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Foreword

Dr. Nina Heydemann

It is our great privilege to have the exhibition “Sahhara. Hidden
Adornments. Works by Karima Al Shomely” take place at Maraya
Art Centre in Sharjah.

Karima Al Shomely, a well-known artist in the UAE for her
contemporary art practice revolving around the Emirati Burga,

is revealing in this solo exhibition a hidden aspect of where
Burgas have been stored in, the Sahhara. Be it in Quality Street
Boxes or embellished treasure chests, many women associate the
Sahhara with secret privacy when it comes to their own treasured
possessions.

I first met Karima Al Shomely in Abu Dhabi when she was still
writing her PhD on “The Emirati Burga. An Intimate Object” at
Kingston University London, UK. Since then, she has shown her
work in numerous exhibitions, chief among them in “Portrait

of'a Nation” in Abu Dhabi and Berlin, at the Sharjah Heritage
Museum, the University of Sharjah and also at Maraya Art Centre
as part of the Faculty Exhibition of the College of Fine Art and
Design entitled “International Connections” in 2020.

Next to her work as an art professor at the University of Sharjah,
Karima Al Shomely has been an avid supporter of the arts,
encouraging the younger generation to find their own way into a
creative career and facilitating exchange and mentorship.

I am grateful for the contributions to this catalogue by the Dean

of the College of Fine Art and Design, Prof. Dr. Nadia Mehdi
AlHasani, for her insightful essay as well as the curator of Maraya
Art Centre, Cima Azzam, for the artist’s interview and curating this
exhibition.

An exhibition always gives an insight into an artist’s work and
brings to the fore what remains often hidden from public sight
for a long time. I would like to thank Karima Al Shomely for the
privilege of opening up her own Sahhara to a wider audience and,
in so doing, reviving an old part of Emirati history within the field
of contemporary art.
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About
the Exhibition

Sahhara, an elaborately decorated wooden
chest box often referred to as a hope chest or
trousseau chest, is a piece of furniture that

women in various cultures traditionally used
to collect and store linen, jewellery and other
personal items in anticipation of marriage.
Once married, the Sahhara, particularly

in Emirati culture, was transported to the
newly formed household and placed within a
woman'’s private quarters, hidden away from

the public.

Karima Al Shomely addresses the

material culture of the Burqa and other
traditional Emirati adornments through
her contemporary practice as a response to

specific parts of their history.

This exhibition introduces women as integral
cultural icons to the public. It shows their
importance as individuals, revealing their
personal stories and backgrounds, and offers
an immersive glimpse into what is usually
hidden from public sight, centring around
this container, the Sahhara, that carries
secret treasures by Emirati women

for safekeeping.

Like uncovering the lid of a Sahhara,
the exhibition invites the viewer to explore
Emirati hidden adornments, engaging with

playfully contrasting elements of tradition

and modernity and discovering these forms
of Emirati culture in a new light. It explores
the manifold layers of how identity is created,
expressed and transformed over time.
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Artist Statement

This exhibition introduces women as important cultural icons
to the public. It shows their importance as individuals, revealing
their personal stories and backgrounds by way of their clothing,
accessories and cultural rituals.

Attention is paid to these women’s inner worlds. The artwork
reflects my memory presented through a contemporary vision, by
way of nostalgic nods to past times when women wore pieces of
adornment to beautify their very own, inner beings.

Traditionally, women around the world stored their most precious
and personal objects inside a wooden chest box, a ‘Sahhara’, as it is
called in the United Arab Emirates. I wanted to create the illusion
of such a treasure box, in which the exhibition space represents the
space within it. Each adornment is presented separately, revealing
what is usually safely hidden away.

From textures of brightly printed fabrics that are cast into metal
sculptures to the intricate gold jewelery that is monumentalized
in an installative part of the exhibition, my work plays with
contrasting elements between tradition and modernity, high and
low, pop art and fashion. It explores the manifold layers of how
identity is created, expressed and transforms over time.
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Biography of
Karima Al Shomely
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Karima Al Shomely was born in Sharjah, U.A.E. She earned a B.A. in
economics and accounting at United Arab Emirates University, Al Ain;

a B.F.A. at the University of Sharjah; and a M.F.A. at University of the
Arts London, Chelsea College of Arts and Design. She is finished her PhD
in fine arts at Kingston University London, UK. She works as assistant
professor in the University of Sharjah, Fine Arts College & Design.

Al Shomely’s prints, photographs, paintings and installations have

been featured in many important exhibitions both in the U.AE. and
internationally. Her solo exhibitions include: “Emirati Burga” at the
Heritage Museum of Sharjah, UAE, 2017; “Intimate Object” at the Edge
of Arabia Gallery, London, 2014; “Mask” at the Emirates Fine Art Society,
Sharjah, 2012; “ Performance art” at Me Collectors’ Room, Berlin, 2017; and
Abu Dhabi Art Fair, 2017.

Recent group exhibitions include: “Gradate” at the 24th Islamic Arts
Festival, Sharjah Art Museurn, Sharjah, 2021; “Interconnected” at the
37th Annual Exhibition of Emirates Fine Arts Society, Contemporary
Art Museurn, Sharjah, 2020; “International Connections”, Maraya Art
Centre, Sharjah, 2020; “Mara'ina” at the Ithra Museum, Saudi Araba,

2019; The Tribute Exhibition, Cultural Foundation, Abu Dhabi, 201g;
“Sculpture Network (start 18)" at the University of Sharjah, 2018; “UN
CEIL OUVERT" at the Institute du Monde Arab, Paris, 2018; “Portrait of a
Nation”, Berlin, 2017; “view from inside” at the Fotofest Biennial, Huston,
Texas, USA, 2014; “Three Generations” at the Sotheby’s Gallery, London,
2013; ‘25 Years of Arab Creativity” in Abu Dhabi, 2012; “Contemporary
Arab Photography” at the Institute du Monde Arab, Paris, 2012; “The
Reflective Mirror” at the United Nations, New York, 2010; “Face Me and
You” in Seoul, Korea, 2010; “Languages of the Desert: Contemporary Arab
Art from the Gulf States” at the Kunstmuseum Bonn, Germany, 2005. She
received the following awards: First Place in Sultan Al-Owais award, 2018,
2005, 2002; Prize from s5th Egyptian International Print Triennial, Cairo,
2006; and Second prize, Sharjah International Art Biennial, Installation
Category, 2001.
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Reconstructing
One's Own Heritage

Nadia M. Alhasani, PhD

Intangible heritage and cultural representations have taken center-
stage in contemporary art as identity and notions of belonging
resurface after decades of globalization. Access to world cultures
has encouraged a return to understand one’s own cultural identity
in support of cultural heritage.

As artists are inspired by and responsive to their surroundings,
many select to focus on their heritage to understand their

own identity. Artwork depicting heritage-related subjects have
historically been important to document cultural norms and
practices of a period. Exceptional artwork would then transcend
its period and become equally relevant in the future. As such,
contemporary artists are at the forefront of understanding and
interpreting heritage’s deeper meaning making it more accessible
to the viewer, both local and foreign.

Moreover, art helps the public understand heritage as it instigates
opinion formulation, value assessment and, ultimately, memory
preservation. Artists working with their own heritage can read its
messages, interpret its meaning, and convey its rituals through
decades of first hand adoption and adaptation. Artists’ own
memory and personal experience guide them through the rituals
and allows for a freer approach to depicting norms, values and
eventually meaning.

Dr. Karima Al Shomely uses art as a medium to tell stories and
reinterpret notions of Emirati heritage specific to women'’s clothes,
jewelry and accessories. With a passion for her heritage and
critical eye for detail, she sheds light on the nuances of women’s
rich fashion rituals. Her work pays homage to recognized symbols
of tradition such as the burqa, fabrics and jewelry. She presents

a contemporary reading for the viewer to contextualize cultural
heritage within a 21st century setting allowing the work to continue
its presence in a visual and physical sense.

Figure 1 ara and/or Mandoos contents (Sharjah Heritage Museum)

“Sahhara” or “mandoos” (a more ornate version of the Emirati
traditional chest box) continues to present itself in contemporary
cultural events especially weddings. It is a hope chest, in which a
young girl collects items with the view towards future marriage and
taking them to her new home, or dowry chest gifted by the groom’s
family to the new bride filled with special fabrics or dresses,
jewelry, perfumes and other luxury items. The latter continues to
be practiced in the UAE. These chests, made of wood or galvanized
metal, carved, painted, inlaid or adorned with brass studs and
plates, are usually displayed in a woman’s bedroom or majhs.1
However, rarely are the chests’ contents revealed to the public.
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Figure 2: Emirati Woman wearing a traditional Burqa (artist - personal collection)

Dr. Karima Al Shomely’s engagement with Emirari heritage is
integral to her work as an artist. Her fascination with the burga,
symbolic of traditional women in the Arabian gulf, became the
focus of her academic research culminating in a doctoral thesis
submitted to Kingston University in 2016, entitled “An Intimate
Object: A Practical Study of the Emirati Burga.” The work included
a comprehensive theoretical overview tracing the burqa’s origins
and evolution, local types and variations, materials and process of
making, and wearing practices. The thesis also included artwork,
installations and performances focusing on the burga’s significance
and symbolism. Subsequently, her solo exhibition, under her thesis
title, was held in Sharjah Heritage Museum (2017) providing its
visitors with new perspectives on the burga

In “Some of their stories . . .,” a collection of representative
women of different ages and body shapes, all wearing
burqgas, Mariam, Aisha, and Tarifa are three young women
who struggle with the practice of wearing the burga. She
delivered these women’s personal experiences through
clay figurines. The process of forming the malleable clay
and transitioning into solid state is a metaphor for these
women’s state of mind. It reflects their intimate relation
with and personal rituals of wearing the burga. The tension
is clearly present in how the burga is positioned on each
face®

Again, Dr. Al Shomely focusses her new collection
“Sahhara” with the most visible of accessories, the burga.
In a series of silkscreen prints entitled “Rang” (character),
she introduces the viewer to the burqga’s local types and
specific names, many of which are no longer used. The
traditional black or tinted gold burqa is replaced with neon
blue, green, pink and yellow referencing the colorful dresses
worn under the abaya. The prints are further embellished
with typical fabric designs such as Bu-Teelah (polka dots),
Bu-Tira (floral motif), Bu-Kazwah (paisley patterns). The
neo pop-art technique of black outlines and solid colors of
the simple compositions are enriched with multilayered
symbols representative of the complete dress.

Emphasis is also given to the traditional jewelry
adorning a woman. Gold sets of intricate designs include
long necklaces, wide bangles and dangling earrings
complementing the burga are presented in a series of
photographs entitled “Mazziuna” (adorned). The contrast
of gold accessories against the black abaya adds to the
mystique of the woman in black. At first glance, there are
many similarities among the various sets yet the subtle
differences in the use of coins, pearls and rubies add to its
visual richness. The reference to gold is further enhanced
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Figure 4: Selection of typical fabric designs (Sharjah Heritage Museum)

through a series of larger than

life metal work, “Eelug” (shines),
focusing on the intricate designs
applied in the jewelry. These
transcend their original ornamental
value to become independent
designs to examine and appreciate
its delicate composition and refined

workmanship.

The playful prints and formal
photographs are contrasted with
large canvases in which a more
contemporary approach is adopted
to the layered symbols. “Kashkha”
(elegant) is a multilayered
composition hinting to the elegant
woman dressed in striking vibrant
colored clothes with intricate
designs adorned with a gold burga
and bold jewelry. These are all
personal items carefully retrieved
from the chest and proudly worn
for a special event.

“Khalgan” is a sequence of fabric
bolts of bright colors and varying
designs. Traditionally, women
would visit the local suq to purchase
fabric for new dresses in celebration
of the holy month of Ramadan,

eid or a relative’s wedding. Al
Shomely’s selection of designs is
intentional enticing a woman to
purchase a few pieces for different
occasions. She transforms the
fabric, through modern designs

and colors, allowing the ritual of
fabric shopping to continue into the
future.

Finally, “Oud Mayyalah” (perfect
body) are silhouettes portraying

Figure 5: Details of traditional jewelry (Sharjah Heritage Musuem)

contemporary women elegantly
dressed in fashionable attires
including hats and handbags. The
memory of items pulled out of

the sahhara is referenced in the
colorful chocolate tin boxes that
traditionally were used to safeguard
the burqa and its material. These
imported tins are reappropriated to
accessorize the modern confident
woman accompanied by the burga
that becomes an ornament rather
than integral component of a
woman’s wardrobe. Metal plates
with repetitive motifs successfully
respond to the modern silhouettes
reflecting these women’s outer
beauty and inner strength.

“It is not that we wear the burga
because it is shameful to go without
it, but because it is beautiful to go
with it.”

Unni Wikan*

Displaying heritage-related artwork
in art galleries continue to fuel the
debate about whether it is to interpret its style, history, content
or social aspects. Artists are adopting a new role in researching,
interpreting, and presenting their findings to the public. Dr.
Karima Al Shomely is on a journey to discover and reaffirm her
personal identity instigated by the memory of her grandmother
wearing the burga. Every discovery has led her to examine other
aspect of women’s heritage. Her work invites the public to explore
and appreciate the richness of what is hidden in the sahhara
adding personal readings from within the women represented by

their belonging.

By remembering the past and reintroducing it to the future, Al
Shomely communicates her cultural identity in varied mediums
allowing for a rich array of works to present themselves as



IS

L

contemporized tradition. She invites viewers to read the work beyond its
artistic and aesthetic value. As a visual interpreter, Al Shomely manages
to facilitate the reading of material culture of the Emirati women providing
alternative perspectives and narratives to share with viewers. As such, she
is contributing to the faithful documentation of the Emirati heritage.

Over the past decade, the United Arab Emirates has worked diligently

to identify and preserve its cultural heritage, both tangible and intangible.®
The latter “include traditions or living expressions inherited from our
ancestors and passed on to our descendants, such as oral traditions,
performing arts, social practices, rituals, festive events, knowledge and
practices concerning nature and the universe or the knowledge and

skills to produce traditional crafts”® To this end, many initiatives extend
throughout the country to preserve their tangible heritage and document
the intangible aspects before it disappears. For example, the Sharjah
Institute of Heritage, whose vision “is based on preserving the Emirati
identity, documenting the heritage and preserving it from

extinction . . . "/ is leading many programs and sponsoring projects
towards sustaining the Emirati heritage. In doing so, it reaffirms the
importance of cultural heritage in today’s digital world.

Sustaining image and text beyond the pages of a history book,

Al Shomely searches for the origins of each piece retrieved from

the sahhara delving into its origins, evolution and namesake. Each series
documents and reveals new knowledge on the Emirati cultural heritage.
Her artwork is a form of storytelling, where she skillfully narrates the
untold stories of Emirati women traditions. In doing so, she too is
preserving the country’s cultural heritage.

References:
1. The Arab Chest, Sheila Unwin, Arabian Publishing Ltd., 2007.
2. The Emirati Burga: An Intimate Object, Karima Al Shomely. Sharjah
Heritage Museum, 2017.
3. International Connections: Annual CFAD Faculty Exhibition. Brian
Gonzales, Curator.
University of Sharjah and Maraya Center, Sharjah, 2020.
4. Behind the Veil in Arabia: Women in Oman, Unni Wikan.
The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1982.
5. https://mcy.gov.ae/en/home/tangible-heritage/
https://mcy.gov.ae/en/home/intangible-heritage/
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Cima Azzam
iIn Conversation
with Karima

_)JS-‘>U‘9

Al Shomely

The exhibition Sahhara
encompasses a selection of
artwork created using various
mediums, including video and
sculpture. Your art practice
continued to evolve over the
years; what sparked your
fascination with art; how did it
all begin?

During our studio visits, we
touched briefly on how your
artwork expanded from two-
dimensional to sculptural
forms. How did this manifest
into a larger body of work?

The world of art allowed me access

to different concepts, spatial
understanding and aesthetic thinking
and other beautiful things.

I was always fascinated with art at a
young age and hoped to pursue an art
education in order to learn and become
like the artists I admired.

Fortunately, I was blessed with the
opportunity to enroll at the College of
Fine Arts at the University of Sharjah
and later on travelled to the United
Kingdom to obtain a Master’s degree
and, after that, a PhD in art.

I have always felt that art was my quiet
side; through it, I would express my
inner thoughts and feelings in a visual
way.

As I started participating in many art
courses, [ felt that painting alone was
not enough to express what [ had to
say. From then, I decided to explore
conceptual art, particularly installation
art, using various mediums. I found
myself immersed in contemporary art,
which allowed me to explore different
mediums and spatial concepts.

My aim has always been to let the
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With this in mind, has your
intensive PhD research on the
Burga at Kingston University in
the United Kingdom changed
the process’s direction?

Could you elaborate on your
personal experience with the
Burga as an Emirati national?

viewer be involved in my artwork, to
become part of it, and to interact with
the different installations.

That’s the direction I took with my art
once I expanded my practice from the
two-dimensional surface.

While conducting all the research for
my PhD, I felt the need to revisit the

two-dimensional surface, to explore it
further through different techniques,

such as photography and film.

That's why some of the artworks
produced during my PhD program
needed to be addressed through
photography, a new medium I explored
at the time.

I decided to focus on the Burga, the
primary subject of my PhD study,
specifically the Emirati Burga. I
researched its complete history and
learned what it means for Emirati
women, its importance and value in
popular culture and the history of the
Emirates as a whole.

The Burga holds a woman'’s identity and
secrets because it carries her fingerprints
imprinted on it, both when she wears
and when she doesn't. This also includes
the rituals of making a Burga and
wearing it afterwards.

I personally did not wear the Burga
because I did not live during that era
when women wore it, especially since
the practices of the Burga have become
less common due to the increase in
women’s education, their involvement
in work and the general advancement
of society.

Uso Losls lowss] ] (sitl) S 539
Jozll (58 a5 )Lisalh soliall plaw))
ddo JSP@QJUIQMJW@ﬂ U\_L_QJ

aalisnal] ausl] cuS) il go Jelong

sJl g, 92 Bnall Jao aunlg

o) Sypow) ) (o (48 aSlol
d)LoJQ? o 2i8l) (Shojlasy Cuziogy
C sldasls

aclodb 6])9150])) do o) aslsial)
sld) asls (e8] (W) 6592l ()
9e9399)) pomill Jio tlisno ©Liss
JRetie]

el o 22 & OIS sl Il

JAs Lnalis] 03 i)l Jlacdd) (o)
Rl Jds (o 6))5155]) &ob_p
Eone dluwg OIS (illg (18] )C0354])
o)) S 6 el

googall (@8l o 1Sl © )89
‘o anlad) G]_)_zygbj _):J u,u.o_)J
U Gioa (©B)led) g8, anlsg
tadlh im0 5o Cralsg FolS> don b
Q\SMBM (o:ocwblod GIJD—U
ole 65900 O))ld)

I@JM@GUQJ d)g.@aﬁé_).d]do&)
CBlS) &g B ,0) lﬂ).uﬂ&u)uﬂ&)&)_g
S8 el ys Cieas LS Q}Jo 53 3

Eﬂbbﬁesjb{)]g 8_9)¢J ] aclis

solel ol (wd hasw g8,) 03)) ol
oR Iolw 65)s5)) IS ) als o)
® 66)3) 8 ) 5 Loy sl
S el e yolsld) gl
ezt (3lo Lowd O] )l Bswis (52])
Jozll ol (8 LS Lo 65b g 6150

I@SA_C 80,&9\0“ cLQ_\bJQ

sell 6555l Gen jie o
azole 48 28 Joo duye]
aSlool) Lﬁum
sall (el Sowes baoial)

Siyed e sayel) Lo s
3w le) & g0




The exhibition at Maraya Art
Centre focuses on a broader
perspective of Emirati culture,
why did you decide on the title
Sahhara?

However, I felt I should embrace it,

as [ consider the Burga as a treasure
that must be preserved through my
contemporary practice and not in a
traditional manner. But by showcasing
the Burga using modern techniques
that I learned through my studies

and years of practice, I emphasise the
Burga’s value to the viewer through a
contemporary visual platform.

I named the exhibition Sahhara as a
result of the many interviews I had with
Emirati women who gave me access to
their homes and, some, their private
quarters. The women would present me
with a tin container, a confectionary tin
box like Mackintosh or any other kind
of biscuits, and inside [ would find the
Burgas stored

for safekeeping.

A woman would fetch her Burga in

this box, which means that this tin
container, or Sahhara, holds all of her
personal and intimate belongings,
carefully stored. A Sahhara, for an
Emirati woman, is a place to hide her
clothing, Burgas, her jewellery, perfumes
and personal kohl (kayyal eye liner).

In this exhibition, Sahhara, I am
allowing the viewer access to explore
what is inside

a woman's Sahhara.

I wanted to take all the contents out of
the box and to share a part of its history
in a modern and contemporary way,
using different visuals.

Through this, I take my own culture
and history and create a new form of
expression for it.
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Mazziuna:

( decorated, or a beautiful woman )
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Mazziuna is an Arabic term Jlead) (e ddsl =l Olawl))

meaning ‘decorated’ or often referring

to ‘a beautiful woman’ in some Arabic e 61 yelb anlad) “6)lawnd)” (59103

dialects. auisod 3] O ,@500l] Jio ctisail] Lo Salins
lowod ping (Aoll (0 Jouww loAde ooy (il
A woman’s Sahhara is filled with various 2486 6 300)) Oliolia)] (8 loic bS] of
items of value, from jewellery to textiles,
that are stored carefully, hidden away from logil] ey, S 355 650 o
public view and only taken out on special ré_gﬁj]g au08)) O] ,@gmal] (5553 6) 0] o
occasions. Plg @8] 3200 o wdsl) (81 (silid
LS gllg o3l e ©lalal] (g
In this series, Karima Al Shomely depicts lsls)l Jlosd] 51l (8 bl 150 ool
a woman covered in golden accessories and 6110l syl

the Emirati Burga, alluding to the value of ObgiSae e il O] yogaally wiyisl]
both tbe gold jewellery and the Burga as an 55555 218 ;0 5398)) jonl) 650 (16 .6 o]’
essential component of equal value to gold € L) iz Lo densl (uod 99 Lo (S 6] 0]
in Emirati culture. aohled) asled] (e

The heavily decorated woman is
photographed in front of colourful
backdrops, evoking the concept of

inner and outer beauty and unveiling
the contents within this wooden box,
the Sahhara. Here, the woman in the
photographs wears all that is precious to
her, capturing a glimpse of the richness
of Emirati culture.
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Khulgan:

Khulgan, from the word Khilga in
Arabic, refers to ‘textile’ or ‘fabric’.

One of the items in a Sahhara is a set

of traditional textiles, usually colourful
and decorated with geometric and floral
patterns, each with a unique name, such
as Bou Tira, Bu Glaym, Bu Teelah and Bu
Kazwah.

Here, Karima Al Shomely transforms these
traditional textiles that are usually made
out of cotton into large metallic sculptures.
Spread across the exhibition’s floor, they
act as imposing structures displaying

their significance in colour and stature.

Al Shomely attempts to preserve these
textiles by enlarging them, thus further
emphasising their importance in Emirati
culture.

fabric, textile )
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Ranaq:
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Ranagq is an Arabic term meaning 0leld) plasihbsg f@’L@JJ ‘ool 8" ©gloly
‘colour’ or ‘dye’. 2000l yasdl 50,9/l @)gemall axblal]
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Karima Al Shomely’s practice revolves 2la3d) )55 6,58 o 659 Jlacd)

around traditional Emirati objects,

particularly the Burga, in a Pop Art ‘ool (8 (panssel) GWl) PleSg

stylised manner. Using bright and olinl] (18 pallac) (B0 (yo)oiSed (psl)
luminous neon colours in pink, green and oo Ho0lS 28] )09 (plogdl) ud
yellow, these silkscreen prints are created abodd ad)lzio Ohawoe Sl (18 Geidy
in series and play on the idea of repetition. e el )lo)

Like the Pop Artists made the ordinary
worthy of display in museums, Al Shomely
elevates the traditional Burga to the status
of an icon. In addition, she incorporates
traditional Emirati textile names in each
one.







o
(0]

Aylaq:

( sparkling, glittering )

Aylag is a term that means
‘sparkling’ or ‘glittering’.

The five large golden forms represent
traditional jewellery worn by Emirati
women. Al Shomely focuses on the
intricacy of each golden piece, depicting
them as an integral component of Emirati
women'’s Sahhara and immortalized as
hanging art objects on the wall.

Different pieces of jewellery are on
display here: an earring, a hair clip, a
closing brooch of a necklace, a ring and
a bracelet.

Usually hidden safely within a wooden
box, these types of jewellery are valuable
possessions stored for special occasions
such as weddings, Henna nights, or, in
some cases, sold when needed.
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Dhaheiwah:

( Interviews
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Dhaheiwah is a compilation of

interviews with Emirati women who
fabricate traditional Burgas, a significant
adornment that embodies Emirati culture
and identity.

Although the term ‘Burga’ is widely used
across the region, each country has its
regional and local interpretation of this
type of face covering. Karima Al Shomely
explores the various types of Burgas
specific to the United Arab Emirates
while in conversation with these women,
describing the variety of shape, colour,
styles and tribe-specific origins of Burgas.
Dhahewah also reveals the appropriate age
for women to start wearing the Burga and
the significance of the indigo dye.

By recording these interviews, Al Shomely
allows viewers access to the private world of
Burga-making and the rituals and customs
around their creation.
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Treasured Belongings:

Treasured Belonging is a collection of
colourful tin boxes initially used for
assorted confectionery. Here, the contents
of the boxes has been replaced with a
precious object of adornment, the Burga.

Karima Al Shomely addresses the material
culture of the Burga in her artistic practice,
focusing on the Burga as an intimate object
that is as valuable as golden jewellery.

Al Shomely started collecting tin containers
in 2012 after conducting interviews with
women hailing from different parts of the
country. Each tin box was carefully labelled
by Karima Al Shomely with the names and
locations of the interviewees.

The contents include the women’s old
and new Burgas, in a smaller version of

a Sahhara, a small treasure chest. Each
container manifests its own story and the
intimate rituals related to owning a Burga.
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Karima Al Shomely:

“When I submerged the Burga in water,
the indigo escaped immediately, as if
the fabric was bleeding, much like the
disappearance of Burga in contemporary
society. The bleeding Burga is both an
object and a subject; a metaphor for

a changing society. Representing the
narrative of memory, it is an active
witness to a lost past.”
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Karima Al Shomely:

“Emirati women made Burgas to
contribute to the family income yet,

they simultaneously looked after their
children. The rotation of the wheel shows
the repetitive, continuous process. The
sound of the machine echoes the woman’s
psychological state, the drudgery that is her
life; despite her tiredness, she must carry
on. The relationships between making,
thinking and becoming material culture
are explored.”
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Karima Al Shomely:

“Oud Mayyali is a term that refers to

an elegant and beautiful woman, mainly
highlighting her physical proportions.

One aspect of beauty standards is fitness,
50 “Oud” here refers to a woman'’s physique
that is graceful, and “Mayyali”, refers to
elegant swaying when walking.

The artwork features a group of women,
each posing like a model and showcasing
their accessories as part of their overall
beauty. These adornments include a set

of metal boxes for sweets and biscuits,
which women use to store their Burgas and
keep their precious belongings safe from
humidity. The artwork reflects this idea

by using these boxes as a hat, handbag,
brooch, bracelet, or a decoration.

This vision portrays the modern
modifications over Burqa boxes’ function,
and how it was integrated within the
fashion universe.”
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