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You are searching for treasure. 
Several potential locations are 
marked with an ‘x’ on your 

map. You move methodically from 
site to site, always to be met with dis-
appointment — never striking gold. 
Are you, in following trails set by 
others, missing the treasure ‘hidden’ 
in plain view?

This is one of the conundrums 
posed in the artworks of Sheikha 
Alyazia Bint Nahyan Al-Nahyan, 
whose inaugural solo exhibition in 
London presented a thought-provok-
ing range of work fusing the ancient 
past with modern life.

Her “Mishmash Trails” featured 
cave-like shapes cut in marble, with 
the treasure taking the form of im-
agined ancient eastern coins, reflect-
ing Arab, Roman and Phoenician in-
fluences. She described the coins, 
embedded in the marble, as symbolic 
of the great treasures buried in secret 
locations that were sought out and 
fought over by many. 

Al-Nahyan named her exhibition 
— held at Pi Artworks from June 25 
to July 7 — with the opening line of 
Percy Bysshe Shelley’s famous poem 
“Ozymandias”: “I met a traveller from 
an antique land.” (Ozymandias is the 
Greek name for the Egyptian Pharaoh 
Ramesses II.)

The poem, published in 1818, ima-
gines a meeting between the nar-
rator and a traveller who describes 
a ruined statue lying in the desert. 
The description of the statue is a 
meditation on the fragility of human 
power and on the effects of time: “My 
name is Ozymandias, king of kings/
Look on my works, ye Mighty, and de-
spair!/Nothing beside remains: round 
the decay/Of that colossal wreck, 
boundless and bare/The lone and 
level sands stretch far away.”

“Maybe a positive thing from look-
ing to the past is that it proves it is 
only human to repeat the mistake and 
the lesson,” Al-Nahyan said. “Study-

ing the past is a realization of human 
nature, individually or in groups, 
right or wrong. This natural feeling 
of connectivity is something I usually 
aim for.”

There is humour in some of her 
work — particularly the depictions 
of old commercial airline advertise-
ments from the 1950s and 60s with 
ancient figures superimposed in the 
frames. They certainly give the view-
er pause for thought about how much 
our world has changed in the short 
time since air travel became widely 
available.

The exhibition’s curator, Janet 
Rady, said of Al-Nahyan: “She has 
been practicing art from a very young 
age and is self-taught. She is incred-
ibly talented, and you see this in the 
wide range of her work, which uses 
all sorts of different media. I can’t 
necessarily call her a pop artist or a 
collage artist or an installation artist; 
she is in fact all of these things, but 
it is the concept behind her work — 

connecting the past with the present 
— which is important.”

The UAE’s UK ambassador, Man-
soor Abulhoul, was present at the 
opening and he particularly admired 
Al-Nahyan’s works based on the 
classic wooden board game Carrom 

paired with a modern video game.
“I first played Carrom with my 

cousins as a boy, and she has com-
bined it with modern computer 
games, which is very creative,” he 
said. He pointed out that her inno-
vative work ties in well with the dy-
namic of the UAE.

“Next year we have EXPO 2020, 
with its theme ‘Connecting Minds, 
Creating the Future.’ It’s very much 
about our roots and how we take 
them forward, how we develop mind 
and global cooperation,” he said. 

The exhibition included a short 
clip from Al-Nahyan’s upcoming film 
“Athel,” written by Al-Nahyan’s sis-
ter, Sheikha Shamsa. It centres on 
a strange encounter in the desert 
between a pre-Islamic poet and a 
modern-day TV presenter. “Athel” is 
set for release later this year and stars 
Hala Shiha and Mansour Al-Fili.

“The idea behind it all is taken 
from the tradition of Arabic poetry 
— its wisdom and, sometimes, risks,” 

Al-Nahyan explained. “And ending 
with a realization of one tribal law 
putting redemption and family be-
fore all.” She added that there are 
some “light-hearted” moments in 
the film too.

Arabic poetry is an ongoing inspi-
ration for Al-Nahyan’s work, adding 
another layer of meaning to many of 
her pieces.

“The Arabic language is poetic, and 
Arabs and other cultures around the 
world have documented their lives 
through poetry,” she said. “So, for 
example, when tackling the topic 
of what is considered treasure, we 
found different meanings in various 
verses. Like when (pre-Islamic poet) 
Zuhair Bin Abi Salma refers to glory 
as the only true treasure.”

There is a much to absorb and 
reflect on in this exhibition which 
opens windows into many facets of 
Arab history and culture and poses 
universal questions about humanity 
and what constitutes real treasure.

SOCIAL JUSTICE CANNOT BE AT-
TAINED BY VIOLENCE. VIOLENCE 
KILLS WHAT IT INTENDS TO CREATE. 
POPE JOHN PAUL II
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Earthquake in Aleppo, 
Syria, kills an estimated 
230,000

Second Vatican Council 
(21st ecumenical) convened 
by Pope John XXIII

E a r t h q u a k e  k i l l s 
300,000 and destroys 
half of Calcutta, India

Ronald Reagan and Mikhail Gor-
bachev open talks at a summit in 
Reykjavik, Iceland

C O N N E C T I N G  C U L T U R E S
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Butheina Kazim 
founded Cinema 
Akil in 2014 as 
a platform for 
independent 
cinema. Her 
next goal is 
to expand the 
Cinema Akil 
concept from 
Dubai to the 
region 

Sheikha Alyazia’s ‘mishmash’ of ancient and modern

Cinema Akil founder brings the magic of independent movies to Dubai

There is humour in some of 
Sheikha Alyazia’s work — particu-

larly the depictions of old com-
mercial airline advertisements 

from the 1950s and 60s with 
ancient figures superimposed in 

the frames. They certainly give the 
viewer pause for thought about 

how much our world has changed 
in the short time since air travel 

became widely available

Emirati artist Sheikha Alyazia Bint Nahyan 
Al-Nahyan’s inaugural solo exhibition in 
London titled ‘I Met a Traveller From an 
Antique Land’ connects cultures and time 
periods through art and poetry

Maybe a positive thing 
from looking to the past 
is that it proves it is only 

human to repeat the 
mistake and the lesson. 

Studying the past is a 
realization of human 

nature, individually or in 
groups, right or wrong. 
This natural feeling of 

connectivity is something I 
usually aim for
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Sheikh Mohammed bin Nahyan Al Nahyan, the UAE’s ambassador to the UK, Mansoor Abulhoul, Sheikh Zayed bin Sultan Al Nahyan and 
curator Janet Rady attend the opening of the exhibition at Pi Artworks
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Butheina Kazim has brought the 
magic of art-house movies to Du-
bai, through her project Cinema 

Akil.
Having worked in television, radio 

and film acquisitions, Butheina Ka-
zim founded Cinema Akil in 2014 as a 
platform for independent cinema. For 
Kazim, who has also produced her own 
film “Letters to Palestine,” the project 
is about more than just watching films, 
it’s also for building community. 

She introduced the concept with 
pop-up screenings, but since last year 
Cinema Akil has a permanent theatre in 
Dubai’s art district on Al-Serkal Avenue. 
Step into the 133-seater theater, and 
you are transported to an old-school 
picture house.

“The permanent space allows us to 
release films every single night of the 
year. The programming is often ex-
clusive and can’t be seen elsewhere,” 
said Kazim. But the pop-up format will 
always be part of Cinema Akil. “Our 

nomadic life allows us to reach different 
communities by bringing free public 

cinema to people.” 
Kazim works closely with special 

events such as Dubai Shopping Festi-
val’s Market Out of the Box and Fashion 

Forward initiatives and has screened 
over 350 films across Dubai, Abu Dhabi 
and Sharjah.

In summer, the cinema space’s robust 
line-up continues. “There’s a mythical 
Dubai exodus that everyone speaks of as 
soon as summer hits,” said Kazim. Some 
of Cinema Akil’s August highlights in-
clude “Straight Out of Berlin,” a series 
of eight films in collaboration with the 

Goethe Institut, which explores the 
many faces and tunnels of the German 
capital city.

There was even a “Cat Weekend” 
on International Cat Day earlier this 
month, when films that celebrate all 
things feline were screened.

Kazim has been encouraged by the 
region’s response to art cinema: “We’ve 
been blown away by the enthusiasm. 

Films we never expected to succeed, 
such “Cold War” by Pawel Pawlikowski 
and “Capernaum” by Nadine Labaki, 
had a wonderful response. It’s magical 
when that happens.”

Kazim’s next goal is to expand the 
Cinema Akil concept from Dubai to 
the region, giving cinephiles all over 
the Gulf a chance to enjoy independent 
films.

Butheina Kazim

Cinema Akil’s theatre in Dubai

The entrance to Cinema Akil Audience watch a movie hosted by Cinema Akil

Sheikha Alyazia Bint Nahyan Al-Nahyan’s 
work titled ‘Mishmash Dirham’

Carrom Station by Sheikha Alyazia bint Nahyan Al Nahyan

The painting titled ‘Mishmash Trails’ that feature cave-like shapes cut in marble, with the treasure taking the form of imagined ancient 
eastern coins

Guests at the exhibition


