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NOTES ON FUN

Fun is a difficult word to translate into Arabic, at once translating to (marah-
2lo), a word closely related to joy and cheerfulness, and also to its cousin,
(mut’aa - d=io), meaning pleasure or enjoyment. Alternate translations (lahw
- gaJ, hazal - Jjo, mozah - ¢ljo) translate more effectively into a general feeling
of amusement, festivity, playfulness, humor, and jest.

Our ultimate choice of the word mut’aa for the Arabic title of this exhibition
comes at a price of exclusion. Out of a number of possible translations, mut’aa
allows us to address the value of enjoying as a subversive and transformative
practice. Having been increasingly relegated to the domain of consumerism,
enjoying has acquired an air of frivolous insignificance. Contemporary art,
itself a practice of referentiality, often seeks to replicate language, and yet
enjoyable and pleasurable art is seen as anti-language, lending itself to more
intuitive desires and practices and to older paradigms of art that have long past.
The question of whether art needs to have some higher moral or intellectual
purpose beyond being aesthetically pleasing and enjoyable arises once more
and seeks a new answer.

Fun art, by which we mean art that takes on the aesthetic or practical function
of being playful (i.e. bending to some type of ironic subversion or mimicry) and
thus enjoyable, allows us to revisit enjoying as a practice, and its hegemonic
function becomes instead a subversive one, a means of re-imagining and
transforming seemingly monolithic ideas. Fun is a reaction; to boredom, to
injustice, to complexity and trauma, and it can never exist entirely apart from
this reactive function.
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Like the essence of fun itself, this exhibition is a reaction to dominant modes
of practicing and conceptualising contemporary art in Egypt that have grown
needlessly stagnant, often functioning as abstracted and isolated from local,
contemporary, and intuitive experience. This may be the result of political and
economicconstraints,or duetoastiff hyper-vigilance and needfor self-assertion
among artists that is not tied to uncontrollable external circumstances, or a
subsequent refuge in a sterile and hyper-academic process of art making. This
exhibition is not an attempt at characterizing our local art scene, but at creating
contrasts which give way to self-reflexive and generative conversations. We do
not only questionwhy art production exists inits dominant forms, but also assert
that the artworks we have selected exist at a unique position; as a specific type
of reaction to a context of near-constant urgency; a reaction which chooses to
wilfully engage, rather than not.

Through‘Whereisthefunincontemporaryart? we ask:isfun-andthe absurdity,
humor and playfulness which come with it - imperative for social, political and
psychological engagement? Does fun encourage collectivity, build community?
Is playful art which roots its referentiality in the icons and narratives of local
culture most accessible to and made for the communities of that locale, as a
tribute, a thanks, an ‘inside joke’? Most importantly, we ask you to question why
fun is often represented as frivolous, and to consider how that representation
undermines its subversive and transformative potential.

Dina Jereidini
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A MADE-UP CONVERSATION BETWEEN

DINA AND KATIE
Dina: Ok. Sure. We are tamaiya w’ashreen, a curatorial collective . .
consisting of myself - Dina Jereidini - and Katie McDougall, wilag Liga Ju iAo @alao
and we are the curators of the exhibition “Where is the fun B

in contemporary art?” In keeping with the theme of this exhibition, I've been

diga 0 i)l Guuiill degono Wyiieg Auled Uni . aalily eglliga thinking about how to make a curatorial essay more fun to
UbJ0 Wlluiio Unig iJlngasilo vl — pdia)s W — pdo read. Wikihow suggests reading it upside-down, randomly
“hnlzollyell o dRiolluse” selecting each page rather than following the page order,

- readingit out loud in crazy accents, or simply not readingit at

all. So instead of making it a prerequisite to follow the above
! suggestions, | thought a more conversational curatorial text

-y might address the stuffiness of academic-style writing.
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Katie: This exhibition is both an introduction to the collective and a response

to some of the problems facing the contemporary art scene in Cairo.
The first is a lack of engaging curatorial concepts and formats. Not all,
but a significant portion of the exhibitions in Cairo are centred around
identity (Egyptian or female artists), specific mediums (painting or
photography), or in the case of group shows, a poetic title with no
curatorial coherency. We wanted to make an exhibition that instead
places an emphasis on concept and the overall experience of an
exhibition. This means considering the design of the exhibition and
how all of the elements such as lighting, art mediation, freestanding
walls, the exhibition route, and artworks all work together to create a
specific experience in line with the concept.
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Dina: Yes completely, and our interest in fun specifically

was a reaction to the dominant conceptual and
aesthetic trends in local contemporary art-making.
As a response to a limited number of avenues
offered by state institutions to be taken seriously
as a contemporary artist, and a cultural context
that is often defined by political upheaval and
trauma, local artistic production is conceptually
and aesthetically somber, and jovial works are
considered non-critical or less legitimate. So we
were literally asking ‘where is the fun?’. In this way,
the exhibition investigates how our sociopolitical
context is shaping our engagement with fun, while
opening up a realm for artistic curiosity to ask
‘what is the virtue of the ridiculous?’
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Katie: The second problem we are responding to is what we
have experienced to be a negative perception of local
contemporary art. While such perceptions may be the
cause of a lack of work being exhibited in Egypt (whichis a
whole other topic), curation also affects how artworks are
perceived. Consequently, we wanted to bring together an
unexpected group of local artists and include some unseen,
older and newly conceived-of artworks, to highlight the
exciting work that has been produced over the last two

decades and is being produced today.
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Katie: By funthough,we aren’treferringto capitalisticforms of play and leisure, Dina: That actually brings us to another question: what /
which mainly involve the consumption or possession of goods that are do you think the virtue of the ridiculous is, then?
inevitably documented on social media, or leisure time that is justified Why is fun important? I
only insofar as it brings about an increase in worker productivity. AT U180 Wl EBIQI b 13.a Uag &y sliga |
Rather, it is a particular type of fun that we think is important. While SUALeLl) 0 Al 8jto L Lo \
it may be part of an array of ad hoc and joyful pursuits, including game " Qdoaodsiollslel
playing, sex, laughing, and dancing, it is the type of fun that always sits at - - o \
the juncture of pleasure and impromptu possibility; the point at which /7 \ \
fun has the ability to be a spontaneous, creative and subversive force. / Ji \
It is the type of fun which, - to quote Asef Bayat - has the capacity to y N
open up alternative ways of engaging with the world because it enables I 7 - . N
individuals to “break free temporarily from the disciplined constraints | - < / \ s, = N
of daily life, normative obligations, and organised power”. < P 7 /
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Katie: More specifically, Mohamed Ismail subverts authority and makes a b
circus of the city by reimagining it as an inflatable bouncy castle. Ayman o ®, °

Ramadan gives us a taste of fun and mocks international elites with a ° ° ®e °

[ ]
large serving of Koshary. Deeper intothe funhouse, Yasmine EIMeleegy ° e, c o o' o ®
injects a little absurdity into the everyday causing giant tomatoes to °
spill out across the exhibition space, while Hany Rashed shrinks the °
metropolis into a miniature toy town, offering a more comprehensive ° . . .
vantage point to get to grips with reality. Sara AbouEIWafa persuades R Dina: The selgcted art‘works.ar.e very much centred around this .deﬁnltlon of
us to abandon our inhibitions and roll around on her giant beanbag, R fun. Whilst making a distinction between humour and satire, play and

[}
[ )

while street artist Ammar Abu Bakr draws on the walls of the space imagination, the bizarre and the whimsical, the artworks explore the
and invites the audience to join in. transformative potential of fun. Whether through the use of colour,

scale, texture, or spectator involvement, many of the chosen works use

e ®® o, .° ‘fun’ as a reaction to the current sociopolitical climate. In this way, 'fun’
. o ® ® ®e, ° becomes both a method to engage with pressing issues, as well as a form
M ISP B =" ® e ° . o * of escapism from the current political situation.
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Dina: We should also add that the artworks are

m

mostly installation pieces. This was initially
a very instinctive decision. Unlike video or
painting, which are artworks that you passively
consume, how one interacts with installation art
is much less predictable. The uncertainty of the
interaction makes experiencing these artworks
particularly enjoyable.
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Katie: | think it's necessary for an exhibition about
fun to be a group exhibition. While it's not
imperative, more often than not fun involves
the company of someone else. Whether that is
to play against, laugh with or share with, fun has
this tendency to bring people together.
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Katie: Yeah totally! It is a very unconventional gallery space. It
reminds me of aramshackle building that youwould stumble
upon as a child and wouldn’t be able to resist the urge to
play in. The strange decor, the obscure built-in furniture, the
walls that twist and turn, the crooks and crevices that break
off from the main rooms, they transport you to a whole
other world.
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/ Dina: The uncertainty of what this place once was, a
— \ pancake factory? a repair workshop? also makes

’ it all the more fun.
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Katie: The tactility of these objects can also illicit a very
child-like response; whether that is to touch,
play, eat or climb upon the artworks, it coaxes
the audience into liberating themselves from the

restraints of socially expected adult behaviour. /
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Dina: That was particularly important for us and it is reflected in our
choice of exhibition space. We really wanted the audience to
experience this idea of fun as ‘wholesome abandonment’.
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Dina: | think it’s important to add one more thing. As well as \ |
considering the role of fun for enhancing sociopolitical
engagement, it must be remembered that fun is not . . l '
didactic and it is precisely because it does not have to serve -
something beyond itself that it has political potential in I I
the first place. And with that, the exhibition also embraces \
making art for the sake of having fun and having fun for the V4
sake of having fun. -~ e
193 O LA Ll JAT el A6LA] a0l o 2Qicl :Liya Katie: Is there anything else we should say before we finish?
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You Joke too Much, 2019
Stencils, Spay Paint and Toys

You Joke too Much is a two-part artwork involving knick-knacks, games, /
and companionship, which has been designed specifically for the exhibition.

Requiring the expertise of Ali Nawar, part one is a painted mural depicting
a table spilling with toys. Left as an outline, the exhibition goers are I
encouraged to take part and colour the work in. In the adjacent room, the AN

second part has been co-produced withwith the help of Reem EIMaghraby NS n--

and Shakshak. Pieced together from an assortment of toys is the head
and torso of a man. While it may not be immediately obvious, there is a
connection between these two artworks; the table and the torso are part
of a larger puzzle that references a public figure who has been the target
of anti-fun politics.
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Ammar Abo Bakr is an Egyptian painter and muralist, based in Cairo and Luxor. He
graduated from the Faculty of Fine arts in Luxor in 2001, and has since adorned walls
all over the world with vibrant colours and playful motifs. Paying homage to Egyptian
heritage, Abo Bakr often intertwines themes of Coptic, Sufi and ancient Egyptian
traditions with contemporary references. His flamboyant style makes fun of demoralising
political situations, while also offering something beautiful to the public.

Abo Bakr has participated in several international public art festivals including; The
White Wall, Beirut (2012); Urban Art Biennale, V6lklingen (2015); CityLeaks Urban
Art Festival, Cologne (2015).
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Koshary Min Zamman, 2006
Photography and Koshary Stand

Koshary Min Zamman is Ayman Ramadan’s own-brand mock koshary
shop. On the opening night, the installation includes a hefty helping of the
all-carb national dish, that will leave you lethargic and listless. A central
feature of the installation is a collection of framed photographs of political
figures indulging in Ramdan’s koshary during intergovernmental meetings
and peace talks. Seasoned with satire, Koshary Min Zamman gives us a
taste of fun by comparing the indolence of global politics to the soporific
effects of a large serving of this Egyptian staple.
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Ayman Ramadan was born in Shargia, Egypt. He established himself as a professional
artist without any formal training. Later on in his career, in 2008, Ramadan went to
study at the Academy of Art University, San Francisco. His rural background has heavily
influenced his artistic practice, which regularly incorporates traditional, working class
and Islamic customs. Grinding sugarcane, threading beard-hairs, and riding microbuses
are just some of the visual references used to articulate the sociopolitical realties of
Cairo and frustrations of the dispossessed more generally.

Ramadan has had countless solo shows at Townhouse Gallery since 2001, and exhibited
internationally at The Center for Contemporary Art, Beijing (2008); Dubai Art Fair
(2009); The Guild, New York (2009); De Balie, Amsterdam (2011); and the Mosaic
Rooms, London (2018).
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The Gypsum Museum, 2018
Gypsum

TheGypsumMuseumremodelsthehubbubofthecityintoaplaymobil
toy-set. The installation of shrunken vehicles is more than just a
depiction of the chaotic traffic in Downtown Cairo. Rather, the
second-hand cars, fire engines and police vans represent the diverse
characters and various inhabitants of the city and their relationships
with one another. The placement of the cars narrates the tension
and unity found on the streets today, capturing the current social
mood. By zooming out and shrinking the city, Rashed provides a
more comprehensive vantage point to get to grips with reality.
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Hany Rashed is a self-taught artist who lives and works in Cairo. While experimenting
with a wide range of materials and techniques, such as collage, monotype, painting and
sculpture, Rashed has maintained a distinctive style. [rony and sarcasm are constants
throughout his work, and are frequently twinned with a cartoon, pop art or comic strip
aesthetic. His critical but playful visual language makes for an accessible entry point to
rework the tensions and explore the multiple facets of contemporary life.

Hany has had numerous solo shows at Mashrabia Gallery (2001-18), and participated
in several group shows and art fairs including; Sfeir-Semler Gallery, Beirut (2008);
Kunst-Nah Galerie, Hamburg (2012); Forum Box, Helsinki (2014); and Museum of
Contemporary Art, Yinchuan (2017).
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Grey Limitation, 2016 (Version 2, 2019) °
Inflatable Oxford Fabric ®
Grey Limitation reinvents the large grey barricades that
shield governmental and diplomatic buildings in Egypt into
a colourful inflatable obstruction. Mocking these concrete °
bulwarks found in many of Cairo’s public spaces, Ismail o
critiques the aesthetics of power and transforms what are °
usually rigid and intimidating structures into something a °
little bit silly. )
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Mohamed Ismail Shawki is a Cairo-based visual artist. He graduated from the
High Institute of Cinema in Egypt, however he works primarily with sculpture and
installation. Replete with humour, his artistic practice re-situates objects from
everyday urban life to articulate the strugles facing contemporary society. Including
black plastic bags, street barriers, and the Google Chrome dinosaur, Ismail investigates
the visual indicators of a neglected public infrastructure, a culture of shame, and
authoritarianism in urban planning.

Ismail has exhibited at the Something Else Off Biennale, Cairo (2015); Roznama, Cairo
(2015,2017,2019); Cairotronica, Cairo (2018); and recently won the Gabrovo Biennial
award for Humour and Satire in contemporary art (2019).
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The Other Person’s Pain Brought Me, 2015
PVC foam, ropes, pink lighting

The Other Persons’s Pain Brought Me is an interactive installation that
reflectsuponinterdependency within abusive relationships viaan analogy
of the activity of a nerve cell. The artwork consists of a giant red beanbag,
ropes and bulbous fleshy teardrops that droop from the ceiling. To be
completed, the artwork requires audience participation. As spectators
climb on the work they trigger a cycle of movement: their movements
affect one another and the pendulous forms that hang from the ceiling.
This enacts a process akin to communication between synapses, through
which messages are transferred from one cell to another. While reflecting
upon the dynamics of abuse, the cushioned playground simultaneously
proposes play and imagination as forms of healing.
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Sara AbouEIWafa was born and raised in Cairo. After graduating with a BA in Visual
Arts from the American University in Cairo (AUC), she has pursued a career as an
Applied Behavioral Therapist alongside her artistic practice. Working primarily
with photography, painting and performance, AbouEIWafa’s interest in psychology
underpins all her work. Her current research focuses on the comparative behaviours
of humans and animals, specifically modes of communication, learning processes and
cognitive behaviour.

AbouEIWafa has participated in several group exhibitions in Egypt, including Tracing
Our Dragon’s Smell, (AUC, 2015) and The Anomalies, (AUC, 2018).
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Future Farms, 2013 \ Y
Polyester and Corn Husks s ~-~-

Organic began as aresponse to the artist’s mother’s ill health,
which led to a concern with the relationship between cancer
and genetically modified food. Taking current methods
of food production to their extreme, Organic presents
hypothetical crops from a future farm. The installation
consists of nine flawless, pillar-box red, transgenic tomatoes.
The exaggerated size of this steroid-injected produce
emulates the absurdity of current food trends.
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Yasmine EIMeleegy is a multidisciplinary artist based in Cairo, Egypt. After obtaining
her bachelor’s degree in painting from the Faculty of Fine Arts in Cairo in 2013,
EIMeleegy continued her studies at the Ecole Supérieure des Beaux Arts de Nimes,
and at MASS Alexandria. EIMeleegy’s practice draws upon personal experiences and is
inspired by domestic objects, which she takes as her starting point to engage in broader
philosophical debates. A central part of her practice is her hands-on studio process
and rigorous production. Her inquisitive approach to handling materials has led her to
experiment with glass, wax and cement.

El Meleegy’s first solo show was at Townhouse Gallery, Cairo (2018). She has also
participated in a number of group exhibitions including: Asia Culture Center, Gwangju
(2017); The Museum of Contemporary Art, Yinchuan (2017); Unframed Festival, Berlin
(2018); and Meetings festival, Nees (2019).
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