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Portrait of Muslimlife

By Ooi Kok Chuen

" COMMON Ground', a phot ogr aphy-based exhi bition of works by Muslins and
non- Muslinms, attenpts to present the human face of Islam OO KOK CHUEN
writes.

COVMON GROUND t akes an approach to | ooking at and presenting Mislim
life. In a post-9/11 scenario, where radi cal el ements of Muslinms have been
denoni sed as human firebonbs bent on unspeakabl e mayhem Conmon G ound i s
a bal anced, truthful portrait whichlifts the jaundiced veil.

The works are based on vi ews and experiences by both Mislins and non-
Muslins in Britain, Indonesia and Mal aysi a.

But it's no public relations exercise in showi ng the human face of |slam
as opposed to the mlitant stereotype or the description by V.S. Nai pau
i n Anong The Bel i evers: An | sl am c Journey, about Mislins being "crazed by
their confused faith".

It takes a | ook at hundrumeveryday |life at hone or at work and Musl i ns'
interactions in different social-cultural mlieu, with a defined code of
behavi our and tradition based on the Quran.

It focuses on issues, fanm ly systenms, new technol ogy, ideol ogy and
cultural practices, alienation and di spl acenent.

Musl i msoci eti es are not honbgenous, nonolithic entities. They have
diversity in | anguages, cultures, class, history, race, ethnicity and
geogr aphy.

The exhibition is photography-based but it al so docunments and expl ores
i ssues and peopl e in various nedia - bl ack-and-white/col our
phot ogr aphs; text-stencill ed or handscraw ed phot ographs, for exanple, and
digital nontage printed on canvas with a video installation.

Mal aysi a i s represented by Soraya Yusof Talismail, Syed Rashi d Zai na
and Yee |-Lann.

Soraya, noted for her insights into fanm |y systenms and heritage,
presents installations of how Muslimconverts by marriage are coping with
t he proverbial culture shock

Juxt aposed on a | arge banner scroll, the pictorial essays zoominto
Canadi an Abdul | ah Mantin and Ni k Azni and their Janda Bai k "farm ng" hone
and I ndi an Musl i m Shahnawaz Farouk Zahir and his Chi nese chil dhood
sweet heart Nurfahana Tan.

The wor ks show generational and cross-cul tural relationships, and shared
bel i ef s and concerns despite different backgrounds.

Busi nessman Syed Rashid extols in a sinple nontage with brief
expl anatory texts on the pi oneering social work and spirit of four wormen -
Sisters Inlslamexecutive director Zai nah Anwar, Ml aysi an Al DS Counci |
presi dent Datin Paduka Mari na Mahat hir, MislimWnen's Wl fare Board
director Azizah Din, and Human Treat nent Hone CEO Zaiton Zai nal Abidin.

More than just atribute, it reveals the prom nent roles that Muslim
wonen take on for the greater good.

In recent nonths, Syed Rashid has re-energed strongly w th works that
are nmore telling than his subtle, sublimnal play of light in secluded
building interiors nearly two decades ago.

| -Lann, a non-Mislim profiles some Mal aysi an personalities as they are,
such as street phil osopher-poet Salleh Ben Joned, social comentator and
activist Dr Farish Noor and prodigi ous novelist Datuk A Samad Sai d.

Aspects of the richly-textured British Miusli mexperience, identity and
change, with their social tension, dislocation and dil emmas, are provided



by d enment Cooper, Sam Piyasena, Suki Dhanda, Rehan Janil, The Belle Vue
St udi o, Jagtar Senpl ay, Anthony Lam Ti mSm th and Anyandt anveer, who opts
for a small portfolio of British Mislimentertainers.

Cooper' s portraits of girls garbed in the hijab with a stark background
contrast with Suki's work of three teenagers in cool poses against a
graffiti-scrawl ed wall.

Reprints fromthe photo studi o, Belle Vue, a popul ar Bol | ywood-type
make- over factory show t he make-believe world of studio photos anong the
struggling i mm grant comunities of Bradford, Engl and.

Lam s | ook into asylumand i mmigrati on with pointed text displays strike
the sane note as David Hurn's shot of an enpty weaving shed in the
Manni ngham M | I's i n Bradf ord.

Rehan hi ghli ghts nbsques t hat have been converted fromformer ci nenas,
council flats, even a synagogue

The | ndonesi an di spl ays are by Angky Purbandono, Arizona Sudrio, Bodi
Chandra and Ray Bachtiar Drajat.

Bodi presents his case of people in Central Java in a gi ant photo al bum
nmeasuring 30x75cm and Arizona's dossier of sex workers in Bandung, West
Java, reveal s the i nherent tensions in Miuslimsocieties.

The Mal aysi an conponent of the exhibition is curated by artist and
soci al activist Sharifah Zuriah Aljeffri.

Common Ground ends at the National Art Gallery in Kuala Lunmpur on July
18. The gallery is |located at 2, Jal an Tenerloh, off Jal an Tun Razak.

* The witer can be contacted at ooi @stp.com ny
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