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Repackaging Jerusalem: interview with
Palestinian artist Bashar Alhroub
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The new Dubai show of Ramallah-based artist Bashar Alhroub looks at his native city Jerusalem as
a place with multiple identities. "When you are in Jerusalem,” Alhroub told me, "you never feel you
are in one single place. You never feel that the city is belonging to anyone, although everyone
claims it as theirs."

The artist's new show opened on 14 November at Zawyeh Gallery in Dubai, and last until 5
January. Called "Tracing Boundaries", the artist focuses on Jerusalem as a religious symbol, while
also looking at it as a subject of pop culture. He traces the boundaries between holiness and
material culture and invites the visitor to observe a fine line between spirituality and commercial
clutter.

"Jerusalem as a city has a lot of layers, whether historical, religious or mythological," Alhroub
explained. "Everyone tries to create a new history around it, and with this show | did it too,
according to the relationship | have built with the city over time. | materialised it through objects
from reality, as well as from what | imagine when | walk around the city. Ultimately, it's an inner
Jerusalem I'm talking about."

A sense of place is perhaps the only constant in Alhroub's large and varied artistic production.
Across different mediums, his work constantly evokes a feeling of attachment, a sense of
significant ownership of that place, which he expresses through photography, painting and
installation works.

READ: Palestinians Abroad condemns 'Israelisation' of school curriculum in Jerusalem

"The common element in all my projects, all the different things that | do, is always just me," he
reflected while sitting in his studio, surrounded by pieces of installations, big canvases and several
boxes. "It all comes from my personal experience. This is my focus, rather than to build a cohesive
easy-to-pinpoint body of work, or a cohesive art career as the art system would have it."

Freedom and unbound expression are indeed what drives his art production, and it all goes back
to what he experiences in his daily life. "I don't want to get stuck in just one area, always repeating
the same kind of research. That gets boring quickly for me. Travelling for residencies, experiencing
new things, reading, exploring... this is what enriches me, and | consider this the true blessing for
the artist. I'd say my art is about my daily life."
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For his new show In Dubal - which also presents several different media - he decided to focus on
the symbols in Jerusalem and the history of the city. "One of the symbols | used was the Dome of
the Rock. Its architecture is unique. | tried to detach the form from the holiness that is associated
with it and make it in different colours. The sacredness of the place implies that people should be
silent and respectful, but | wanted to change the atmosphere, making it colourful and playful.”

For him, this is like looking differently at the familiar, and he felt entitled to do so, as Jerusalem is
the city where he was born. "This place means a lot to me personally, more than politically and
religiously. I just have a deep love for the city."

He has in the past tried to make work about Jerusalem from more of a political angle. However, he
found that this perspective was already explored widely by other artists. There is, he said, a kind
of stereotypical image of Jerusalem. "The Orientalist image is still so strong. So | tried to play with
the concept of the city of Jerusalem, thinking of it as a playground. | was like a kid playing in his
room."

Looking at his installation presenting a number of small colourful domes, one is reminded of the
Buddha statues in different colours that we find in every other furniture shop. The viewer is
reminded to commaodify a system of beliefs, the market that flattens all differences.

Although the artist is open to this reading from the audience, his initial intention was quite the
opposite. While open to different readings from others, he intended to talk about the differences
in beliefs. "In Jerusalem, people historically came from different places of the world and are still
living there, making Jerusalem what it is now. So Jerusalem is not one colour.”

This idea is also contained in another piece in the show called "The Holy Gates", which references
the eight gates of the Old City. "Each gate has a history and is from a different period, being
influenced by a different culture. Armies and believers passed under these gates. Additionally,
each one has a different name, according to Muslims, Jews or Christians. They created new names
depending on their different religious beliefs."

The artwork highlights this aspect; that one city can be experienced and even named in a different
way. Along with the history, though, Alhroub wanted to focus on the design of the gates
themselves. "l love the design and | redrew it exactly as it is, just making it a bit more minimal,
taking away their colour. Jerusalem has a very historical colour, very hearty, you can almost smell
it. But if you take that away, you just end up re-contextualising it."

In several works, the skies look golden, and the artist has employed the symbol of the two-winged
beast known as Burag, believed by Muslims to have carried Prophet Muhammad from Makkah to
Jerusalem, and from there to the heavens. The scale of Alhroub's installations creates a strong
impact and gives the exhibition a holy mystique despite his playful intentions. "For this show, |
was interested in finding the secret of Jerusalem," he concluded. "It's a feeling, a sensation, and |
hope | was able to convey some of it to the visitors."
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After Dubai and another show in Jordan — "Salt Land" at Karim Gallery in Amman, presenting
murals and sculptures — Alhroub plans to take some time to rest and let new ideas develop. He
explained to me that inspiration is actually rooted in research. "There is theory as well; it's not
something coming out of nothing. | reflect on my life, | absorb the work of writers, researchers,
directors or philosophers. Then, when | least expect it, inspiration floods me. But it's not coming
from nothing. Nothing is coming from nothing."

READ: Israeli extremists raid Al-Agsa, cut down 2,000 olive trees

His creative process happens naturally, he pointed out, by observing reality, listening to subtle
cues, and always by walking. "Walking is very important for me, everywhere | am. So a particular
place, research or phase of my life would inspire an idea, and from there | go on finding a medium
related to this idea. For me just doing painting all my life would be like having a diet where | only
eat bread.”

The artist has an upcoming residence in Marrakech next year, but isn't sure what kind of work he
will do there yet. "But | believe that's what the research is about, not knowing what you'll find. I'm
willing to encounter different objects and visual inputs. | don't want to carry with me the themes
of past projects. | want to experience a new life, a new heart, and that will result in new work."
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