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Dreaming big
Fatma al-Shebani has a strong
vision for the future
by India Stoughton

Tarek Butayhi, Draw Me,
acrylic on canvas, 100 × 80 cm

BEIRUT

Reflections on
femininity
Tarek Butayhi revisits the
meaning of womanhood
by India Stoughton
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Delicate shades of pink, mauve and purple adorned
the walls of Art on 56th in March during Syrian
artist Tarek Butayhi’s solo show Women in Canvas
2015 – but these were colours with a satirical twist.
The artist revisited the portrayal of women in art,
the theme of his 2013 exhibition at the gallery,
updating and expanding on his earlier work with a
new sense of irony.
The sexualised objects in his earlier work,
described by prominent Syrian artist Youssef
Abdelke as women “formed from the fantasies of
men,” are here replaced with even more fanciful and
exaggerated notions of the feminine, as emphasised
through Butayhi’s colour palette. This time around, his
work primarily seeks to reflect on the role of women
as muses and sources of inspirations to generations of
male artists, rather than capturing their sexual allure.
In Whatsapp, he captures a woman in a white
T-shirt and green trousers lying on a bed, her arms
raised, as though holding a mobile phone. Her delicate
features, surrounded by a shock of brown hair, appear
focused on an invisible object where her hands should
be, but, preoccupied with painting her full lips, eyes
and body, Butayhi has neglected to paint her hands and
the phone they hold. Other paintings capture women
with clouds of pink or purple hair, rendering long
tresses — often seen as a symbol of femininity — even
more overtly emblematic of womanhood.
Butayhi captures his subjects at everyday
moments: writing at a desk, eating, sleeping, curled
up in bed. Many of them are paired with cats,
which they stroke and pet, taking on a nurturing
role often associated with womanhood. Captured
in a rough impressionistic style, Butayhi’s women
are not idols or studies in perfection. In their
postures, he communicates a sense of emotion,
rendering his subjects human — with all the
imperfections that entails — rather than simple
objects defined by the male gaze.
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“All my inspiration comes from my environment
and my travels, because I travel a lot,” says Fatma
al-Shebani. “Sometimes also from politics — it
depends on my mood.” The Qatari artist’s work
travels as much as she does. In recent years she has
participated in exhibitions in London, Abu Dhabi,
Beirut, Bonn, Bethlehem, Paris, Jeddah and Kuwait,
and in April 2013 she became the first Qatari artist
to paint on the Israeli separation barrier, during a
trip to the West Bank.
Al-Shebani studied art at Qatar University,
graduating in 1994. She then worked as a fine art
teacher for over a decade, before quitting in 2005 to
focus full-time on her own work. A multidisciplinary
artist, she produces colourful abstract paintings in oil
and acrylic, as well as installations and video art, but
in recent years she has focused mostly on sculpture.
Since founding her own company in 2005, she has
worked to produce bespoke commissions for private
and government clients, coming up with designs for
large-scale works and bringing them to fruition with
the help of her own team.
In November 2013, a 12-metre high sculpture by
al-Shebani was installed at The Gate Mall in Doha. An
interlocking series of reflective metal teardrop shapes,
ornamented with a colourful mosaic pattern, the
sculpture towers over visitors to the mall, reflecting
the warm Qatari sunlight.
As a Qatari national, al-Shebani says she
considers herself an ambassador for the arts and proof
of the creative power of Qatari women. Inspired by
architect Zaha Hadid, artist Georgia O’Keeffe, painter
Frida Kahlo and Amelia Earhart, the first woman to
fly solo across the Atlantic Ocean, al-Shebani’s role
models are strong women, high-achievers not afraid
to break with social conventions.
“I admire the work of Marina Abramovic, the
performance artist,” she notes. “I like her very much.
She’s very strong. She can do anything she wants. I
want to be like her, but it is very difficult, because we
have some traditional roles in our Arab countries.”
Al-Shebani plans to exhibit an installation
entitled Batoula in London later this year, which
touches on her passion for women’s rights. Featuring

Fatma Alshebani, artwork
sculpture after being installed
at The Gate, Alsalam, Doha

sheets of polished metal adorned with her distinctive
mosaic pattern, the piece is accompanied by a series of
black-and-white photographs of beautiful women in
black lacy headscarves, their mouths hidden behind
thick black shields, like beaks.
“My installation now is about women in art,
women in Qatar,” she says. “We need to fight for
freedom. Actually, if you compare between Qatar and
other Arab countries, we have 80 percent freedom for
women, but our problem in Qatar is the traditional
mentality. I think in 20 years it will change. We need
to fight for our children now, for our future.”
The artists says that in the past decade she has
noticed an evolution in Qatari attitudes and society,
when it comes to women, but also when it comes to
art and the messages it sends. “Here in Qatar, we still
need time to understand what people mean in their
art,” she explains, “but it has changed since 2005 —
there is a lot of movement now and there are a lot of
artists and a lot of good museums here in Qatar. It is
changing, but it needs time.”
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