
Rawiya, meaning ‘she who tells a story’ in
Arabic, are the first all-female photographic
collective to emerge from the Middle East and
this is their first major showing in the UK. The
group comprises: Myriam Abdelaziz, Tamara
Abdul Hadi, Laura Boushnak, Tanya Habjouqa,
Dalia Khamissy and Newsha Tavakolian.

Established in 2009 the idea of the collective was to provide a
supportive platform for female photographers in the Middle
East. In addition, each of the six artists were united in their
desire to tell the stories of their region in their own words. This
was in response to the misrepresentations presented by the
global press, which they observed whilst working as
photojournalists across the Arab world. This shared experience
inspired the members to create their own platform, to present
what they felt to be the wider political and social stories
currently going unseen.

“We are from different countries and all have different ideas and
visions, but as a group we can have a louder voice. In Persian,
we have a saying: if one person claps their hands, nobody hears
them, but when many join in, the sound will be thunderous.”1

Bridging the worlds of documentary and art, the selection of
works within the exhibition intends to capture the mission of
Rawiya: a personal and honest reflection of life within the
Middle East with the objective of balancing its contradictions
while reflecting on social and political issues and stereotypes.
Inspired by the story of the Rawiya artists themselves, the
exhibition also maintains a specific focus on identity and
gender.

Realism in Rawiya has been co-curated by Saleem Arif Quadri,
MBE.

1.Newsha Tavakolian interviewed in www.bazaar-magazine.com,

‘The Storyteller: The Rawiya Photography Collective,’ May 2012.
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Saleem Arif Quadri, MBE was born in Hyderabad,
India, and moved to the UK in 1966 where he
studied at Birmingham College of Art, and Royal
College of Art. In June 2008 he was honoured with
an MBE for ‘Services to the Arts’ in the Queen’s
Birthday Honours List. Saleem is a London based
artist and curator. Recent curatorial projects have
included: Raghu Rai’s ‘Invocation to India’, ‘Forests
of Honey’ by the Mithila/Madhubani Women
Painters from Bihar, India, and ‘Madhubani
Paintings’, to be shown later in 2013. 

Saleem introduced the Rawiya artists to NAE after
meeting the group and seeing a sample of their
work at FORMAT11, the biannual international
photography festival hosted by Derby Quad. 
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Myriam Abdelaziz is a French photographer of Egyptian
origins. Two collections documenting the happenings during
and after the Egyptian revolution have been selected for this
exhibition.

Originally from Cairo, Myriam’s understanding of the culture,
politics and economic struggles of the people of Egypt, have
allowed her to capture moments and detail within the Eygptian
revolution through a local eye. Aware that women from the
Middle East are often portrayed within Western media reports
as oppressed by men; Myriam was keen to counteract this
unbalanced representation of gender within the collection
Egyptian Revolution (2011). Here she presents the reality of the
strong, successful, courageous and politically engaged Middle
Eastern women who actively took part in the events.

The images within Transition (2012) document the year that
passed once the SCAF (Superior Council for the Armed Forces)
took power for a transitional time, promising to lead Egypt into
democracy and fair elections. The frustration felt by the
Egyptian people over the lack of progress towards real
democracy manifested as graffiti on the streets of Cairo.

Tamara Abdul Hadi was born to Iraqi parents in the UAE in
1980 and raised in Montreal, Canada. Her personal photography
projects deal with issues of social injustice and deconstructing
stereotypes.

Intended to literally picture a new face for Arab males, as an
alternative to the ones we are so accustomed to viewing in the
mainstream media, Picture an Arab Man (2009 - ongoing)
attempts to break down stereotypes of how Arabs have been
represented in the West, as well as in the East.

By highlighting the sensual beauty of the Arab man, an
unexplored aspect of their identity, Tamara challenges the
outdated notion of hyper-masculinity that is on the cusp of
change within the region. In addition, the collection attempts to
break the global stereotypes imposed on the Arab male in a
post 9/11 world, providing an alternative visual representation
of that identity.
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Laura Boushnak is a Palestinian photographer born in Kuwait.
As an Arab woman, who was raised, educated and who has
worked in several Arab countries, she is committed to
presenting projects which highlight the position of women in
the Arab world.

I Read I Write (2009 - 2012) responds to the 2005 UN Arab
Human Development Report which indicated that Arab
countries collectively have one of the highest rates of female
illiteracy in the world. The collection focuses on the importance
of education and the major barriers that the women face in
accessing education, such as: poverty, cultural constraints,
minimum public spending on education and outdated teaching
methods.

Laura began her photography career covering news for the
Associated Press in Lebanon and later worked as a photo editor
and photographer for Agence France-Presse (AFP). Her nine
year wire service experience included covering hard news in
conflicts such as the war in Iraq, and the 2006 Israel-Hezbollah
war. In Survivor (2007 - 2012) Laura focuses on young cluster
bomb survivors trying to rebuild their lives in the aftermath of
war. After fleeing their homes and seeking refuge during the
war itself, Laura witnessed the added injustice of individuals
losing their lives and limbs to the cluster munitions left behind
after the conflict.

Born in Beirut, Dalia Khamissy’s work revolves around the
social and socio-political stories in the Middle Eastern region,
documenting mostly the aftermath of Lebanon’s wars and
issues concerning women’s rights.

The Missing: Lebanon (2010 - ongoing) presents us with the
reality of the parents who are demanding to know the fate of
their loved ones that disappeared during the Lebanese civil war
between 1975 and 1990. 17,000 people remain officially missing
in Lebanon after being abducted or killed at the hands of
different Lebanese militias, PLO, Syria, Israel or their allies.

Abandoned Spaces: Lebanon (2007) captures the devastating
impact the 2006 Israeli attacks left on Southern Lebanon and
its people. Their lives were changed forever. Her images capture
the exposed remains of family homes. Amongst the chaos of
destroyed settlements, she attempts to document the peace she
found in each vacant building, in an effort to return its dignity.

Laura Boushnak

Dalia Khamissy
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Tanya Habjouqa’s documentary photography takes us through
the Middle East’s conflict zones by capturing glimmers of hope,
dignity and laughter, with the intention of overriding the
region’s emblematic stresses of division and war.

Women of Gaza (2009) depicts women and their families
walking the fine line between hope and resignation. Above all,
the collection tells a story of survival, and depicts the attempts
of the people of Gaza ‘normalizing’ life in the most abnormal of
situations.

Tanya Habjouqa explores male, as well as female identity
within her practice. Fragile Monsters: Arab Body Building
(2009) presents an alternate view of the supersized contestants
within the 17th annual Arab Body Building Championship held
in Amman, revealing surprisingly tender, emotional, and
insecure moments among the men.

In Jerusalem in Heels: Transsexuals of the Holy Land (2006),
Tanya Habjouqa portrays the drag queens of Jerusalem.
Palestinian and Israeli transsexuals defy politics and social
convention. Tanya describes how the individuals she observed
“fall in love in a rambunctious displays of heels and makeup. A
colourful denial of the darker elements of Jerusalem society.”

Ladies Who Rally (2012). Speeding their way through the male
dominated Palestinian streetcar-racing scene, the Speed Sisters
have been heralded as the Middle East’s first all-female racing
team. “Independent, determined and always on the move”,
Tanya Habjouqa has captured these women as they have
charted their own course through the pressures of social
expectations, family dynamics, community politics and an
ongoing military occupation.

Surviving Lebanon (2006) records the immediate impact of the
war on Lebanese children and their families, the devastation of
homes and entire villages, recovery efforts, and those civilians
returning home to carnage. These images were taken whilst
Tanya Habjouqa was on assignment for Bloomberg News.

Images from top: 

Tanya Habjouqa, from the Women of Gaza series, 2009

Tanya Habjouqa, from the Fragile Monsters: Arab Body Building series, 2009

Tanya Habjouqa, from the Jerusalem in Heels: Transsexuals of the Holy Land series, 2006

Tanya Habjouqa, from the Surviving Lebanon series, 2006

Tanya Habjouqa

Realism in Rawiya



Newsha Tavakolian, born in Tehran, Iran, is a self-taught
photographer. Her practice focusses on issues pertinent to
women, and sits between documentary photography and art.
Newsha’s shift from photojournalism to conceptual
photography was partly forced by intense domestic political
pressures on the media in Iran, and she describes photography
as: “a way of breathing within the smothering world of
censorship.”

In Listen (2011) which comprises works in video and
photography, Newsha presents portraits of professional female
singers, whom, due to Islamic beliefs, are not allowed to sing
solo, perform in public or produce CDs. In Iran, female singers
can only sing collectively or as back-up singers for male
vocalists.

“In my own country I participate, I tell stories that are also my
story. For me a women’s voice represents a power that if you
silence it, imbalances the society, and makes everything
deform.

My project Listen echoes the voices of silenced women. I have
let Iranian female singers perform through my camera while the
world has never heard them.”

Mother of Martyrs (2006). Here Newsha Tavakolian presents a
series of portraits of mothers holding within their hands,
portraits of the sons they lost in the Iran-Iraq war. The double
use of portraiture within the artworks serves to highlight the
contrast between the generations, and the ever-increasing
chasm between the two. 
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Further information

Catalogue
An illustrated exhibition catalogue is available to purchase from
reception, priced £5.00. In addition to further information regarding
the artists and the exhibits, the catalogue contains a newly
commissioned essay by Yasmina Reggad ‘Travelling in Imaginative
Geographies’. 

Resource Area (ground floor, reception area)
The Missing, by Dalia Khamissy (2009). Duration: 5 minutes, 
5 seconds. Produced by Benjamin Chesterton. A Duckrabbit
photofilm for BBC.

This short film, created with Dalia Khamissy, provides context into
the story of Lebanon’s missing, as documented in the artists
photographic collection. The story is told from the perspective of a
former head of intelligence of a Christian Militia, Assaad Chaftari,
and a Palestinian refugee, Umm Aziz.

Survivor, by Laura Boushnak (2007). Duration: 7 minutes, 23
seconds. Produced by Laura Boushnak and Midhat Majkik.

Survivor is a short film by Laura Boushnak, providing context and
further detail regarding her photographic project of the same
name. Survivor tells the story of a 16-year-old Palestinian cluster
bomb victim in south Lebanon, and his struggle to overcome all
odds. The film contains interviews with Mohammed, a victim of a
cluster bomb, and Raed Mokaled, a political activist.

The following books are also available to read in the resource area:
‘Images of Women. The Portrayal of Women in Photography of the
Middle East 1860-1950’ by Sarah Graham-Brown, ‘Orientalism’ by
Edward Said, ‘Art of the Middle East: Modern and Contemporary Art
of the Arab World & Iran’ by Saeb Eigner and Foreword by Zaha
Hadid, ‘Contemporary Art in the Middle East: Artworld’ by  Paul
Sloman, and ‘Arab Photography now’ by Rose Issa and Michket Krifa.

Special Events
The exhibition has influenced a programme of debates and
discussions. These reflect on issues such as the politics of self-
representation, the challenges and possibilities afforded by female
identity, and the role of creative practice in ‘change-making’ within
the region. 

Exhibiting artist, Tanya Habjouqa with be ‘in conversation’ with
Saleem Arif Quadri MBE on Thursday 24 January, 7pm. Dalia
Khamissy, Myriam Abdelaziz and Tamara Abdul Hadi will be
speaking at the ‘She Who Tells a Story’ conference on Friday 15
February, 2pm. Video footage from both events will be made
available through our website and streamed live on
www.thisistomorrow.info

Dalia Khamissy, Myriam Abdelaziz and Tamara Abdul Hadi will also
be leading a gallery tour on Saturday 16 February, 12pm. See our
events brochure for more information and details on how to book.

New Art Exchange: 39 - 41 Gregory Boulevard, Nottingham NG7 6BE
T: 0115 924 8630 | E: info@nae.org.uk | W: www.nae.org.uk

Websites

www.nae.org.uk
www.rawiya.net

FORMAT13

Realism in Rawiya is part of FORMAT 13, 
the international photography festival taking
place in Derby and the East Midlands. 
The festival runs 8 March - 7 April 2013. 
See: www.formatfestival.com. 

NAE will feature two further exhibitions 
as part of FORMAT13: ‘Therblig’ by Wideyed
(showing in the Mezzanine Gallery, 
8 March – 13 April 2013); and ‘Still’ by NAE’s
Young People’s Panel (showing in the Central
Gallery, 8 March – 20 April 2013).

We thank Custom Frames Bulwell for their
sponsorship of the exhibition frames.

Custom Frames
Specialists in Commercial Framing
www.custom-frames.co.ukCF


