Hamra Abbas was born in Kuwait in 1976 and
lives and works between Islamabad and Boston.
Abbas has a versatile practice that straddles a
wide range of media. Drawing upon culturally
loaded imagery and iconography, in an often
playful manner, Abbas appropriates and
transforms traditional motifs and styles to
examine questions of conflict within society. She
has held several international solo exhibitions that
include Cityscape, OUTLET Independent Art
Space, Istanbul (2010); Adventures of the Woman
in Black, Green Cardamom (2008); God Grows
on Trees, Schultz Contemporary, Berlin (2008)
and Lessons on Love, Rohtas 2, Lahore (2006).
Her work has also been included in the 9th
Sharjah Biennial (2009); the International Incheon Women Artists Biennale (2009):
Thessaloniki Biennale (2009); Guangzou Triennial (2008); Istanbul Biennial (2007)
and Sydney Biennale (2006). In 2009 Abbas was awarded the Jury Prize at the 9th
Sharjah Biennial and was shortlisted for the inaugural Jameel Prize. She is represented
by Green Cardamom, London and OUTLET Independent Art Space, Istanbul.
You’ve exhibited at Sharjah Biennial and have visited the UAE before, How
do you think the UAE’s art scene is taking shape?
I think it is very interesting that there is a body of new work being commissioned, by
organisations such as Abraaj Capital and the Sharjah Art Foundation. I think that it is
very helpful to artists, especially at this time when artists are seeing more and more
cutbacks on arts budgets. It's a good opportunity to be able to realise projects, such as
last year for the Sharjah Biennial 9 (2009) I was very happy to be able to create a new

piece that I would not have been able to make without that funding. Winning the Abraaj
Capital Art Prize will definitely also further my practice.

Hamra Abbas, Why do fake hands not clap, video Still, 2010

Would you say collaboration is something which features quite a lot in your
work and plays an important role?
Sometimes I work with other people, but it's not always collaboratively. Sometimes I
just need technical expertise so I will involve people in the building, creating and design
elements of the work. For my Abraaj piece, I produced the work in Birmingham, UK at
Pugin Ghardman & Powell Ltd, founded in 1838 during the height of the Gothic stained
glass revival. There were of course a whole group of people there working on the project,
thankfully led by Jamal-e-Mustafa, a wonderful artist that I know and have respected
since my days as a student at the National College of Arts, Lahore in the 1990s. It has
been such an exciting learning experience, engaging with a new material that I have
wanted to incorporate into my work for several years.

How has the journey been from that initial proposal submitted back in
January 2010 and where we are now, unveiling the completed piece at Art
Dubai?
When writing proposals, one can feel so far from the actual realisation of the work, both
mentally and physically. Such was the case for me. On the one hand the opportunity of
producing a new work was extremely exciting, but on the other the challenge of actually
producing the piece was also quite high. It was a big and complicated project that
required close attention to detail and a number of technical skills to ensure all of it came
together seamlessly. There were moments of anxiety and elation during the process, to
say the least. This is a unique project and unlike anything i had done before, and now it
is completed, I look forward to the final installation.

Hamra Abbas, detail of Woman in Black, stained glass, ACAP 2011

Stained glass is a practice commonly used in churches and places of
worship. Tell us about how the piece relates to faith.
I have been working with religious iconography over the past few years now, being
fascinated with the power of symbols and myths in our societies. For several years, I
have been interested in the traditional use of stained-glass, imagery, abstract or
figurative, which conveys narratives in places of religious significance. The aesthetic
dimension of the stained glass was skilfully blended with the lofty tenets of spiritual

instruction to convey a sense of awe and sacredness. The interplay of light, glass and
colour projected translucent images that were meant to be monuments of beauty and
religious lessons, to look ethereal and heavenly. The purpose however, of a stained glass
window was not to allow those inside the building to see the world outside or even to
admit light, but rather to control it. I wish to employ this medium in projecting a
narrative that has held our imagination in suspense today; a narrative that works upon
themes of war, authority, beauty, and ideology. Here I have created a labyrinth of
geometrical patterns, motifs, and vibrant colours to invoke the power of the image, to
draw the viewer into its spatial consciousness.
Tell us more about this narrative, and the way you are using a traditional
medium to comment on contemporary society.
We stand in an age where extraordinary forms of violence, in terms of technology and
brutality, have become an ordinary part of our consciousness. The stream of reports in
newspapers, the internet, radio shows, and television images periodically remind us of
the perpetual state of our existence. We now see footage of cities set alight by bombs and
missiles fired from great distances. It is a time where the slogan of peace has become
both a cause and an argument for more violence. So the 20th and 21st centuries do not
seem too far removed from the way we conceive our medieval or ancient past, filled with
armies marching to war, and despotic rulers with their notions of truth to fuel the fight.

In 2011 Hamra Abbas will also be displaying work at Triangle Open Studios, New
York, Sympathy for the Devil, VANHAERENTS ART COLLECTION, Brussels, The
Power of Doubt, PhotoEspagna, Museo Colecciones ICO, Madrid, The Asian Art
Triennale, Manchester, Green Cardamom, London and OUTLET Independent Art
Space, Istanbul.
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