Zaatari’s video works by exploring the posed attitudes of people in Lebanon
during this earlier period. The ‘theatrical’ poses adopted and the props chosen
(from sunglasses to cardboard cut-outs of glamorous advertising models) offer a
revealing insight into their aspirations and maybe their inner lives, as well as the
societal norms of the time. The images are a telling reminder that although
methods of self-representation may have moved on dramatically from photographic
studio portraits to selfies, the human desire to manufacture one’s own image
transcends borders, faiths and generations.
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Cover images: Akram Zaatari, The Script, 2018. Image courtesy the artist.
Akram Zaatari, Dance To The End of Love, 2011. Film still © Akram Zaatari.

Dance to the End of Love (2011) offers an immersive experience of four vast
video projections and soundtracks. This work is composed entirely of YouTube
videos created and uploaded before 2011 by young men from countries such as
Libya, Yemen, Palestine, Egypt, Saudi Arabia and the UAE. Equally revealing of a
unity of content and filming techniques across generations and borders, Dance
to the End of Love captures the early use in the Arab world of YouTube, launched
in 2005. The videos, often fantastical, depict men behaving in seductive ways
that sometimes deliberately exaggerate their masculinity for an online audience.
With the exception of a few romantic scenes, the grainy camera-phone footage
shows young men with imagined superpowers harnessing fireballs and lightning,
participating in dangerous car stunts, performing bodybuilding displays and
enacting other playful scenes inspired by popular culture. The work also includes
moving demonstrations of male friendships and hints at the precarious nature of
the confidence and joy expressed onscreen. For the artist, this video installation
is as much about the collective imagination of young Arab men as it is about the
solitude of individuals seeking to connect online.

The final work in this exhibition is The Script (2018), a new commission that was
born out of Zaatari’s research into online content connected with the Arab world.
Using neutral search terms such as ‘father and son’, which produced different
results in Arabic and English, Zaatari observed a new trend of YouTube videos
by practicing Muslims depicting everyday, loving acts of faith and family. Of
particular note was recurring footage of fathers fulfilling their duty of salah (the
five daily prayer ritual) whilst their children attempt to distract them. As breaking
off from prayer is often frowned upon, the fathers intently continue praying
despite their children’s mischievous interruptions. What strikes the viewer is that
such tender scenes portraying acts of Muslim faith are rarely seen in Western
media representations, posing the question as to whether these uploads might
be valiant attempts to counter misconceptions of the Islamic faith.

Rather than creating The Script directly from YouTube footage, Zaatari used
these uploads as source material, distilling their choreography of gestures and
movements into a filmed re-enactment. This re-enactment is first played out in
a private domestic space and then repeated on the stage of a theatre. As the
film ends, the camera turns 180 degrees as if seeking to meet the gaze of
future spectators who are represented by rows of empty theatre seats. The
contrast of these intimate and public settings questions why so many of us
in modern society choose to share our intimate moments with anonymous
and ever-expanding online communities.

The Script by Akram Zaatari is a touring exhibition by New Art Exchange,
Nottingham, in partnership with Turner Contemporary and Modern Art Oxford.
Supported by Arts Council England and Thomas Dane Gallery.

Arabic translations of exhibition texts are available – please ask a Visitor Assistant.

Studio Shehrazade, Saida, Lebanon, 1950s–70s. Courtesy of the artist
and the Arab Image Foundation © Akram Zaatari.

Akram Zaatari, quoted in Mark Westmoreland, ‘Interview with Akram Zaatari about his photographic
installation, Another Resolution,’ in Indicated by Signs, eds. Aleya Hamza and Edit Molnar, Bonn, 2010.

"We do not belong to a mode of taking pictures
anymore; we are all in broadcasting. We broadcast
our lives and ourselves on YouTube and Facebook."
– Akram Zaatari

"Photography operates like a mirror. You know the
recording device will just reflect what’s out there,
so you trick it by performing – and in doing so, your
pose becomes a performance."
– Akram Zaatari
Lebanese artist Akram Zaatari (b. 1966, Saida) is interested in how certain
attitudes and behaviours in front of the camera become trends, and how
individuals use these behaviours to associate themselves with a social class,
modern values, or ideological positions. Zaatari considers these ‘performed
identities’ as a kind of theatre. In years gone by, these identities were played out
in the photographer’s studio before cameras were widely available; nowadays
this occurs through self-representation on social media channels such as
YouTube. An element of fantasy or wish fulfilment is often present across these
images of the self, both filmic and photographic. The works on display explore
the role of image making in identity formation, and how the lines between
public and private space can become blurred in the act of self-representation.

"It’s always amusing to get lost on YouTube and
look at what people are capable of producing. But
it is also about loneliness, I think. It’s about lonely
people wanting to seduce or impress the world."
– Akram Zaatari

Akram Zaatari:
The Script

One of Zaatari’s projects explores the history of Studio Shehrazade, a photography
studio that operated in the artist’s hometown of Saida, Lebanon, from 1953 until
2017, and the photographs of its founder, Hashem el Madani. The first artworks
in the exhibition are a group of photographic transfers of images taken by
Madani at Studio Shehrazade between the 1950s and 1970s, when few
households owned cameras. They create an intriguing historical backdrop to

Akram Zaatari, Footnote to Hashem el Madani: Studio Practices, 2018.

Another Resolution (1998–2013) is a video work that, in the artist’s words,
serves to ‘evoke differences in social role-playing between children and grownups. […] What we are talking about is how children become territory to inscribe
social identities.’ These filmed portraits of adults (often the artist’s friends)
re-enact the static poses of children in photographs from an earlier era. It is the
first work in which Zaatari explored the re-enactment of a pose in an existing
image by way of following its narrative or ‘script’. For the videos, the artist asked
his non-professional adult models to hold their pose for almost ten minutes,
producing what he calls ‘stillness that is enacted in real time.’

Akram Zaatari, The Script, 2018. Image
courtesy the artist.
Akram Zaatari, quoted in Mediating Social
Media: Akram Zaatari in Conversation with
Anthony Downey, New Art Exchange,
July 2018.

The artist often approaches his exhibitions by
extending and reworking projects and titles and
recontextualising his previous artworks. He does
this by using different materials and installation
formats to transform archival objects and enable
new encounters with them. In this process of
reworking, images of the past and present are
entwined, shifting in perspective across generations
and ceaseless technological change. As Zaatari
states: ‘I have been interested in looking at how
people imagine themselves through their pictures.’
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1. Footnote to Hashem el Madani: Studio Practices, 2018.
Studio Shehrazade, Saida, Lebanon, 1950s–70s. Courtesy of the
artist and the Arab Image Foundation. Photo-transfers with oil paint
additions, wall fragments retrieved from installation at New Art
Exchange, Nottingham.
‘All of a sudden I see my work with Madani as an ongoing performance.
It’s an intervention in this photographer’s work and life: a reanimation of his economy and a displacement of his practice.’
– Akram Zaatari, quoted in Anthony Downey, ‘Photography as
Apparatus,’ Ibraaz, 28 January 2014.
‘Working on the history of a production that spans over 70 years, like
Studio Shehrazade, is actually walking through different stages of
photographic practices, seeing how the industry of photography was
changing, how different formats are introduced, how people use this
platform that is a photographic studio, not only for taking pictures,
but for transferring attitudes, fashions or learning about photography
and image making.’
– Akram Zaatari, quoted in Mediating Social Media: Akram Zaatari in
Conversation with Anthony Downey, New Art Exchange, July 2018.

To present Madani’s photographs as simply context to the video
works rather than framed artworks in their own right, Zaatari
transferred them directly on to the bare gallery walls at New Art
Exchange, this exhibition’s first venue. Zaatari has described his
work with Studio Shehrazade by explaining: ‘I take the whole archive
of Hashem el Madani as a site for excavation.’ This metaphorical
approach to the archive as archaeological site finds a material echo
in the retrieval of the delicate image transfers, re-inserted in a wall
at Modern Art Oxford in the manner of fossil fragments re-housed
in new supporting structures. While these portraits were initially
commissioned by the sitters or their families for personal or
domestic purposes, this reworking and restaging of the images
allows the artist to explore the way photographs acquire different
meanings when they are removed from their original context and
‘displaced into another time, another tradition, another economy.’

2. Dance to the End of Love, 2011, video, four projections, colour and
sound. Duration: 22 minutes. Courtesy of the artist, Thomas Dane
Gallery, kurimanzutto and Sfeir-Semler Gallery.
‘Dance to the End of Love is based on the ways Arab youth filmed
themselves and shared these rushes through YouTube, right at the
eve of what is today referred to as the Arab uprising. It is a study
of YouTube space as a public space and is a continuation of my
research of vernacular photographic practices.’
– Akram Zaatari, quoted in Respini and Janevski 2013.
‘With Dance to the End of Love I collect attitudes and I try to
contextualise them with similar attitudes in other places to
comment about the imaginary of a whole society. […] I constructed
a thesaurus for the photographic archive of Hashem el Madani: all
the different postures that were developed in a photographic studio
to evoke romance, masculinity, family, and the movies. I started
typing them on YouTube and seeing what kind of results I would get
in moving images.’
– Akram Zaatari, quoted in Mediating Social Media: Akram Zaatari in
Conversation with Anthony Downey, New Art Exchange, July 2018.
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3. Another Resolution, 1998–2013, SD video, colour, silent. Duration:
7 minutes. Courtesy of the artist, Thomas Dane Gallery, kurimanzutto
and Sfeir-Semler Gallery.
‘I was looking for a different kind of image, ones that show a
dictated posture. Another Resolution is not a survey of images of
children; like most of my work, it is a pretext to comment on ideas
that inhabit me, or that I am interested to observe. […] I am
interested in these shifts in reading images as they travel time or
cultures. They are capable of surprising us, challenging us to use a
different code while looking at them, and certainly putting aside our
social prejudices.’
– Akram Zaatari, in Westmoreland 2010.

Middle Gallery 2
4. Reflection (Nour), 1995, video projection, colour and sound.
Duration: 11 minutes. Courtesy of the artist, Thomas Dane Gallery,
kurimanzutto and Sfeir-Semler Gallery.
The topical subject of youthful self-fashioning is also a focus of
the artist’s 1995 film Reflection (Nour). The beguiling film, shot
with non-professional child actors in Zaatari’s hometown, follows
the children as they wander through Saida’s historic old town,
playing with a small mirror that they use to frame the world
around them.

Piper Gallery
5. The Script, 2018, video projection, colour and sound. Duration:
7 minutes, 32 seconds. Commissioned by New Art Exchange, in
partnership with Turner Contemporary and Modern Art Oxford.
Supported by Arts Council England and Thomas Dane Gallery.
'The marketing of digital cameras and phones, and the ease and
immediacy with which images circulate, certainly represent a
revolutionary phenomenon in the history of image production and
diffusion, and that will definitely impact not only how images look,
or how they are constructed, but also our logic, our human
relationships, our recording habits, or simply our lives.’
– Akram Zaatari, in Respini and Janevski 2013.
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Akram Zaatari, quoted in Eva Respini and Ana Janevski, ‘Interview with the artist,’ MoMA Projects 100: Akram Zaatari, April 2013.
Zaatari in Respini and Janevski, 2013.
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