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Sitar Master
of Maryland

Written by Larry Luxner
Photographed by Eric Kayne

With a lifetime of training from leading
virtuosos, Alif Laila is one of few women
to achieve international recognition with
the mesmerizing instrument whose
sound evokes the musical identity of the
greater Indian subcontinent. She is as
passionate about music as she is about
encouraging other women.

10 ALeague
of Their Own

Written by Dianna Wray
Photographed by Lisa Krantz

In the era when baseball emerged as “America’s
National Pastime,” the sons of Syrian Lebanese
immigrants were smitten by the sport too—
including a leftie slugger in Port Arthur, Texas,
named Bill Anawaty.
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16 The Future’s
Golden Fiber

Written by Tristan Rutherford

Jute grows in tropical wetlands
worldwide but nowhere as plentifully as
in the deltas of Bangladesh and India,
where its golden-hued fibers are inspiring
a new generation of biodegradable
products from carpets to car seats,
clothing to bioplastic grocery bags.
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East Coast of
Saudi Arabia,

Circa 1952-1964

Photograph by
Mary Elizabeth Hartzell

“Enclosed please find 59 negatives in
various holders. These photos were
in the possession of my aunt,” wrote
Margaret Hartzell in a letter accompa-
nying a small green box she donated
five years ago to the archives of the
King Abdulaziz Center for World Cul-
ture in Dhahran, Saudi Arabia.

Her aunt was Mary Elizabeth Hartzell,
who passed away in 2009 at age 94.
From 1952 to 1964, Mary Elizabeth, as
she was known, worked for Aramco
as the librarian of the Arabian
Research Division, a job for which she
had been recruited from the American
Geographical Society in New York;
she had already been taking Arabic
language classes at the Asia Institute.

“She was intrepid for a single woman
of that time,” says Margaret.

Mary Elizabeth took her photos with a
twin-lens Rolliflex camera, and most
of the five dozen images in the box
show scenes such as this wintertime
weekend excursion of expatriate em-
ployees along the east coast of Saudi
Arabia. While she is remembered at
the library for her meticulous expan-
sion of its collections in both English
and Arabic, her carefully composed
photos remained largely uncaptioned
and undated.
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Tamia—Falafel

Recipe by
Troth Wells

Photograph courtesy
Kam & Co. Denmark
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(Makes 24)

1 can garbanzos/
chickpeas

2-4 cloves garlic
1 onion

1 green bell pepper,
chopped

1 teaspoon coriander
seeds

for 10 minutes.

Reprinted with permission from
One World Vegetarian Cookbook

Troth Wells

2011, Interlink Books,
978-1-56656-834-0, $35 hb,
www.interlinkbooks.com.

Tamia are similar to falafel.

An easy Sudanese recipe for this great snack or mezze/appetizer that is probably as popular in the
West as in the Middle East, where it originated.

2 tablespoon cilantro/ 1 teaspoon baking
coriander, chopped juice powder
of Y2 lemon oil

i

1 slice bread
Salt and pepper

2 tablespoons flour

1 teaspoon sesame seeds
plus 1 tablespoon
sesame seeds

Drain the garbanzos/chickpeas and put them in a blender with the garlic, onion, bell pepper,
coriander seeds and cilantro/coriander.

Pour the lemon juice on a plate and soak the bread in it, then squeeze out any excess liquid.
Crumble the bread into the mixture.

Stir on blend again, then add flour, the teaspoon of sesame seeds, salt and pepper. Set aside

When ready, add the baking powder and mix it in well. Adjust the flavoring and seasoning to taste.

Take up small amounts and shape with your hands into flattish rounds. Scatter the remaining
tablespoon of sesame seeds on the patties and then fry these for 2-3 minutes on each side until
lightly browned. Serve with pita bread, salad and yogurt.

Troth Wells is an Oxford-based food writer and cookbook
author. She has written several cookbooks, including most
recently One World Vegetarian Cookbook, Global Vegetarian
Cooking: Quick and Easy Recipes from around the World,
and Small Planet, Small Plates: Earth-Friendly Vegetarian
Recipes, all published by Interlink Books.
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SITAR
MASTER
of Maryland

n her home studio in Silver Spring,
Maryland, Alif Laila’s vibrant murals
and watercolor paintings adorn each
wall. It’s a space she has grown into
over decades, a creative refuge for living,
working, meditating, painting and, most
of all, playing and teaching music, all
amid kaleidoscopic decor inspired by the

6 AramcoWorld

country of her birth, Bangladesh. A virtu-
oso of the sitar who has earned the master
musician’s title Vidushi, she steps out
from the studio into a well-tended garden.
There among greenery and stones, she
teaches children and adults of various cul-
tural backgrounds how to pluck and pick
her beloved, long-necked, gourd-shaped
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instrument. Speaking about more than
just the flora, Laila says hers is a garden
“where the seeds of South Asia’s cultural
heritage grow lusciously, thousands of
miles away from home.”

She is especially passionate, she says,
about encouraging young women to take
up the sitar, as even today Laila stands
out as one of few women in the world to
achieve fame with the instrument.

“The sitar is mysterious and mesmeriz-
ing. You're in a spell. You can’t figure out
what it is,” she says, describing the sitar’s
tantalizing ability to produce sounds that
appeal to ears not only in the subcontinent
and parts of Asia but also across the world.
Beginning in the 1960s, she explains, “it
was the sitar that opened the doors to
meditation [and] yoga.”

Often compared to an expanded
version of a classical lute—to which it is
distantly related—the sitar’s distinctively
chimeric sound comes from its combina-
tion of plucked strings with sympatheti-
cally tuned, reverberating drone strings.
Paired with a tabla (hand drum) to



“complete the essence of the music,” the

sitar’s sound evokes history and spiritu-

ality. Laila explains that the sitar has no

one place of origin. Rather, it “developed
over eras in which national borders were
not so defined as today,” amid lands that
are today Turkey, Iran, Afghanistan, Pa-
kistan, India and Bangladesh.

“I strongly believe that through the
sitar, ’'m spreading universal peace and
unity,” Laila says, mentioning that the si-
tar’s popularity crosses not only countries
but religions too, as it is widely popular in
South Asia among Muslims, Hindus and
Buddhists alike.

Over more than three decades, Laila
has performed at concert halls including
the Bangladesh National Museum in her
native Dhaka, the Kerala Fine Arts Society
in Cochin, India, the headquarters of the
United Nations Educational, Scientific
and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) in
Paris, South Bank Centre in London, and
dozens of other venues from Kuwait to the
Us, from performance halls to houses of
worship and community centers—any-
where cultural diversity is celebrated. “No
borders,” she says.

In 2013 Laila performed at the presti-
gious Kennedy Center in Washington, pc,

“I strongly believe
that through the sitar
I’'m spreading universal
peace and unity.”
—Alif Laila

to commemorate the 150th anniversary
of the birth of Swami Vivekananda, a
19th-century Hindu monk and proponent
of interfaith dialog. Four years later she
was invited back to give an audiovisual
concert that projected her watercolors
around her, the colors dancing and mov-
ing along with her raga, a Sanskrit word
for the form of music she performs and
one that refers both to passion and color.
The following year she became the first
female sitarist to perform at Dhaka’s his-
toric Shahid Minar, a national monument
to those who sacrificed their lives during
the independence movement that led to
Bangladesh’s founding in 1971. In 2015
she opened her music school, Sitar Nike-
tan (abode of sitar), with the aim of pre-
serving musical traditions of South Asia.
Laila recognizes her journey as a
musician, and her ascent in the world
of master sitarists—especially as a

In her home studio, Alif Laila pays homage to her teachers and the musicians who have
inspired her, including, from LEFT, Annapurna Devi, the first female player in Indian classical
tradition of the surbahar, or bass sitar; Devi married the world's best-know sitarist, Pandit
Ravi Shankar. At right sits a photo of Laila’s own teacher, Ustad Mir Qasem Khan, whose
musical pedigree includes his uncle—also Devi's father—Ustad Allauddin Khan, one of the
greatest modern sitar virtuosos. The photo in the background shows another of Allauddin
Khan's students, Pandit Nikhil Banerjee, from whose innovative repertoire Mir Qasem Khan
drew, thus directly influencing Laila. opposITE Laila is one of few women sitarists in the
world to achieve the master’s title of Vidushi, whose equivalents for men are Ustad in the
Muslim tradition and Pandit in the Hindu tradition.

woman—has been pioneering. And yet
she found her way.

It was her late mother, Laila says, who
inspired her. Her mother had wanted to
learn the instrument herself when she
was growing up in Kolkata, India. But in
the 1930s and 1940s, it was considered
inappropriate for a respectable young
Muslim woman to perform in public as an
instrumentalist, and a woman could not
be taught privately by a man. Dancing and
singing were more culturally acceptable
for women, and her mother participated in
this, s did Laila, when she was a child. Still
both wanted to learn the sitar even though
it was thought to be a man’s instrument
that required male strength to master.

“I started my music training with
singing, but I was very shy, and my voice
did not have a wide range. So, my mother
encouraged me to try the sitar, and that
did the magic,” she says, remembering her
mother’s gentle support. Her father, ini-
tially, was not as enthusiastic, but he did
not bar her way.

One day when Laila was 17, she told
her father she was going to visit an aunt
in Kolkata. She returned home to Dhaka a
few days later carrying a sitar. She knew it
would be difficult to master and that sup-
port would be infrequent. She also knew
that, when she married, the duties expect-
ed of her as a wife and mother would be
expected to remain her priority.

“It is well known that a male sitar
player has to be supported,” she says. “But
it doesn’t work that way for a woman. Ca-
reer, marriage and childbirth all get in the
way. You will not be able to get up early
in the morning and start practicing or
do yoga and meditation. You have to take
care of the house and feed the children.”

Laila was fortunate to find a master
instructor in Dhaka, the late Ustad Mir
Qasem Khan, nephew of noted sitarist
and composer Ustad Allaudin Khan,
who was often referred to as a “guru of
genius.” (Ustad is a title for a male master
musician in the region’s Muslim tradition;
Pandit is its Hindu equivalent.) Her first
teacher’s cousin, Annapurna Devi, later
became a renowned player of the surba-
har (bass sitar) who married the world’s
best-known sitar player of all time, Pandit
Ravi Shankar. In this way, Laila traces her
musical pedigree through generations of
masters in what she explains is “solely an
aural tradition that cannot be written to
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For inspiration to learn

the sitar as a young girl,
Laila credits her mother,
who was not allowed to
pursue her own interest in
the instrument still rarely
played by women. Laila’s
years of study have led to
concerts around the world
and 10 albums. “You need a
healthy lifestyle in order to
practice three or four hours
a day. It's hard for a woman
to physically carry around
a sitar while touring inter-
nationally. You need to be
strong,” she says.

be portrayed in its true form.”

After graduating from the College of
Fine Arts in Dhaka in 1980, Laila moved
first to Kuwait and in 1988 to Maryland.
She raised two children and continued her
music education with teachers who taught
from the repertoire of the late Pandit Nikhil
Banerjee—also a student of Allaudin Khan,
and Banerjee is recognized today as one of
the greatest sitarists of the 20th century.

Through a mutual friend, Indian tabla
player Pandit Anindo Chatterjee, Laila
had a chance to meet her icon, the late
Shankar. The Indian sitarist had shot to

8 AramcoWorld

The RAGA andthe SITAR

global fame in 1971, when his accounts
of the plight of millions in Bangladesh
inspired one of his friends and students,
George Harrison of the Beatles, to pro-
duce a pair of benefit concerts to raise
funds for refugees: “The Concert for
Bangladesh” became a bestselling live al-
bum and a precedent for half a century of
charitable concerts by popular musicians.
Earlier, with the Beatles, Harrison had
featured the sitar in his songs “Norwe-
gian Wood” and “Within You Without
You.” Since then, the sitar has become

an adjunct instrument for many popular

Raga comes from Sanskrit meaning color and passion, explains Alif Laila. In the classical
music traditions of the Indian subcontinent, ragas are improvisational melodies, or sets
of pitches, based on a scale with a given set of notes. Sitarists can improvise their own
melodies and variations within the boundaries of a particular raga, creating unique
performances. The mood or atmosphere that performances creates also has a name: rasa.
And whether playing indoors or out, morning or night, the sitarist can create a rasa of

existential reverie. This, Laila says, is one of the instrument’s majestic qualities.

musicians in the West, from The Mamas
and the Papas and The Rolling Stones to
Guns N’ Roses, Thievery Corporation
and Odesza.

“Ravi Shankar opened up the doors of
Indian classical music to the whole world,
Laila says. Meeting maestros “who are like
stars” is always inspiring, she says, but
meeting Shankar felt like an “encounter
with an entire constellation!”

As an instrument, the sitar is anal-
ogous to the medieval Persian three-
stringed sehtaar and the South Indian
veena. Usually constructed from teak
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wood, its long, hollow neck is strung with

21, 22 or 23 strings: Seven are top strings,
which are plucked, and the remainder are
the sympathetic “bottom strings.” With
front and side tuning pegs and 20
movable frets, it measures about
1.2 meters and weighs in at just
over 4 kilograms.

Ethnomusicologist Max Katz,
associate music professor at the
College of William & Mary in
Williamsburg, Virginia, says the
sitar became an integral part of
North Indian royal court music starting
in the late 12th century, and it endured
all the way through the rise of British
occupation in the 19th century, reaching
its apogee during the Mughal era.

When India’s first music schools began
opening in the late 1800s, Katz says many
of its students were women.

“A lot has changed over the last 150
years,” says Katz. “In the early 20th centu-
ry, it became a lot more common for wom-
en to learn sitar. It was part of a shift to a
new kind of national consciousness. But
Indian classical music was very awkward
to perform because the actual origins of
Hindustani music were in royal courts. It
was designed for elite entertainment, and
the people who played that music were he-
reditary musicians—and all male.”

Women did have a role, however, as
singers and dancers, though women were
not encouraged to perform for anyone
outside their immediate family. Even to-

“[The sitar] was designed for elite
entertainment, and the people who
played that music were hereditary

musicians—and all male.”
—Max Katz

day there remain few international female
superstars of Indian music.

One of the few pioneering women
in the contemporary era was Devi, who
passed away in 2018 at the age of 91. An-
other female great from the subcontinent
is Shankar’s daughter Anoushka, who in
2016 was nominated for a sixth Grammy
in the category Best World Music Album
for Land of Gold.

“Even today, a modern free-spirited
woman cannot be a true sitar player,”
Laila says. “You have to devote yourself
like a monk to be able to master the si-
tar to a certain level, let alone perform
professionally.”

It was only after Laila’s two sons were
grown, she says, that she felt she could
turn her fullest attention back to the sitar.

In 2015 Laila opened Sitar Niketan (abode
of sitar), her music school at her home in
Silver Spring, Maryland. "l was brought up in
Bangladesh, where the culture is intertwined
with the arts very deeply,” she says. Her
paintings adorn each of her cD covers, too.

“Fortunately, things worked out,” she says.

Since 2000 Laila has produced 10 albums,
among which both Devotion and Inner
Voice were recorded with Chatterjee on
tabla. Later works include Amma (a tribute
to Laila’s mother) and I Am A River, a fu-
sion album of Indian classical and jazz ra-
gas with help from saxophonist Bernhard
Ullrich. Her most recent album, Ekavali,
means “the connecting thread” in San-
skrit. All but one of her album covers are
illustrated with her own paintings.

As a career performer, Laila under-
stands her journey has been as much
about patience and focus as it has been
about sacrifice.

“You need a healthy lifestyle in order
to practice three or four hours a day. It’s
hard for a woman to physically carry
around a sitar while touring interna-
tionally. You need to be strong. And if
you’re not, that also affects your mental
strength,” she says.

The burden is a joyful one, she says,
and she aims to continue until she
can no longer pluck. And even then,
she will listen—and encourage
other women to take up a sitar and
practice until they, too, can impro-
vise a raga.

“It took me a whole lifetime,
and some people don’t have the pa-
tience,” she says. “You have to give

it your whole mind and your body. You

have to breathe it in. And you have to be-
lieve in yourself.” &

Larry Luxner (@LLuxner) is a
freelance journalist and photogra-
pher, and a regular contributor to
AramcoWorld. Photographer Eric
Kayne is a native of San Antonio,

4

Texas. He earned a Bachelor of Arts in studio
art from the University of Texas at Austin and

a Master of Arts in photography
from Ohio University. He has
worked for numerous publications
including the Houston Chronicle.
He lives in Washington, bc.
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As he stepped up to the plate
and turned to face the pitcher,
everything else—the noise of
the crowd, his work back at the
newspaper, the parents and
sisters he was supporting—
dropped away that July day in
1931. On most days William “Bill”
Anawaty was preoccupied with
the business of life as a first-
generation Syrian Lebanese
American in the small oil town
of Port Arthur, Texas. But as the
slim 21-year-old waited for the
ball to zip out of the pitcher’s
hand, he was only a baseball
player, the star of the Young
Men's Amusement Club Port
Arthur, one of dozens of Syrian
Lebanese baseball teams that
had sprung up across the country
in the 1910s and 1920s.



TOP AND OPPOSITE: COURTESY OF PEGGY KARAM

aybe the pitcher from the Young Men’s Syrian
Association team of Houston thought that he
might strike out Port Arthur’s only left-hand-
ed batter, but Anawaty’s eyes were sharp as
the ball sailed toward him. A satisfying pop
as wood and leather-bound rubber connected, and Anawaty was
off, legs pumping toward the bases whether he’d knocked the
ball out of the park or not. The crowd, all from Syrian Lebanese
communities across Texas, roared its approval. Many in the

Star of the L'Monar team and cofounder
of the Syrian Lebanese baseball league
in Texas, William "Bill” Anawaty, OPPOSITE
FAR LEFT, was a son of immigrant parents
who had settled in the oilfield town of
Port Arthur. His skill on the field helped
his team win the Syrian State Champion-
ship in 1932, which was commemorated
with the certificate, LOWER. On it, Anawaty
appears in the top row, fourth from left,
alongside two of his brothers, Henry and
Louis. According to Anawaty's daughter
Peggy Karam, the undated photo at LEFT
likely shows L'Monar at play.

stands that day may not have grown
up with the game, but they knew a
great player when they saw one.

“It was the children of the first-gen-
eration immigrants who really played
baseball,” says George Murr, a Hous-
ton lawyer and current president of
the Southern Federation of Syrian
Lebanese American Clubs whose dad
played for the YMAc team in Houston.
“Their parents had all come over here,
an abrupt baptism by fire of immi-
gration, but the children, like my dad,
were born here, and they had a true
passion for the game.”

No one is entirely clear how the
first teams came together, although
each probably started in a similar
way: as a casual game to spend an
afternoon. Baseball was the national
pastime, and players like Babe Ruth
in the 1920s and ‘30s and Joe DiMag-
gio in the 40s and ‘50s dominated the
sport—and captured the imagination
of Anawaty and thousands of other
Syrian Lebanese boys along with the
rest of the country.

Anawaty’s parents had come in
the 1890s, part of a wave of migration
that saw the departure of nearly half
the population of the Mount Lebanon
region in what was then part of the
Ottoman Empire. (The modern coun-
tries of Syria and Lebanon were estab-
lished in 1920 and 1943, respectively.)

An estimated 60,000 Syrian Leb-
anese immigrants, most of them Christians, settled across the
Us from the 1880s to the 1930s. As the first generation of Syrian
Lebanese Americans was born over the following years, the
community would more than double in size.

The motives for immigration, says Akram Khater, a professor
of history who specializes in diaspora studies at North Carolina
State University, came mainly from the deteriorating Ottoman
economy, which started a long downturn after the Suez Canal
opened up in 1869. “This flooded markets with Japanese-made
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silk, and while there might have been other factors, like religion,

the main reason people left was to go make some money. You
could do that in America, so they came here, worked as peddlers
or in factories. Then if they were successful—and a lot of them
weren’t—they brought more family over.”

The first Syrian Lebanese immigrants to arrive in Texas
stepped ashore in the 1880s, just a decade or so after baseball
itself had showed up in the Lone Star State. (The first game in
the state was reportedly played in Houston in 1867.) By the turn
of the century, today’s National League and American League
had been established, and the professional teams were making

12 AramcoWorld

In her San Antonio home, Peggy Karam holds
a photo of her late father posing with his bat,
glove and hat. Anawaty remained active with

the team for many years as a player and, later,
g 2" E: a manager. LEFT The team'’s official scorebook
4 It fromits 1932 championship year profiled each
. | player, and on Anawaty's page, it stated his
A~ batting average was a powerhouse .444, and
., his fielding was perfect. It also commented
% that his left-handed batting was unique on
I L'Monar, “lending the only bit of versatility to
e i ™ our batting attack.”
132 Lt L
23
' stars of gifted players like Ty Cobb, nick-
e E__,...'L!'-“"k"""l'lalI named “the Georgia Peach”; Walter “The
el 41 .&-.wﬂ" Big Train” Johnson; Christy Mathewson,
gk ti Tl €hi o Qi .

s, {1 known as “Big Six” after a fire engine of
_— azives | the time; and baseball’s first true superstar,
yob £ h“‘ﬁ “the Sultan of Swat,” Babe Ruth. Anawaty
s = and the rest of the boys, who were learning

how to handle dual identities idolized the
stars just like all the other kids, regardless of backgrounds.

But life in the Us was far from simple. Much of the country,
still segregated by race, often didn't know how to classify the
Syrian Lebanese newcomers, who spoke Arabic, prepared their
foods from home, often worked as peddlers and tended to settle
together in cheaper areas of town.

“Wherever our people lived back then, they’d set up their own
communities,” Peggy Karam, Anawaty’s daughter, recalls. “My
dad’s family lived across the tracks in Port Arthur, with other
Lebanese families.” They were, she adds, “so poor, and people
treated them like dogs outside of their circles, so they kept to



TOP: COURTESY OF PEGGY KARAM

ToP Among the many records of the team Anawaty collected and passed down to Karam is this photo from the 1930s, now tinted with age, showing
the UMonar players after a game. aBove, LEFT L'Monar players lined up for a team photo in 1932 as Syrian State Champions that year. The team was
part of the larger Young Men's Amusement Club of Port Arthur, which proposed in 1931 a Southern Federation of Syrian Clubs, each “embracing all
Syrian clubs of the Southern States, each club to be represented by four delegates to convene and draw up articles of federation.” The Southern
Federation of Syrian Lebanese American Clubs is still active today with chapters in more than 20 states. rRIGHT Spice of Life, v.m.a.c: Syrians Official
Score Book 1932 was the title the team gave to its record for that championship year, and it, too, is now part of Karam's collection.

themselves. But the kids who were first born here, like my dad,
they were American kids, and American kids played baseball.”
The Port Arthur team was formally created as part of the
YMAC, the organization established by Anawaty and his fellow
teammates in 1925. “Assimilation happens both ways,” says
Khater. Baseball itself “is arguably an assimilated form of crick-
et,” which came from England, he explains. “In games, in archi-
tecture, in so many different ways, this process isn’t so much a
melting pot as it is a weaving together of disparate influences.
So, of course the children of immigrants pick up baseball and

make it their own.”

Soon the YmMAc began competing against teams from other
Syrian Lebanese American organizations across Texas, and grad-
ually those events became an excuse to hold tournaments that
would bring teams from cities all over the South together to com-
pete—and then dance, eat and socialize. “The competition was

fierce, but the whole system was very casual at first,” says Peggy
Karam’s husband Richard, whose father was also an avid player—
for the team in San Antonio. “Just some games and then a picnic.
But over time the picnics became parties and then banquets, a
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way for people to get together.” The Port
Arthur team, which adopted the name

“The Kids who were

connect the clubs that, by the early
1930s, were playing each other in reg-

LI’Monar, meaning “guiding light,” in firstborn here’ like ular tournaments across the South.
1932, “was always the best team though. my dad, they were There’d been talk of starting a fed-
They dominated.” A . Kids eration to unite these clubs for years
A big reason for this was Anawaty merican Kids, by then, but it had never taken off.
himself. In addition to having a way and American kidS Anawaty and his teammates hit upon

with a bat, he also had no less of a way
with words. Desperate for work during
the Great Depression, he’d shown up
on the doorstep of the editor of the Port
Arthur Daily News after reading they
were seeking to hire a copy boy. Thinking of his parents and six
sisters at home, he’d refused to leave until the editor hired him.

On the field Anawaty was a gifted athlete, the team’s star. He
was soon using his position at the paper to further celebrate his
team’s exploits, making sure the stats for their games were re-
corded, from their few losses to, especially, their many victories.

“I think it was because they were so poor,” Peggy Karam says.
“But they could get together, and they could play on a team, and
they could win. It was something they could achieve. They lived
on the wrong side of the tracks in these towns, but on the field
they were superheroes. They were strong. They might still speak
Arabic and be newcomers to the American experience, but on the
field they were as American as anyone else.”

That feeling of camaraderie also led Anawaty to ride his
team’s popularity—they were nearly unbeatable, and who

doesn’t love to cheer for a winning team?—to more formally

played baseball.”
—Peggy Karam

a plan to draw enough potential mem-
bers together in one place so they could
hammer out the details. They mailed
out invitations across Texas, Louisiana
and the rest of the Gulf Coast inviting
young Syrian Lebanese men and women to a Fourth of July cel-
ebration in Port Arthur. There’d be dancing and entertainment,
of course—that was a given at any Syrian Lebanese gathering.

But the real draw? A game between Houston’s Young Men’s
Syrian Association team, clad in mustard-yellow outfits that made
them look like enormous bees, and Port Arthur, attired in simple
white uniforms with the red caps of L Monar, the team that com-
pensated for a lack of funds with the prowess that had seen them
lose only one game so far that season.

L’Monar dominated the game, and the dancing lasted until the
early morning hours. By the end of festivities, the various groups
had agreed in principle on a federation. It still took another year—
and an evening of all the participants being locked in a ballroom
at the Driskill Hotel in Austin, Texas, to settle the details. So began
what is today the Southern Federation of Syrian Lebanese Ameri-
can Clubs, which today has chapters in more than 20 states.
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Peggy Karam holds a ball preserved amid her father's collection and wears his hat with “LM" on it, which stands for L'Monar (Guiding Light).

“Some of my earliest memories are of watching Pop play baseball,”

she says, and it was at a convention of the Southern Federation that she

met Richard Karam, her husband of 44 years, riGHT, whose father also played in the league. Richard holds a uniform from the Syrian Lebanese
league’s San Antonio team whose letters "AME SYR" stand for "American Syrians.”

Over the following years, Anawaty married and had three
children, but he stayed devoted to the team, saving records and
stats and putting each of the annual team photos carefully in
scrapbooks. He eventually wrote a book, The Spice of Life, that
partly recalled UMonar’s many triumphs. He even wrote poetry
about those days, musing that it was fate that had provided them
with talent for this game, a gift that “showered us with victory to
increase our faith.” Their prowess on the baseball diamond, Peggy
Karam says, helped them face the day-to-day challenges of be-
longing to a community often viewed with suspicion among pub-
lics whose politics often leaned isolationist. (The flood of Syrian
Lebanese immigrants had abruptly slowed to a trickle after 1924
Immigration Act imposed strict quotas.)

“Some of my earliest memories are of watching Pop play base-
ball,” Peggy Karam says. She would go on to meet her husband
of 44 years at one of the conventions of the Southern Federation.
For a time the baseball games remained the group’s focus, with
the honors of winning the tournaments fiercely prized. When
Anawaty stopped taking the field himself, he became I'Monar’s
manager. By the 1970s the teams were no longer the vital core of
the expanding federations. “I think that maybe the need for them
had passed after a while,” Murr says. “I knew my dad and my
uncle played, but by the time I came along, the teams weren’t as
important to the clubs as they’d once been.”

Still, in the 1980s there was an attempt to revive some teams,

Peggy Karam recalls. “It was a nice try, with cousins and descen-
dants of the original players out on the field, but everybody was
a lot older by then,” she says, laughing a little. “Let’s just say the
injuries were numerous, and after that, we tried bowling instead.”
The teams had served their purpose by then. “People don’t just
abandon who they are even as they adopt being American. They
transform as much as they are transformed by it. Baseball was an-
other way for them all to come together, a way for them to connect
and to reconnect with each other,” Khater says. “Outside of these
games, they were different. They had to always be on their guard.
But these baseball games were a way for them to just be, where
there was nothing wrong with them just being themselves.” &

Dianna Wray (wraydianna@gmail.com) is a nationally

award-winning journalist and editor from Houston, Tex-

as, and the current editor-in-chief of Houstonia magazine.

Lisa Krantz is a staff photographer at the San T

}

i4 Antonio Express-News and an adjunct profes- ’ A
A=

sor at Texas A&M-San Antonio. She recently completed
a year-long fellowship with the Nieman Foundation for
Journalism at Harvard University.
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WRITTEN BY TRISTAN RUTHERFORD

rom her high-rise flat in Kamalapur in downtown Dhaka,

Nishat Tuly reviews a few of her recent clothing designs.

Outside her window, within walking distance from Ban-

gladesh’s largest train station, a determined monsoon rain
comes down in a roar. At 26, the median age in this Southeast
Asian nation of 165 million, she is an up-and-coming fashion
designer in pursuit of the next trend. That, she says, points her
toward environment-friendly materials as the go-to fabrics of the
future—and specifically, jute.

“The market of jute and jute-related products is increasing day
by day,” Tuly says, explaining that what was once Bangladesh’s
most important agricultural crop is making a serious comeback.

Her most-recent creation, inspired by Bangladeshi painter Qa-
yyum Chowdhury, embraces jute as sustainable fashion.
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“The environmental issues are gaining in
popularity,” she says.

Historically, jute has been a staple of
both fabric and food for more than 2,000
years. The earliest mention of what appears
to be jute is found in a description written
by Pliny the Elder in the first century ce. In
his book The Natural History, the Roman
author and philosopher refers to the plant
by its genus name, Corchorus, describing its
benefits and how people in Alexandria con-
sumed its jute mallow leaves.

“The leaves of it are rolled up, one upon
the other ... for the viscera, and in cases of
alopecy, being good also for the removal of
freckles,” he wrote.

Today, Egyptians mince jute leaves and fry them alongside
garlic and lamb in a popular dish called molokhiya, often served
with chicken and rice. And Egyptians are not alone at the table:
Cypriots simmer jute leaves into a tomato stew, while chefs in
Thailand blanche them like spinach in a recipe known as bai po.
In Sierra Leone jute is stewed with fufu, a cassava-based porridge,
and it is from that West African country that jute is said to have
made its voyage to the New World with the human trafficking of
the slave trade—especially to the Caribbean island of Haiti, where
it features in lalo, a dish of blue crabs, jute leaves and lemon juice.

Jute fiber has no less of a long history as a material for rope and
coarse-thread items such as large transport bags and heavy-duty
baskets. In this manner the product was sailed across the Pacific
to furnish island markets. In India, in 1590, the Mughal Emperor
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Stripped from their stalks, washed and wound into bundles, raw jute fiber, orposITE, awaits
wholesale buyers in Bangladesh, where jute, after readymade cotton garments, is currently the
country's second-largest export earner and a livelihood for an estimated 25 million people. In
2015 Bangladeshi scientist Mubarak Ahmad Khan developed a process for producing a biode-
gradable, “jute polymer” sheet, aBove, that can take the place of many polythene products. Jute
fashion too is making headway among designers such as Nishat Tuly of Dhaka, whose designs,
inspired by Bangladeshi painter Qayyum Chowdhury, embrace jute as sustainable fashion, RIGHT.

Akbar, who ruled over most of the Indian subcontinent, noted
in the Ain-i-Akbari that in the province of Ghoraghat, today in
northern Bangladesh, “silk is produced and a kind of sackcloth”
was worn. Europeans wove jute into what came to be called hes-
sian, burlap or gunny, which is still widely used for sacks, mats
and nets. During World War 1, an estimated 1 billion or more hes-
sian sandbags lined the trenches of Belgium and France.
Botanically speaking, Corchorus capsularis or white jute pro-
duces the finest fibers, but Corchorus olitorius or tossa jute grows
in greater abundance. Both species are the leading sources of both
edible jute and jute fiber, and both grow as woody, emerald spears
topped by a frilly crown of 10-centimeter-long leaves. Jute has
colonized soils in hot, humid, mostly wetland climates the world
over, from Brazil to Viet-
A hectare of jute nam, from El Salvador to
gobbles around
13.6 tonnes of
carbon dioxide
and returns to the
atmosphere 10

tonnes of oxygen.

every equatorial African
state. Yet no environment
is better for growing jute
than the sultry Ganges
Delta of the eastern In-
dian subcontinent, the
largest wetland of its kind
in the world.

Encompass-
ing two-thirds of
Bangladesh and a
section of India,
this green triangle
ranks among the
most fertile—and
fragile—places on
Earth, fed by two
mighty rivers, the
Ganges and Brah-
maputra. After
carrying nutrients
for thousands of
kilometers, these
waterways spill
into labyrinthine
channels, pools,
streams and swamps—each one a watery haven for cultivating
jute. Some 150 million people live in this delta the size of Iceland,
or the state of Kentucky in the us.

In Bangladesh, jute, or paat in Bangla, supports the livelihoods
of 25 million people. Each spring, billions of seeds of Corchorus
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From seeds sown in wetlands, jute shoots up in the spring, and the late-summer harvest is by hand and sickle. Each stalk is beaten and split
to remove the fibers, which are then washed and dried. No pesticides or artificial fertilizers are used. The leaves of jute are enjoyed in dishes

such as molokhiya, Lower, popular especially in Egypt and Palestine.

capsularis and Corchorus olitorius are flung across open ground,
mostly by women. The seeds germinate with the first showers, and
they grow fast—about 2 centimeters a day. By late spring, the delta
pools look like lakes of lime-green saplings, and when the sum-
mer’s monsoon rains arrive, the jute stalks shoot up until the heat
of August, seldom less than 30 degrees Celsius, given them a final
nutrient boost. With no artificial fertilizers or pesticides used, the
flowering jute plants will tower some 3 meters.

When it’s time to harvest, laborers wade through standing
water to cull the crop by hand with sickles, stripping and sepa-
rating the leaves from stalks that are
bundled and moved to a slow-mov-
ing water source. There, the plant’s
fibrous innards are extracted in a
10- to 30-day process called pochano,
or retting. When the fibers are thor-
oughly soaked, men armed with hefty
wooden mallets wade waist deep into
the standing water, grab great bundles
of stalks and strip them of their veg-
etative bark. The stalks are then thor-
oughly whacked to loosen the fibers
that are then pulled from the plant’s
woody core. The men then wash,
squeeze and dry the retted, stripped
fibers in the sun. Once dry, the fibers
are baled, and this raw jute is trans-
ported to markets and mills almost
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exclusively by boat—a necessity in a nation with 700 waterways
where 50 percent of all cargo journeys are made by river.

As a finished product, jute can be woven, spun and pressed
into handbags, hammocks, hats and a hundred or more other
items. As a wearable textile, it offers natural ultraviolet protec-
tion to the skin; as a household material, it is flame retardant;
as rope, its tiny fibrous hairs offer unrivalled grip. Indeed, jute
is so ingrained into Bangladeshi culture that its leaves feature
on the national emblem, and the government has a Ministry of
Textiles and Jute. There’s even a National Jute Day, March 6, to
observe jute’s endowment to heritage
and its future in the manufacture of
items that are all fully biodegradable
and largely inexpensive.

In the 1950s, however, jute plunged
in popularity when polythene became
a low-cost alternative for grocery bags
and commercial packaging. Together
with polystyrene (from the 1960s on-
ward) and polyethylene terephthalate
(PET, the compound used to make
plastic bottles and product containers),
these new plastics replaced almost
every jute export. By the 1980s, Bangla-
deshi farmers were burning jute fields
to replace them with other cash crops.

Amir Rangan, director of the
jute clothing label Khiyoo Fashion,
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remembers how the local jute mill where his father worked as a
timekeeper funded his rural elementary school.

“Gradually factories laid off workers as they lost orders,” says
Rangan, 41. “Our young country did not have the skills to adapt
jute fiber into new forms because most people were illiterate.”

Millions became jobless. In 1988 a cataclysmic monsoon that
left half the country under water compounded the situation. The
Adamjee Jute Mill, the first jute processing plant in Bangladesh
and the largest in the world, shut down.

“The farmers could not sell their crop,” continues Rangan.
“After selling their properties, they started to migrate to towns to
change their fate.”

Between 1970 and 2000, the Bangladeshi capital of Dhaka
almost doubled in population every decade, becoming the most
densely inhabited city in the world, with 44,000 people per square
kilometer. Many other people left entirely: The global Bangladeshi
diaspora ranks among the world’s largest. The days of the jute
farmer, or paat chashi, seemed over.

As the country expanded its cotton
clothing sector, Rangan began to wonder if
he could replace cotton, which the country
spends more than $5 billion annually to
import, with nationally grown jute.

“It would take me a lot of research to
invent a successful clothes fabric from
jute,” Rangan remembers. In 2007 he
organized the country’s first and largest
jute-garment exhibition at Dhaka Uni-
versity. While traditionally jute garments
were “a little thick” because they were
exported to “winter-prone countries,”
Rangan later presented jute garments at

Although jute is still the raw material of bur-
lap and high-tensile natural twine, demand
plunged in the 1950s with the development

of plastics. Now, fewer factories produce jute
bags and twine, such as this one in Chittagong
in southeast Bangladesh. Lower A trio of jute
leaves appears at the top of the national sym-
bol of Bangladesh.

Western-style fashion shows, and this put
his creations in front of national television
and newspaper audiences.

“I gained a wide reputation,” he says.

Rangan now shares his production skills
with 12 universities across Bangladesh.

“Bangladeshis used to consider jute to be
quite primitive, so not fashionable,” he ex-
plains. “So, by holding fashion shows of jute
garments we can show the many ways the
product can be used.”

For the last six years, Rangan has worn
what he calls his “jute uniform” every day.
At the National Jute Fair in 2020, he show-
cased his garments alongside other jute
items, including soil-erosion screens and
sapling nursery bags that biodegrade when
vegetation stabilizes.

“It’s all about raising awareness,” he explains. “Then these
young students can diversify jute into many other products.
Nowadays we are very busy destroying our climate balance. To
make a better world, the use of green products are the single
most important solution.”

By 2050 plastic production and incineration are forecast
to contribute as much as 10 to 15 percent of the world’s glob-
al-warming gases, according to a 2019 Center for International
Environmental Law report. Climate change looms potentially
catastrophic for Bangladesh in particular, as the delta lands are
all little higher than sea level. Yet here, too, jute pulls more than
its weight: According to the Food and Agriculture Organiza-
tion of the United Nations, a hectare of jute gobbles around 13.6
tonnes of carbon dioxide and returns to the atmosphere 10 tonnes
of oxygen. That same hectare of jute also drops about 10 million
leaves, and those not harvested compost and fertilize the area for
future crops. Jute actually makes land more productive, so much
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so that a follow-on crop of rice can be sown in the same place im-
mediately after the jute harvest.

By replacing wood, jute can also reduce deforestation. Wood
and paper products are the fourth major driver of deforestation
after cattle ranching, soybean farming and palm-oil production,
contributing to about 10 percent of globally felled trees. Given more
investment, jute has the potential to replace a significant propor-
tion of wood-based items, from screening walls to shopping bags.
The woody cores of jute sticks, historically seen as a byproduct, can
also produce charcoal for carbon paper, firesticks, cosmetics and
printer ink. While most trees take more than 10 years to mature to
harvest, jute takes months.

The Ministry of Textiles and Jute is
driving further diversification. Its moti-
vational schemes include asking schools
to supply pupils with backpacks and
book sacks made from jute. Bangladesh’s
highways department has requested use
of GeoJute, an inexpensive biodegrad-
able net that prevents soil erosion. The
ministry also founded the Jute Diversifi-
cation Promotion Centre, which supports entrepreneurs like Ran-
gan in experimenting with new jute products.

Abdul Quayyum, secretary general of the Bangladesh Jute
Association, supports such action. His role is to boost trade in a
country that already exports two-thirds of the world’s jute.

“We call jute ‘the golden fiber,” says Quayyum. “The fiber is
very strong and has so many uses. And when drying on bamboo
poles, it takes the color of gold.”

Quayyum, who graduated from college in 1967 and is environ-
mentally passionate, encourages younger generations.

“Synthetic polythene bags are the cancer in society,” he as-
serts, referring to the volume of unrecycled plastic packaging.
“In the bottom of the rivers, synthetic bags are stacked there.
They will never rot and are hampering the depth of the river
and poisoning the fish.”

Quayyum is promoting a globalized solution. Automobile
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“It could replace
90 percent of packaging
materials and almost
all grocery sacks.”

Mohammad Sabuj Hossain

Mubarak Ahmed Khan discusses prog-
ress of mass production for jute polymer
sheeting, LEFT, at the Latif Bawany Jute
Mill, which is daily turning out 100,000
“Sonali Bags,” opposITE, each one a
reusable, biodegradable replacement
for a polythene grocery bag.

giants like Ford and Toyota already
use 100,000 tonnes of jute each year
to create heavy-duty carpets and
seats. “Now in Germany they are
now using jute to create glass fiber
and to create doors for cars,” explains
Quayyum. “In South Korea they are
making the same.”

Yet just 10 percent of the jute
used in the automobile industry
comes from Bangladesh, and there’s
a sense that if the country is going
to change the world with its miracle
plant, innovation and investment
are going to be the name of the future game.

There is abundant evidence that Bangladesh is eager to ad-
dress the challenge. To travel through the rural hinterlands is to
witness the diversity and evolution of jute, as if its fibers actually
tie the nation together. At riverside restaurants, diners sit on jute
cushions. They are served their ilish macher paturi, a marinated
fish steamed in banana leaves, and chotpoti, a chickpea rice with
chillies, eggs and cilantro, on jute tablecloths. At home, jute is in
the carpets, cupboards, trashcans and toys. Jute matting creates
temporary clinics and storage rooms. When jute carpets become
ripped, or a birthday gift is needed, a new one can be pressed or
woven—and the old one swiftly and
cleanly composted. At times the entire
country appears biodegradable.

Even the ubiquitous, stray plastic trash
cannot entirely spoil views of soaring jute
stems and majestic, oceanic rivers. The
Ganges Delta hosts freshwater dolphins
and clouded leopards, crested serpent
eagles and chital deer. At Cox’s Bazaar, at
150 kilometers the world’s longest beach,
five species of sea turtles paddle through the shallows. Asian ele-
phants amble through the wildlife sanctuary behind. Where the del-
ta sprawls into the Bay of Bengal, mangrove swamps shelter pythons
and Bengal tigers. Occasionally a cargo boat laden with raw jute
chug-chugs through the silence, outrigger-balanced with jute bales,
the better to pile the hull sky high with bundles of jute stems.

Investment in jute also seems to finally be paying dividends.
In 2010 the Mandatory Jute Packaging Act was introduced to
reduce consumer plastics. Industrial commodities, agricul-
tural goods, rice, onions and other staple foodstuffs had to be
packaged in jute. Initially the act didn’t work as well as hoped.
Suppliers were concerned about the supply of sacks. They also
had to overcome long-held consumer attitudes that jute was
an old-fashioned, even dirty throwback—just not a modern
product. Those fears have dissipated. Although polythene re-
mains popular, the act was recently expanded to secure the jute
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packaging of garlic, pulses, chilies,
turmeric and coriander seeds.

Mohammad Sabuj Hossain, direc-
tor of Eco Bangla Jute and a leading
exporter, explains how the act could
become globally successful. Already
60 countries, including Bangladesh,
Morocco and France, have banned
plastic grocery bags. “You need to
present consumers an alternative or
else prohibition does not work.”

For Hossain, the answer is jute.

“It could replace 90 percent of
packaging materials and almost all
grocery sacks,” he says.

He purchases his stock of jute in
two ways: tied in jute rope directly
from the farmers market, or from one
of Bangladesh’s 200 or so jute mills in
the form of premade cloth and yarn.
Hossain’s Eco Bangla Jute export cata-
log is growing—jute garden mesh, jute yoga bags, jute baskets, jute
vegetable planters and jute reusable totes—each one a product with
a plastic competitor, all exported as far afield as Denmark, Panama
and Mexico. Overall jute exports have netted Bangladesh a consis-
tent $1 billion per year for the last decade, ranking it after cotton
garments as the country’s second-highest earner.

But to tackle polythene head-on, the country is also looking to
empower jute with tech.

Polythene amounts to one third of the world’s total plastic mar-
ket. The fabricated polymer is ubiquitous, from plastic wrap to sur-
gical gloves. In 2015 Bangladeshi scientist Mubarak Ahmad Khan
unveiled a biodegradable cellulose sheet,
a “jute polymer,” that can take the place
of many polythene products.

“The physical properties are quite
similar,” explains Khan.

By 2020 his Sonali Bag, named after
the Bangladeshi word for “golden,” was
being produced at the rate of 100,000 per day at the Latif Bawany
Jute Mill near Dhaka, which stands just a short walk from the
historic, defunct Adamjee Jute Mill. Although the infrastructure
is not yet present for it to supplant the estimated 410 million poly-
thene grocery bags used each month in Dhaka alone, for the jute
industry, it’s looking like a new day dawning. By 2022, industry
forecasters estimate the global market for this and other bioplas-
tics could be worth as much as $77 billion.

During the covip-19 outbreak, the Sonali Bag technology
showed it could be put to a different and urgent use. Demand
boomed for personal protective equipment (PPE) including gloves,
masks and discard bags, the vast majority of which were made of
single-use plastic. Khan produced a new line of protective gear—
all made from jute cellulose. The compound used to produce it
includes chitosan, a natural fiber obtained from the shells of crabs
and shrimps, which Bangladesh also exports in number. The ten-
sile strength of Khan’s new polymer is nearly double that of poly-
thene. As a bonus, chitosan is shown to have antiviral properties,
hence its use in burn dressings and assorted medications. This

Jute seems primed
to become a global
“superplant™—edible,
practical, fashionable.

jute-based disposable ppE dissolves in water in seven days, or in
hot soapy water in just three minutes. The wider world is consid-
ering the invention right now.

Khan is using jute to take aim also at two final materials. The
Bangladeshi inventor recently unveiled Jute-Tin, made from jute
hessian, resin and coupling agents. The material is lighter and
stronger than iron sheets, not to mention rust-proof, sound-proof
and ultimately biodegradable, making it a formidable alternative
to informal homes often constructed from corrugated iron made
from lead and zinc. Jute-Tin can also be used to make furniture,
mobile clinics or other commercial buildings, replacing concrete
and bricks. With jute Bangladesh stands
on the leading edge of innovative solu-
tions to some of the world’s most serious
sustainability challenges. The “miracle”
biodegradable plant seems primed to
become the next global “superplant”—
edible, practical and fashionable.

Even Nishat Tuly recognizes that to make a global impact,
her jute clothing concepts are going to have to appeal beyond her
local, jute-conscious Dhaka scene. As a designer, her cuts and
colors can influence the runway and the catalog, but in the fabrics
she chooses, she can perhaps influence younger generations.

“There is a greater opportunity to develop a great period in jute
production for the millennials right now. So, we young people
can take the chance,” Tuly says. “It is no good thinking only of
one country, like Bangladesh. We have to think globally.” &

Tristan Rutherford has received six major travel jour-
nalism awards while traveling among 70 countries in
his career. Currently based in England, his work ap-
pears in The Times, The Daily Telegraph, and The At-
L lantic. He has authored two books about Turkey for
National Geographic.
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ARTINTS
ANSWIR

COVID-19

Written and curated
by BELIZ TECIRLI

Artworks courtesy
of THE ARTISTS

Salah El Mur, “Quarantine Box 2", acrylic on canvas, 30 x 30 cm.

nspiration, comfort, challenge, reflection,
discussion—at no time do creative arts
offer us more than during crisis. Faced
with the closing of so many doors through
travel bans, museum and gallery closures,
lockdowns, quarantines and social distancing,
artists of all kinds are responding with new
ways to make new connections on new plat-
forms to articulate this moment in history.

Almigdad Aidikhaiiry, untitled,
ink on handkerchief, 20 x 25 cm.

Apical Reform, “Crown Shyness”,
Dream+Reality series, wall-hung kinetic art
(acrylic ply and electronics), 100 x 100 cm.

22 AramcoWorld



Jassim Al Dhamin, "Waiting”,
acrylic on canvas, 122 x 183 cm.

Athar Jaber, "A Mask for Life",
marble, 12 x 6 cm.

Omar Sfeir with Nadia Hassan, “(I)solation”,
digital collage, 1080 x 1080 pixels.

For visual artists and their artistic
practices, the challenges of covip-19
have inspired everything from revisiting
previous works while in lockdown to cre-
ating something entirely new in direct re-
sponse to the crisis. Here, we look at a se-
lection of artworks, all undertaken since
February by artists of Middle Eastern
heritage or residence, that pertain loosely
to themes of isolation, lifestyle, access,
environment and healing. The artists are
only a few of the many who, amid coping
with their own personal obstacles, con-
tinue to create, collaborate and encourage
art that, as the works here show, proves
both culturally particular and universal.

Coming to Terms
with Isolation

While quarantines and social distancing
may be our best defenses against the virus,
even surveys conducted earlier this year by
the medical journal The Lancet Psychiatry
and the uk Academy of Medical Science
forecast “profound” and “pervasive”
impacts on mental health that research
since has borne out. With the global econ-
omy forecast to contract as much as 1.75
percent in 2020, it is increasingly clear that
the effects of the pandemic will be with us
for some time.

Artistic responses arose almost instan-
taneously, such as the quick, iconically
virus-themed napkin sketch, penned by
Almigdad Aidikhaiiry, and a painting of
a face-masked man by Salah EI Mur (both
coincidentally from Sudan).

The uncertain boundaries between fever
dreams and reality, as well as cell biology
became themes for the Dubai-based design
studio Apical Reform, known for its kinetic
works and founded by Amrish Patel. The
several resulting pieces, which use a “digital

canvas” to display gently moving, digital
images, all showed the tendency of early
coviD-themed art to address the general
fear of an unknown and novel coronavirus.

For some, however, isolation played to
existing specialities. Lebanese photogra-
pher and filmmaker Omar Sfeir looks often
at intimacy and human relationships. His
most recent work, carried out in collabo-
ration with poet Nadia Hassan, hones in
on the psychological pressures of isolation.
Hassan’s poetry feels raw and unedited,
inspiring in Sfeir a complementary, seem-
ingly spontaneous photographic esthetic,
producing together effects greater than
either could alone.

For Saudi acrylic artist Jassim Al
Dhamin, “Art was the only way to
escape,” he says, from both isolation
and worry. Tapping his emotions, Al
Dhamin’s covip-fueled work focuses on
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the ambiguously similar physical sensa-
tions of flying and falling, employing his
signature palette and expressive linage to
evoke instability.

For others, isolation led to outreach.
Renowned sculptor Athar Jaber, born
to Iraqi parents and currently living in
Antwerp, Belgium, says he asked himself,
“How can art and artists directly contrib-
ute to society?” This motivated him to
mobilize his stone-working skills to carve
from marble 10 different interpretations
of face masks, sell them and donate the
proceeds to the United Nations High
Commissioner for Refugees. He dedicat-
ed the project, which he titled A Mask
for Life, to the people who often have
little or no physical space for the social
distancing covip-19 demands, “making
them among the most vulnerable people”
around the world, he says.
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Osama Esid,
“Memory Fusionin a
Time of Quarantine”,

melted black

plastic infused with
transparent print on a
back-lit frame,

35 x 25 cm.
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Shifting Lifestyles

As contemporary artworks are being
conceived and brought into existence in
relative isolation, covip-19 is providing
amoment to reflect upon artistic practice
and lifestyles as a whole.

Syrian-born artist Osama Esid, who
now resides in Minnesota, has used the
slower pace of pandemic life to re-edit and
compile old works in his usual medium of
painted photographs in colored oils while
developing new techniques. These include
the use of a filament pen to draw directly
on celluloid and then printing the images
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using either silver gelatin photographic
paper or a printing press.

Similarly, Beirut-based painter Tagreed
Darghouth says the quietude of social dis-
tancing offered “an opportunity to focus”
while retaining her usual routines of long
days in her studio.

Also working in Lebanon from a home
and studio he calls his “little island” amid
the mountains above Beirut, Nadim Karam
says he has welcomed the opportunity
quarantine has given him to invite mem-
bers of his family into his practice through
direct participation in creating some of his
large-scale works.

On August 4, for Darghouth, Karam
and thousands of others in Beirut, the ex-
plosion in the city’s port shattered far more
than just the windows and glass doors of
studios and homes. “Hundreds and thou-
sands, friends and acquaintances, dead,
injured and displaced. This disaster has
changed our lives forever,” Karam laments
before shifting to resolution. “Although
coronavirus created a definite change, this
disaster brings forward a wind of fresh en-
ergy’—energy he says should be mobilized
as “creative power” to push for political and
social change.



ABovE: Nadim
Karam, right,
paints with
members of
his family.

Tagreed
Darghout,
untitled,

acrylic on paper,
21 x 30 cm.

November / December 2020 25




Shifting Accessibility

With museums, galleries, theaters and other arts
venues largely shut down, the ways artists interact
with audiences has shifted, too. Many artists have
taken this as an opportunity to utilize the Internet
more than ever to invent new collaborations and
reach new audiences.

From April to July, The Mosaic Rooms, a
nonprofit art gallery and bookshop dedicated to
contemporary culture from the Arab world and
beyond in London, worked remotely with local sec-
ondary schools on a four-week art project titled To-
gether Apart: Lockdown Diaries. Artists Aya Haidar,
Marwan Kaabour and Rosie Thwaites invited 60 stu-
dents from The Cardinal Vaughan Memorial School
and Kensington Aldridge Academy to respond to
weekly briefs on social distancing, daily exercise,
pandemic hygiene and remote relationships. The
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ABOVE, LEFT AND LOWER LEFT: Abed Al Kadiri, Cities Under
Quarantine: The Mailbox Project.

ToP LEFT For @ month, | couldn’t touch the book sent to

me, as if it morphed into an exhibition hall. | felt it was so

precious | could hardly add any imprint with my pencil.

| am used to filling large sizes of canvas and walls in

lofts and hangars. This contraction of space has pushed

me to reconsider the small frame, and | had to readapt.
—Dalia Baassiri, Beirut

LerT When you are sitting confined and everything is a
little bit gloomy, this initiative was like fresh air. It gave
me the capacity to reconnect with people and to look
into the future in a nice way rather than focusing on the

teachers expressed excitement at exploring
“relevant new ground” using digital learn-
ing, and students enjoyed expressing freely
and personally about their own relation-
ship to the lockdown.

Similarly, Abed Al Kadiri—another
Beirut-based artist who also lost work in
the August 4 explosion—has promoted
artist-to-artist collaboration through
Cities Under Quarantine: The Mailbox
Project. Responding to the closure of
public places, he created and shipped
identical, handmade art books, all pages

Daayna, “Flowers: Two meters of
social distancing”, Together Apart:
The Lockdown Diaries, installation view.

small space you're stuck in.  —Hoda Tawakol, Hamburg



blank, to 57 artists across the Middle East,
North Africa, Europe and Asia. He invited

each artist to fill the pages, which Kadiri
plans to publish alongside essays in what
he hopes will be “a common space for
artists to express and explore this moment
in history.” An exhibition, he says, may
follow when galleries can reopen.

On a vastly larger scale, inside a great
ballroom of Dubai’s iconic Atlantis hotel,
painter Sacha Jafri has embarked on a
record breaker: He is attempting to create
the largest painting ever to cover a single
canvas. Spreading over some 2,000 square
meters, the work he has titled “The Journey
of Humanity” is also both collaborative and
charitable. While Jafri will complete much
himself, through his website and social

media he has invited children from across
the globe to share their own artworks on
the themes of “connection and isolation.”
He will collage the children’s works within
large circular “portals” set amid Jafri’s
own expressionistic puddles, splashes and
strokes of electric color. Upon comple-
tion, Jafri plans to auction the work as 60
individually framed pieces and donate what
he hopes will be as much as $30 million

to charities serving children in extreme
poverty worldwide.

Other projects address our dimin-
ished relationships to public spaces, such
as “Project 003278079060” by the artist
called Neither and Marc Buchy. This
turned a voicemail system into a space to
host sound-based art, in turn establishing

Sacha Jafri,
photographed
on top of
“The Journey
of Humanity”,
work in
progress.

a virtual, interactive audio exhibition
space without the Internet. Because the
recordings eventually expired, the work
created an ephemeral discourse between
the recordings themselves and the memo-
ries of them.

Empty public spaces themselves have
become creative material for Palestinian
artist Jack Persekian, who has continued
his series Gates of Jerusalem, in which he
composites and superimposes historic
and contemporary photos of the old
city’s gates, towers and other well-known
landmarks. Similarly, Madinah-based
artist-photographer Moath Alofi is
treating his city of birth as his studio and
museum, exploring and documenting
both its barren and urbanized spaces.
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Jack Persekian, "Damascus Gate”, Gates of Jerusalem series,

photographic collage/erasure, 60 x 60 cm.

Shifting Environmental
Concerns

While public spaces remain problematic,
artists like Saudi photographer Dhafer

Al Shehri remind us that even our forms
of virus protection are having impacts in
the public environment. With images that
allude to the hazards of material pollution
from predominantly plastic, nonrecyclable
and nonbiodegradable personal protective
equipment (PPE), he helps us consider
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whether such environmental pollution is a
temporary nuisance we must accept when
fighting a global virus, part of a long-term
environmental disaster or both. With
such waste already damaging the world’s
oceans and the essential production of PPE
continually increasing, such artworks are
fundamental in transmitting an urgent
message about our methods of disposal.
Others including Los Angeles-based
Sudanese American artist Almigdad
Aidikhaiiry approach covip-19 as an

Almigdad Aidikhaiiry, “Clarion Call",
oil on canvas, 170 x 320 cm.

opportunity and indeed an alarm for
“change in the direction of humanity.”
Aidikhaiiry’s visual works often use play-
ful colors and seemingly whimsical forms
that captivate the beauty of the natural
world to serve up compelling truths about
climate change, deforestation and other
threats to ecosystems alongside strategies
for change—all of which he makes mem-
orably clear in the title and motifs of his
painting “Clarion Call.”



Dhafer Al Shehri,
Glove and Mask series,
digital print, 80 x 120 cm.
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Jordan Nassar, “A Stream Is Singing Under The Youthful Grass”,
hand-embroidered cotton on cotton, 105 x 274 cm.

Art as Therapy, Healing
and Material Memory

Let’s Tatreez!, another project spear-
headed by The Mosaic Rooms, saw
textile artist Jordan Nassar design
cross-stitch patterns inspired by the
rich history of Palestinian embroi-
dery. He then provided the patterns
for free download, alongside how-to
tips so that audiences online could
take on the traditional, meditative
craft at home. The project encour-
ages participants to improvise and
embellish designs with personal flair,
and then to post images of them on
Instagram under #letstatreez. Seem-
ingly simple, such work signifies so
much in a time like ours, drawing
to mind the long-running tradition
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Banu Colak,

“Cultivation of the Inner Garden”,
manipulated textile and mixed
media, 200 x 90 cm.

of community-based handicrafts,
which both replicate and innovate
passed-down patterns but this
time carried out by long-distance
collaboration.

To a similar end of healing
through meditative practice and
textile art, Abu Dhabi resident
Banu Colak has drawn nature into
her home by painting textiles and
creating prints using natural paints
handcrafted from herbs, spices and
plant oils. As a result, these works
feature repetitive patterns in earthy
tones. They bring a breath of the
natural world into the enclosed
environments that we each inhabit in
this crisis.

Beyond coping with new circum-
stances and seeking in creative
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Maysaloun Faraj,
“Home 4", Home Series,
Covid-19 Lockdown
Week 1, acrylic on
paper, 24 x 18 cm.

practice relief from
the stresses of the
pandemic, art in the
time of covip-19 is
also the formation of
collective memory. The
concerns expressed, be
they personal, social,
spatial or environmen-
tal, together they are
painting the greater
picture of our time.

As many of these
artworks have been
exhibited only online
due to a lack of alter-
natives, they have also
thus proven to be part
of one of the most
sweepingly immediate
and far-reaching artis-
tic responses to global
crisis in history. In this
way, they are emotional
touchstones for today
and contributions to a
shared global heritage
for tomorrow. &

Beliz Tecirli, Ph.D.,

advises on business Thank you to all the artists who shared work and experiences for this article. Thank you also
responsibility and to Omar al-Qattan, chairman of the board for the A. M. Qattan Foundation; Mahmoud Abu
specializes in urban Hashhash, director of that foundation’s Culture and Arts Programme; Flora Bain, manager of
cultural development. Do .
She writes about art. culture and communications and outreach for The Mosaic Rooms; Stephen Stapleton, founder of
lifestyle in the Arabian Peninsula CULTURRUNNERS; journalist Rebecca Anne Proctor; and artist Ajax W. Axe. —Beliz Tecirli

and beyond.
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