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Shadia Mansour embarked on her 
MC career at the same time as she 
became interested in the political 

situation in the Middle East. Speaking 
out against the Israeli and American 
occupation of Palestine, Mansour uses 
hip-hop as her currency of protest.

The daughter of Palestinian parents, 
Mansour was born and raised in South 
London but has been influenced by 
Arabic culture from birth. Attending 
pro-Palestinian rallies with her par-
ents from an early age, she was known 
amongst the London Palestinian com-
munity for singing classical Arab pro-
test songs.

Bursting on to the hip-hop scene in 
2003, Mansour has since been crowned 
with the title of the First Lady of Arab 
Hip-Hop. She takes pride in her moni-
ker, explaining, “I see Arab hip-hop as 
the elected representative of the people, 

with me as its First Lady.”
The label also has a more 

literal level of interpretation, 
because there is a dearth of female 
Arab MCs in the hip-hop canon: the role 
of the rapper and the traditional role of 
women in Arab culture do not overlap. 
Johnny Juice, one of the producers 
for Public Enemy, remarked on this, 
explaining in a Rolling Stone interview 
that within some more conservative 
Arab traditions, “the women have to 
be quiet…but Shadia comes here with 
a forceful voice.”

Gender and music in the Arab world
Using her platform of musical fame, 

Mansour tackles the thorny issue of 
gender within Arabic culture. As a 
member of the Arab diaspora, who has, 
as a result, had exposure to other cul-
tures, she believes she has a particular 
responsibility when it comes to chal-
lenging the misogyny in some strands 
of Arab conservatism. One of the ways 
she has tried to counteract it is by re-
fusing to perform to gender-segregated 
audiences, which she encountered on 
her tour of the West Bank. Though she 
is immensely proud of her heritage, she 
takes a stand against some details of 

Arab orthodoxy and actively opposes 
traditions such as gender separation. 
She represents a groundbreaking move-

ment for feminism without 
this taking centre stage, 

as her prerogative is 
to be heard as a po-

litical voice. Her 
political solidari-
ty manifests itself 
in her hip-hop, 
through which she 
focuses on Middle 

Eastern politics, and 
which she self-pro-

claims to be a “musical 
uprising” against Palestin-

ian occupation.

A crossroads of cultural identity and 
language

Though Mansour’s voice comes from 
South London, it speaks out for Pales-
tine. Her intention is to establish and 
retain the sanctity of a distinct Palestin-
ian national identity. “As Palestinians, 
and as Arab people,” she explained 
in an interview, “we have to preserve 
everything. Our Arabic language, our 
clothes…it’s a matter of existence.”

Although English is her first lan-
guage, Mansour raps in Arabic, believ-
ing that it represents a unity of heritage 
and a shared cultural communication 
across the Arabic-speaking world. She 
also chooses to perform in tradition-
al Palestinian clothing: a floor length 
dress with long sleeves and embroi-
dery. In doing this, she rejects the overt 
sexualisation of women in hip-hop, 
stating that she dresses in this fashion 
“because it’s our heritage…we have our 
own culture, and for me there’s nothing 
more beautiful”.
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For Turkey’s “Microangelo,” any 
tiny, discarded item could be the 
canvas for his next mini master-

piece, from a matchstick to a pumpkin 
seed.

The delicate, impeccably detailed 
miniature paintings of Hasan Kale 
often require a magnifying glass to be 
able to see the nuances but can take 
months to complete.

Some of his best-known pieces in-
clude a scene from the movie “Pulp 
Fiction” on the side of a piece of pop-
corn and the silhouette of Turkey’s 
founder Mustafa Kemal Ataturk on a 
grain of rice.

“I started this journey 25 years ago 
with the goal of establishing a new 
language in art ... by transforming 
the objects that we put aside or see 
as trash into little capsules of art,” he 
said, at his Istanbul studio.

“It is a blend of experience and hand 
discipline. I can work on a single ob-
ject for up to six months.”

The 60-year-old artist, who has nev-
er had a formal art teacher, began 
researching miniature art in the 1980s. 
He was stunned, he said, by how tiny 
details and touches can change a form 
of artistic expression.

But it was not until 1995 that he had 
the idea of doing it himself on uncon-
ventional objects.

He had been looking at an empty 
cup of coffee and noticed how the 
remains at the bottom formed what 
he thought were beautiful patterns in 
the small space.

“I started working on a bean. I sat 
down and engraved a picture of Istan-
bul on it. “I enjoyed it so much that I 
started trying other objects,” he said.

Kale has since used some 300 items 
and revels in the idea that any forget-
table item — from a pebblestone in 
the sea, to a fish bone that gets stuck 
in your teeth — could become a work 
of art.

“Imagine the noise of hundreds of 
seeds as you bite into a fig. Can you 
dream an Istanbul view on one of 
them?” he said, enthusiastically.

Kale, who works just with the na-

ked eye and “the glasses given by his 
doctor,” says that his greatest muse is 
Turkey’s historic hub, Istanbul, which 
he has depicted on sugar cubes, dice 
and sunflower seeds.

“Istanbul is a brand on its own. It is 
a rare city which never sleeps, which 
straddles two continents and harbours 
the traces of many cultures,” he said.

He learned his trade by studying 
Ottoman artists from the past, like 
Nakkas Osman, nicknamed “Osman 
the Miniaturist,” who was featured 
in Orhan Pamuk’s famous novel “My 
Name is Red.”

As it was for Osman in the 16th cen-
tury, it remains painstaking work and 
Kale often paints for around 16 to 18 
hours a day and goes without sleep.

“First of all, you must be enormously 
patient. Second, you must love the 
work, and third, you should have no 
economic expectations,” Kale told AFP.

That said, his work has attracted 
worldwide interest and his pieces have 
sold for thousands of dollars.

There are advantages to his chosen 
medium, not least that he needs very 
little room, and can work anywhere. 
He has created artworks on inter-
national flights and even in a hot-air 
balloon.

“While walking in the street, I come 
up with an idea and I sit down and 
work. All I need is a drop of water in 
a bottle cap and I take out my palette 
and paints.”

Kale, who also designs jewellery, 
said he especially liked the way people 
recalled his work during mundane 
moments of their day.

“They remember me when they eat 
popcorn at the movies or drink a cup 
of coffee or swim in the sea,” he said.

OPPORTUNITY IS MISSED BY MOST 
PEOPLE BECAUSE IT IS DRESSED IN 
OVERALLS AND LOOKS LIKE WORK.  
THOMAS EDISON
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Some of 
Hasan Kale’s 
best-known 
pieces include 
a scene from 
the movie 
‘Pulp Fiction’ 
on the side 
of a piece of 
popcorn and 
the silhouette 
of Turkey’s 
founder 
Mustafa 
Kemal 
Ataturk on a 
grain of rice

Shadia Mansour 
uses hip-hop 
to highlight 
the Palestinian 
struggle. She 
sees music as 
a medium for 
expressing 
dissent

Hasan Kale, who has 
never had a formal art 

teacher, began researching 
miniature art in the 1980s. 
He was stunned, he said, 
by how tiny details and 

touches can change a form 
of artistic expression
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Bonnie Prince Charlie’s army 
moves into Manchester and occu-
pies Carlisle

Physicist Erwin Schrödinger publishes his fa-
mous thought experiment “Schrödinger’s cat”, 
a paradox that illustrates the problem of the Co-
penhagen interpretation of quantum mechanics

US inventor Thomas Edi-
son demonstrates his hand-
cranked phonograph for the 
first time

1st  underground 
atomic explosion at 
Frenchman Flat in 
Nevada
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Turkey’s ‘Microangelo’ turns tiny objects into artworks

The voice of Palestine 
from South London

While walking in the 
street, I come up with an 
idea and I sit down and 

work. All I need is a drop 
of water in a bottle cap 

and I take out my palette 
and paints

HASAN KALE Though Mansour’s voice comes 
from South London, it speaks out 
for Palestine. Her intention is 
to establish and retain the 

sanctity of a distinct Pales-
tinian national identity

Turkey’s micro artist Hasan Kale gestures as he speaks during an interview

Hasan Kale paints on a broad bean Shadia Mansour

Shadia MansourSome works by Hasan Kale


