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Snail Fever

THE THIRD LINE, DUBAI, UAE

Ala Ebtekar, Electric Del Roba (2011)

The era remembered as the ‘Golden Age’ of Arabic music (and
cinema) is synonymous with the remembrance of an Arab heyday.
The period encompassing the 1920s through to the 1950s
produced some of the region’s biggest stars, and figures such as
‘Abd El-Halim, Um Kulthum and Fayrouz are now deified in
popular Middle Eastern culture. ‘Snail Fever’, then, did not solely
reflect the sensationalism of this particular period, but also used it
as a stepping stone, exploring the viral-like quality of music and
its insidious ability to seep into different political, social and
familial situations. In fact, it was El-Halim himself who inspired
the title for the show, curated by Sara Mameni, for it was the
Bilharzia virus, transmitted by snails, which eventually killed the
Egyptian singer.

About this review

Published on 26/07/11
by Anna Wallace-Thompson

Current Shows in this city
Nadia Kaabi-Linke

Previous Shows in this city

Other Articles by Anna
Wallace-Thompson
Laila Shawa Shows

RSS Feeds 
Get the Universal feed, or the Current
Shows feed to be updated of new reviews
in this section.

Advertise with frieze

Previous Shows 

Home Archive Blog Shows Listings Subscribe Bulletin Digital About Contact Press Advertise

Why?RegisterLog In

Search  GO

Share this article:

http://www.frieze.com/
http://www.frieze.com/shows/review/snail-fever/#
http://www.frieze.com/shows/review/snail-fever/#
http://www.frieze.com/shows/review/snail-fever/#
http://www.frieze.com/shows/category/dubai-uae/
http://www.frieze.com/shows/review/nadia-kaabi-linke/
http://www.frieze.com/shows/review/laila-shawa
http://www.frieze.com/rss/
http://www.frieze.com/rss/
http://www.frieze.com/advertise/
http://www.frieze.com/rss/
http://www.frieze.com/magazine
http://www.frieze.com/issue/
http://blog.frieze.com/
http://www.frieze.com/shows/
http://www.frieze.com/thelistings/
http://www.frieze.com/subscribe/
http://www.frieze.com/bulletin/
http://digital.frieze.com/
http://www.frieze.com/about/
http://www.frieze.com/contact/
http://www.frieze.com//press/
http://www.frieze.com/advertise/
http://www.frieze.com/magazine/
http://www.frieze.com/account/
http://www.frieze.com/register
http://www.frieze.com/login
http://twitter.com/home?source=frieze.com/magazine&status=On%20@frieze_magazine:%20http://frieze.com/shows/review/snail-fever
http://www.frieze.com/shows/review/snail-fever/#
http://digg.com/submit?url=http%3A//frieze.com/shows/review/snail-fever
http://delicious.com/save
http://www.frieze.com/issue/email_article/snail-fever/


Marking the gallery’s final exhibition before closing for the torrid
Gulf summer, there was a sense of space that seemed more
prevalent than in previous shows. Perhaps it was the discreet way
in which Abbas Akhavan’s Greener Pastures (2011) a large digital
print, was propped up against the wall in a corner and surrounded
by seemingly discarded glass bottles, or in the visual illusion of
Rayyane Tabet’s Sherihan, Sherihan, anzili chaa’raki (Sherihan,
Sherihan, Let down your hair, 2011), an artist book comprising 29
pieces of white paper on which Arabic calligraphy has been
punched out in small dots, rather like Braille. The whiteness of
the work made it seem at first that the wall on which they were
hung was in fact empty. All in all, the works felt disjointed.

So, what was it that linked them? Featuring works by Akhavan,
Fatima Al-Qadiri and Khalid Al-Gharaballi, Ala Ebtekar, Haris
Epaminonda, Christodoulos Panayiotou, Tabet, Slavs and Tatars
and Newsha Tavakolian, Mameni began developing ‘Snail Fever’ a
year and a half ago. ‘Looking at contemporary works from the
region I was struck by how many artists make work about music,’
she explains. ‘I specifically wanted to look at music in the
contemporary moment – art and music have always been related.
Music in the exhibition is what brings people together, reminds
one of home and even marks identities. It was important to me
that each of these artists approached these issues with humour in
a tongue-in-cheek kind of way.’

Newsha Tavakolian, from the ‘Listen Series’ (2010)

Humour was certainly present, along with a hefty dose of pain and



longing. Hymns of No Resistance (Stuck in Ossetia With You)
(2010) by Slavs and Tatars – a piano score of the song of Stuck In
The Middle With You (1972) – employs a light touch to talk about
the Ossetian-Georgian conflict, rescored for regional instruments
such as the ney. Next to it Al-Qadiri and Al-Gharaballi’s Dala3 (in
Vegas) and WaWa Complex (both 2011) play on the
contemporary stereotype of female Arabic pop stars who, far from
being the revered icons of the past, are now treated as
dangerously clichéd objects of desire for the mass market.
Sobering, however, are four C-type prints by Tavakolian. The
‘Listen Series’ (2010) features Iran’s underground female singers,
unable to perform in public due to the country’s strict moral and
religious codes. Standing against sequinned backdrops and
singing with eyes shut, swaying ever so slightly to the beat, they
are mesmerising and emit an aura of serenity tinctured with
sadness. In their intimate expressions, much more is conveyed
than could ever be said in words.

There was music in the gallery, as two video works provide an
ongoing soundtrack, yet in some ways the experience risked being
muted. The quirky catalogue, designed to look like an old LP
cover, features no information beyond the curator’s statement as
to what each work is about and it was challenging to understand
the sometimes complex references in each piece. Where
Panayioutou’s Slow Dance Marathon (2005) exudes a languid
intimacy that is easy to be drawn into, others, like Ebtekar’s
Electric Del Roba (2011) need rather more scratching below the
surface. ‘The works in the show are all research based and fairly
difficult to access at the surface level, but I think there is enough
there for everyone to be able to enter each work,’ admits Mameni,
pointing out that the works – bar three – were not made
specifically for ‘Snail Fever’. ‘The issue of accessibility is a
question that haunts contemporary art, as well as museum and
gallery displays in general. I chose to eliminate all explanations
from the catalogue because I did not want to give just one linear
explanation to the works in the show and, by doing so, limit their
meanings to the ones given.’ This was certainly not an easy show,
but it is an eloquent one, and, with a little work from the viewer,
the results were supremely rewarding.

Anna Wallace-Thompson
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