Section 11 highlights several new installations
by Jeddah-based contemporary artist Rashed
Al Shashai. Known for whimsically adapting
commonplace forms in artworks that reveal
the minutiae of everyday life, Al Shashai offers
resounding observations on the political and
societal shifts that are currently transforming
spirituality and culture in the Arab world.
Seeking to create a space that will encourage
the viewer to reassess such weighty subject
matter, the exhibitions underlying concept is
inspired by Al Shashai’s experience as a cultural
practitioner and arts educator in Saudi Arabia,
and the instructional approach that is often at the
center of his work in the local art scene. Evident
in each featured installation is the artist’s primary
objective: to guide audiences through the process
of identifying the causes and effects of particular
issues in order to perceive how we might redirect
society’s precarious path. In this regard, the art
object becomes a starting point for cognition.

In Peep, Peep (2014), for example, the popular
cartoon characters Wile E. Coyote and The
Roadrunner are depicted against elaborately
painted light boxes built in the shape of a
mashrabiya. Behind the intricate ornamentation
of the screen is a backdrop of a red-sand desert
landscape. The characters are positioned face
to face on the interior side of the architectural
feature, creating the illusion of a secluded space in
which the viewer is also an occupant. The usually
antagonistic protagonists are brought together as
a representation of a continuous state of discord
and the need for religious tolerance, prompting
a consideration of the ideological divisions that
continue to keep communities from coming
together under the umbrella of a core system of
shared principles, particularly among Muslims.

A persuasive argument for the renewal of basic
tenets is also found in Scrumptious (2014), an
installation composed of a rolled carpet. Sliced
at the center into several pieces, the widely
used textile resembles a dessert that is ready
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to be served. The appropriated object evokes
the domestic and religious settings of Muslim
societies, where the decorative arts often function
as expressions of piety in visual culture while
also serving utilitarian purposes. Although
the title of the work is playful, its message is
comparatively bleak, as it presents a metaphor for
the recent political conflicts that have led to the
fragmentation of the region.

In Exit (2014), Al Shashai presents an emphatic
denunciation of religious extremism with a
simple graphic. Altering a green exit sign that
is normally found in public places, the artist
appropriates a universal symbol to comment on
the isolationist mentality of religious militancy.
Near a picture of a door is a figure running
towards a fire with a cocked gun, suggesting an
exit from society into dangerous ideological
territory.

Summarizing the exhibition’s central theme is the
installation Industrial Nest (2014) in which coffee
cups are stacked in columns to form a structure
resembling an oversized birdcage. Atop the work
is a green dome, a feature that calls to mind the
socio-religious milieu and cultural patrimony
of the Arab world while the metal dishes signal
domesticity and tradition. The imagery of the
installation can be read in several ways. While
the enclosed space might be viewed from the
outside as a place of confinement, from an inside
vantage point, the surrounding columns seem to
provide shelter. Leaving the work’s meaning open
to interpretation, Al Shashai allows viewers to
arrive at their own conclusions, emphasizing that
concepts of tradition, culture, and spirituality
are essentially based on perceptions although
shared. Like the stacked shiny metal objects that
form the skeleton of the installation, society can
be understood as an accumulation of multiple
facets.
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