with
his friends. In the surrounding streets he discovered popular
culture, both local and imported, in the form of films and
music. In the park he would see girls and daydream of them to
the strains of the popular song Fatet Ganbena (She passed
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by us) by Abdul Halim Hafez. Here young people would meet
each other and form romantic attachments. Every young man
dreamed of meeting his beloved under the monument in
Hadigat Al Umma.

Alfraji's teenage years during the 1970s coincided with a
golden era of peace for Iraq. The country was experiencing
a period of prosperity, stability and economic growth, the
result of a sharp increase in petroleum prices, the country's
main export. In retrospect this decade was as the high point
in Irag’s modern history, a time of rapid development and
educational reform. It ended when Saddam Hussein came to
power in 1979 and the Iran-Iraqg War, where so many young

men lost their lives, broke out in 1980. This tragedy has
continued almost without pause until today, through the First
and Second Gulf Wars, embargos and current conflicts. Alfraji
views the 1970s as the last beautiful time in Irag, and it is an
era soaked in nostalgia for many Iragis. For him it is epitomised
in his memories of Hadigat al Umma, a site of longing for a
happier past, at once unreachable and unrepeatable.
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The park's three monumental artworks, executed in a
modernist idiom, aroused Alfraji's imagination. These works
were commissioned at a crucial time in Irag’s history, when
it was freeing itself from colonial influence and becoming a
confident, independent nation. They evoke a time of optimism
and open-mindedness and celebrate peace and freedom.
Inside the park is the white statue of a mother and child
standing back to back, entitled Motherhood, by Khalid Al
Rahal (87-1926). Larger than life size, the woman wears an
abaya and raises her arm looking into the future with hope,
while her son waves to passersby. The boy's mask-like face is
as beautiful as a classical statue but vacant, with empty eyes.
For Alfraji, his face is a blank canvas to be drawn on, a screen
to project onto. The stone boy becomes a doppelganger
for the artist, and stands in for a generation of Iragi youth,
embodying their frustrated dreams.

In Tahrir Square, over the entrance to the park, rests The
Freedom Monument by Jawad Salim (1961-1920). This
sombre work was to become a popular symbol for republican
Irag's struggle for justice and liberty. Salim combined
inspiration from ancient Mesopotamia with European
modernism in fourteen sculpted reliefs. Interestingly, the
work’s frieze format and composition, the expressive bull and
horse and the depiction of the horrors of war could come
equally from a scene on an Assyrian cylinder seal or Picasso's
Guernica. Salim had worked in the Baghdad Archeological
Museum, travelled to Rome and Paris and studied at the Slade
School of Art, London. He founded the Sculpture Department
at the Institute of Fine Arts in Baghdad, where Alfraji would
later study. Sadly Salim’s untimely death prevented him seeing
the completion of the installation of this colossal work.

The park's other large-scale work was The Revolution
Monument by Faiq Hassan (1914-1991), a mural painted
in portrait format onto a concrete wall. It celebrates the
foundation of the Republic of Iraq in 1958 and the project of
freedom as a group effort. Soldiers, workers from fields and
factories, women in traditional and modern dress are united
in a joyful scene. At the foot of the composition, anchoring
it, sits a monumental maternal figure in a green dress. With
one hand she opens a birdcage, with the other she holds aloft
a dove of peace. Her body protects her son at whom she
looks with intense love, head to one side, as he stretches his
arms towards the bird in her hand. The mother’s face appears
in Alfraji's installation, representing an exemplary, mythical
mother.

Alfraji's installation is formed of nine projections in a darkened
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space. The title of the work suggests that a story will be told.
In fact, there is not one single narrative but flashes of stories, a
series of visions from the park. These fragments of lives, seen
and imagined, float in front of us like apparitions, reconstructed
from the artist’s emotional and visual recollections. Alfraji's
charcoal drawings become mesmerising video animations
that together create a panoramic installation. A sculpture of
a black figure stands in the space, representing the artist at a
later point in time looking back, a silent double for the viewer.

The darkened room of the installation offers a private space
for reverie. The work adopts a child’s eye view of the park as
a magical place, mixing real people encountered with figures
from popular culture and characters from public artworks.
Seven of the nine projected scenes borrow a face from these
artworks as their origin point. Three times it's the son from
the Al Rahal sculpture, and, from Salim’s frieze, once the little
boy, once the head of an adult man, once the horse and, in
the last of them, is the serene mother from Hassan’s mural.
On the other two screens it's the artist in the cowboy hat
from the old photograph who serves as the source. In these
animated scenes the pale faces becomes filled up with black
drawings. They tell stories; one is of a couple that meets in the
park, falls in love, marries and raises a family. A tree grows to

represent their love. Beguiling images wash over our vision.
In the gallery, animated hearts, flowers, stars and watching
eyes abound, as do maze-like doodles running a path across
the screens. The work is suffused in dream-like imagery
that is hard to interpret; a medal winner's podium, a candle,
a child's balloon. A stick-like antique warrior carries his son
on his shoulder while another figure, perhaps escaped from
the frieze, reaches for a crescent moon. Nature in the form of
trees, water, horses, fish and birds envelops the faces with its
own gentle rhythm. The work demands repeated viewings in
order to be absorbed into the world it creates and participate
in the narratives that unfold there.

This work is a testament to the vivid memory of the park in the
mind of the artist, as a moment of pre-lapsarian innocence
in Irag's turbulent modern history. This memory is also a
collective one, shared by many generations of Iragis. Alfraji's
nostalgia for his childhood is rendered more bittersweet by his
status as an exile from a homeland that has been wracked by
tragedy. The artist can't make things whole again and return
to the past, except through this work. In it, he reanimates a
happy boyhood memory of Hadigat Al Umma, a site that then
became a gateway to the adult world, a place of freedom. The
boy in the photograph, staring out into an unknowable future,
stands in for all the young men who passed through this park
in Baghdad.
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By Sadik Kwaish Alfraji
Hadigat Al Umma was not fnerely a small park in central
Baghdad, it was also a gateway to the realms of love, dreams
and imagination that moulded my childhood.

| used to pass by the park, a happy child with my father, filled
with awe at the Revolution mural by Faiq Hassan and the
Freedom statue of Jawad Salim. | was constantly entertained
by the film posters, restaurants,-and cafes around me. | still
remember the smell of trees that enveloped me, along with

. thé resenance of water fountains mixed with the sounds of the

street vendors, and the songs inthe background playing along
with the lovers’ whispers around me: | used to hear pigeons:
cooing and breathing as they flew near me, and | flew with
them and with the silhouettes in the mural and the motherhood
statue there ... These shadows were my family that waited for
me in the park every day; the peasants, the mother and child,
the soldier and worker, the rebel, the prisoner and the martyr,
the pigeon, the horse and the bull, people from all around,
northerners and southerners, birds, spikes, moons and suns
all floating there, up in the sky, waiting for me. 3

Once | was posed in front of a photographer’s camera, and
what a magical moment it was. Looking at myself changing
into a cowboy, riding the horse of the Freedom Statue. It

- began galloping, neighing and rising so high, where | could

see my father, the people and every path of the park dancing
happily for me, for that beautiful day which stuck onto my soul
like a love charm, reviving iteelf every time | looked back.

| still relive that lovely day, like-it was a crowded panorama
breathing within me, it lives on €very time | try to recreate
those magical shadows of the-park.

To that magical day.

To that unknown photographer.

To the great soul of Jawad Salim, still hovering over the place
with his splendid relief.

And that of Faiq Hassan’s, whose mural with its kind faces and
birds give hope to all passers-by from the city neighbourhoods.

To you Khalid Al Rahal ... to the beautiful mother still standing
there, with her son, defying all deaths:

To those, and to all the lovers, drgamers, wanderers and
outcasts who once passed by that park filled with hope, tales
and music. AL
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Artist Biography

Multimedia artist Sadik Alfraji explores what he describes as
‘the problem of existence’ through drawings, paintings, video
animations, artists’ books, graphic art, and installations. The
shadowy “protagonist who occupies Alfraji's interdisciplinary
works represents a black void, a filter that allows him to
explore. the intricacies of navigating the precarious nature
of modern existence. By rendering his' solitary figure as
a charcoal-coloured silhouette and minimising the formal
properties of his compositions, Alfraji captures the expressed
movement and subtle inflections of the body in psychologically

“laden environments«The artist often records his own narrative

in black and white depictionss of his recurring character,
particularly the ‘loss, fragmentation, and lapses-in time that
underlme the 'exﬁenence of eX|Ie

Born in Baghdad Iraq |n 1960, Sadlk Alfraji lives and works in
Amersfoort The Netherlands..He recewedJ a Bachelor of Fine
Artiin Painting and Plastic Art from the Academy of Fine Arts,
Baghdad in"1987 and a High Diploma in Graphic Design from

. CHK Constantijn Huygens, Netherlands in 2000.
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The artist’s recent solo shows include Red Star Line Museum,
Belgium (2016); Galerie Tanit, Munich (2016); Ayyam Gallery
Beirut (2015); Ayyam Gallery Al Quoz, Dubai (2015); Beirut
Exhibition Center (2014); Ayyam Gallery London (2015
2018); Ayyam Gallery DIFC, Dubai (2011); Stads Gallery,
Amersfoort, Netherlands (2010); Station Museum, Houston
(2008); Stedelijk Museum, Den Bosch (2007).

Selected group exhibitions include TRIO Biennial, Rio de
Janeiro (2015); P21 Gallery, London (2015); the British
Museum, London; 56th Venice Biennale, ltaly (2015); Abu
Dhabi Festival, Abu Dhabi (2015); Barjeel Art Foundation,
Sharjah (2015); LACMA, Los Angeles (2015); FotoFest
Biennial, Houston (2014); Samsung Blue Square and Busan
Museum of Art, South Korea (2014); Ikono On Air Festival,
online and broadcasted (2013); Mori Art Museum, Tokyo
(2012); Institut du Monde Arabe (2012); Centro Cultural
General San Martin, Buenos Aires (2012); Museum of
Modern and Contemporary Art, Algiers (2011); and Mathaf:
Arab Museum of Modern Art, Qatar (2010).

Alfraji's works are housed in numerous private and public
collections including The British Museum, UK; MFAH,
Museum of Fine Arts, Houston, USA; LACMA, Los Angeles
Country Museum, USA; MATHAF, Arab Museum of Modern
Art, Qatar; Barjeel Art Foundation, U.A.E.; Cluj-Napoca Art
Museum, Romania; Novosibirsk State Art Museum, Russia;
Shoman Foundation Amman, Jordan; French cultural center,
Amman, Jordan; National Gallery of Fine Arts, Amman, Jordan;
The Art Center, Baghdad; The National Museum of Modern
Art, Baghdad;
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Joall uglic
Captions

Page 5 d~auall
auaridl gliall dcgano (po doido dulile 6)g10
Family photo from artist's personal effects

Page 10, 11, 12 d~auall
2016 JUaiy 6 dayt
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(o 1?5 x 73 x 47

5 Jual (o dauill

Ul (spllag wliall ;o doido
Cloud in Trousers, 2016
Bronze

195 x 73 x 47 cm
Edition 1 of 5

Courtesy of the artist and Ayyam Gallery

Page 14,16, 18, 19 a~auall
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948 (0 8)gua

Once Upon a Time: Hadigat al Umma, 2017
9 channel HD video with sound, 8'10"duration
Video still

Page 27, 28, 30, 32, 33 daanall
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819 le @as (@Spaio pguy jlb| bhyhai

Once Upon a Time: Hadigat al Umma, 2016
Animation frame sketch, Charcoal on Paper

Page 36 - 135 dnauall
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lgio 8xalgll o 27 x 48

Once Upon a Time: Hadigat al Umma, 2016
Animation frame drawing, Charcoal on Paper
27 x 48 cm each

2017 ygiall Liljo jSpo Ju (o jui
Published by Maraya Art Centre 2017





