
THE ODD



ONE OUT
BUTHAYNA ALI



144

profILe

Opening spread: Y Why! 
2010. 22 cement slingshots, 

rubber and leather. Total 
size: 600 square metres. 

Facing page, right: Don’t 
Listen! She’s Only a Woman! 

2010. Two metal lockers. 
210 x 120 x 42 cm. Image 

courtesy Ayham Dib.

 After attending an art exhibition as a 

toddler, Buthayna Ali knew she want-

ed to become an artist. As a child, she would organise weekly in-house exhibitions for her family 

and showcase portraits of them, landscapes and sketches of her surroundings. Although her father 

expected her to study medicine, Ali applied to Damascus University’s faculty of fine Arts (where she 

now teaches painting) and later completed a diploma in painting at the École Nationale Supérieure 

des Beaux-arts and a Master’s degree in Islamic Art History at the paris IV Sorbonne University. While 

she admires Michelangelo, Manet and Schiele, the Modernist art tendencies of artists such as Duch-

amp left a big impact on Ali. “The freedom in art in the [early] 20th century helped me break many 

boundaries. for me, art is about freedom,” she admits. As a multimedia artist, Ali is not only the odd 

one out in her family, but also within a Syrian art scene that is still largely dominated by classical  

art forms. 

I can’t decide which is more provocative in conservative Damascene circles – the art forms that 

Ali pursues or her eagerness to break the taboos of sex and religion in her work. one thing is certain: 

Ali’s work never fails to raise eyebrows in her native Syria. When asked what her thoughts are on ad-

dressing ‘square issues’, Ali shrugs. “Art is meant to break traditions. It is important to free your tools 

and open your mind to new ways of expression,” she says, acknowledging acceptance of the fact 

that conventional spheres in Syria may not appreciate her work. “The first time I saw an installation 

as an art student in france, I thought it was crap. You don’t wake up one day and start to like video 

or installation art,” she adds; “To appreciate these art forms, you first need to understand the process 

that led to their creation and this does not happen between one day and another.”

Growing up in a family of doctors, the young Buthayna Ali couldn’t have possibly been further 
removed from the arts. Nadia Muhanna meets the Syrian-born artist in Damascus and 
discusses how societal, religious and gender-related taboos fuel Ali’s oeuvre.
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Below: We. 2006. 330 
rubber swings, rope, sand, 

sound and light. Total size: 
600 square metres. Image 
courtesy Yasser Hamoud. 

Facing page: Examples. 
2008. 30 photomontages.  

31 x 23 x 170 cm. 

Breaking TaBoos
even outside syria, ali’s work causes controversy. Her installation, No 

Comment, featured copies of the Qur’an, Bible and Tanakh chained 

inside a glass display case with audio recordings of islamic verses, as-

syrian hymns and Jewish songs. it was denied entry into Jerusalem 

for participation in the 2009 exhibition, The Other Shadow of the City, 

curated by samar Martha at al-Hoash gallery. “i chose this subject be-

cause Jerusalem is about these three religions and their fight to gain 

control over the city,” she says. Through the work, ali criticises religious 

hypocrisy and implies that the teachings of the three religions are no 

longer followed, but are instead used for political propaganda. ali did 

not receive an official explanation as to why the work was rejected, nor 

was it returned to Damascus. 

Her easygoing and informal persona allows her to stroll along 

the streets of Damascus to convince ordinary syrians – from the lo-

cal butcher to the veiled woman walking down souk al-Hamidiyeh – 

to talk to ali openly about their views on sex, life and the concept of 

homeland. in her installation, Marionettes, ali probed men and women 

from different cultural and religious backgrounds on syria’s curious lin-

gerie production, which includes edible undergarments and remote-

controlled bras that play music and spring open with the press of a 

button. The inspiration for this work came from seeing kitschy lingerie 
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spread out on a peddler’s small table next to 

the sayyida ruqayya shrine in old Damascus. 

“i found it very contradictory that it is taboo to 

talk about sex, yet it is perfectly normal to sell 

lingerie in front of places of worship and to have 

women, mostly veiled ones, go into the syrian 

equivalent of sex shops where men sell them 

lewd lingerie!” exclaims ali.

The piece, exhibited in point ephémère in 

paris in 2007, features eight lingerie items hung 

by strings, like marionettes, and which face eight 

mirrors. Visitors standing in front of the mirrors 

appear to be wearing the undergarments. a 

changing room – for anyone wishing to try 

on the lingerie – plays audio files of conversa-

tions between ali and the interviewed men and 

women who had been asked their opinions on 

the lingerie and whether they would purchase 

any of the items. To ali’s surprise, most of the syr-

ian men she spoke with said they didn’t like the 

lingerie, while the majority of the women said 

that they would wear them. “i wanted to chal-

lenge viewers; the work is more about them 

than it is about the exhibited lingerie,” says ali, 

underlining that the audience’s interaction is 

what drives her creation of installation art as op-

posed to painting. 

issues of DisplaceMenT
During our interview, roles were often reversed 

and ali was the one asking the questions – 

something akin to the second nature of a restless 

artist. “in arab countries we take many things as 

a given. There are a lot of things that you don’t 

question because you are not supposed to,” she 

says; “i didn’t choose my name, my sex, my coun-

try of origin or the religion i was born into. There 

are a few things left where i can have a choice, 

so why not? asking questions gives me choices.” 

Her constant travel between europe, syria and 

canada for study and work allowed her to probe 

the concept of home, especially when meeting 

second-generation immigrants who consider 

their parents’ country of origin as their home-

land even though some had never lived there 

and don’t speak its language. “can you inherit a 

homeland?” ali asks. “i don’t understand how it 

can be that you grow up and spend your whole 

life in a certain country and yet feel that you be-

long to another one that you’ve hardly visited!” 

“Al-Sham (Damascus) is my home. I don’t see 
homeland as a political unit though. ”
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inspired by the immigrants and their sense of 

dislocation, ali created the photomontage, Ex-

amples, in which she asked immigrants in vari-

ous countries where it is that they call home. ex-

hibited in 2008 at paris’s enrico navarra gallery, 

the work features interviews and portraits of ali’s 

‘examples’ created in a book format, but hung. 

like bookends, each person’s face and the back 

of their heads frame the contents within, thus in-

viting viewers to read what is essentially, within 

these ‘minds’. The conversation then begs the 

question: where does ali call home? unflinch-

ingly and in a heavy Damascene accent, she 

quickly says, “Al-Sham (Damascus) is my home. 

i don’t see homeland as a political unit though. 

less than 100 years ago, the syria we know to-

day did not exist. My homeland is where i grew 

up and where my childhood memories are.”

Dislocation is also a central theme in ali’s 

installation, Y Why! which was commissioned 

and later acquired by Mathaf: arab Museum 

of Modern art. The artwork is composed of 22 

slingshots that symbolise the 22 arab countries 

and which according to ali, “catapult their citi-

zens”, or, in other words, force them to emigrate 

and seek asylum for various political, economic 

and social reasons. using cement, ali sized each 

slingshot according to the size of the arab coun-

try it represents and reflected its migration rate 

during the last decade through the length of its 

rubber straps. Why slingshots, i ask? “Because 

they involve a short period of flying. They give a 

sense of freedom. This initial freedom, however, 

is short-lived. They will soon hit the ground with 

a brutal jolt,” replies ali. 

calling for eQualiTy
ali insists that she is not a feminist. However, 

the syrian tradition of deeming trivial or casual 

conversations ‘women’s talk’ and the fact that 

Above: Marionettes. 2007. Wooden closets,  
mirror, lingerie and sound. 170 x 250 x 80 cm. 

Facing page: I’m Ashamed. 2009. 750 photographs,  
sound and light. 323 x 843 x 355 cm. Image courtesy Thaier Helal.

All images courtesy Buthayna Ali unless otherwise specified.
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“Here I am 
a year after 
the unrest 
started in 
Syria and 
I am no 
longer able 
to work. “

wise confide in their close friends in a hammam.” 

getting these women to talk was not the only 

challenge – ali’s subjects opted to record their 

voices on tape for sake of ambiguity. Don’t Talk to 

Her, She’s Only a Woman! features two standard 

metal lockers fitted with 15 closed tier boxes in 

each. light and recordings of each woman’s nar-

rative spill out from the sealed boxes. yet, when 

viewers open a locker, the light goes off and the 

sound is muted. “i felt that by not using light i let 

my work down. light in an installation is just as 

important as colour is in a painting,” ali said.

ali’s most recent exhibition took place in 

Venice last June in the fondazione prada’s new 

exhibition space, the ca’ corner della regina, 

where she showcased Y Why!. since then, she 

has not made any new artworks. The anti-re-

two women’s testimonies equal a man’s in syr-

ian courts provoked the title of one her most re-

cent works, Don’t Listen! She’s Only a Woman! that 

was exhibited at Tütün Deposu in istanbul in 

2010 as part of the Sharing Waters sauna-meets-

hammam project curated by ulla kastrup. in the 

piece, ali explores the hammam as a refuge for 

women away from the sphere of male influence 

and authority; a place where they can spend 

“me-time” and share their secrets and concerns 

mostly concerning the opposite sex. ali’s belief 

of women being unequal to men is not restricted 

to syrian society – the work includes a Japanese 

woman’s recitation of discrimination in her work-

place because of her gender; an iraqi refugee’s 

tales on being a prostitute in syria and an ameri-

can woman’s criticisms on society for frowning 

upon her having four or five sexual partners. “i 

see the hammam as a place where women peel 

off their clothes and restraints and enjoy a short 

period of freedom and gather strength to face 

their lives in a patriarchal society,” adds ali; “it 

was very hard to convince women to open up 

and tell me the stories that they would other-

gime demonstrations which began in syria in 

March 2011 and the rising death toll have had 

a profound impact on her; being so emotionally 

engrossed in the rebellion has distracted her, 

and conceiving new artworks is not a priority 

she holds at present. “i used to tell my students 

at the university that if you stop working for one 

day, then you are not an artist! yet here i am, one 

year after the unrest started in syria and i am no 

longer able to work,” she says. “living inside syria, 

i feel like i am inside a box and i can no longer 

see things clearly. so many people are dying and 

all i am left with is a deep feeling of shame,” she 

pauses. “My only plans now are to see the end of 

the bloodshed in my country.”  

For more information visit www.buthaynaali.com


