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Foreword
Charles Pocock

Reconquista by Nazar Yahya is an 
exhibition that looks at the destruction of a 
civilization by an invading force and looks 
back to the past of the Arab civilization of 
Al Andalus. Through his presented work, 
Nazar is showing us how this relates to the 
current destruction of societies in the Arab 
world. Nazar looks at this subject from his 
viewpoint of loss: Nazar had to leave his 
home in war-ravaged Iraq, and recently 
made his home in Houston, Texas. His 
understanding of loss and the pain of leaving 
his homeland is clear in the sadness shown 
in the subject matter presented in this 
exhibition.
     Al Andalus, and its legacy of bringing 
foreword the Renaissance into Europe, 
resonates hugely with both Arabs and 
Europeans. One only needs to study 
Seville (Ishbilia) in the 10th Century under 
Abdul Rahman III and his son, Al-Hakam 
II, to see that this was the last true golden 
age in Europe where Muslims, Jews and 
Christians lived together in harmony and 
universal peace until the First Crusade in 
1096. The development of architecture, 
literature, and science, coupled with the 
peaceful coexistence of peoples of different 
faiths living in harmony, brought together a 
movement that had not been replicated until 
Akbar the Great (1542-1605) at Fatephur 
Sikri, when the Mughal ruler attempted to 
bring religious tolerance and universal peace 
to the Indus Valley, only for his heirs to 
destroy this after his passing.
     Should one have the opportunity to 
stroll through the restored gardens of the 
Generalife Palace in Alhambra, one can 
understand the importance to humanity at 
large of such beauty and the concept of 
‘Paradise on Earth.’ The cultural legacy of 
Al Andalus was lost for 400 years, after the 

1492 conquest of Granada by Ferdinand and 
Isabella, after which attempts were made to 
erase this legacy by the Spanish Catholic 
powers and the Inquisition. Their attempts 
nearly succeeded. Only with revived interest 
brought about by The Great Exhibition in 
London in 1851 did a wider audience have 
access to the glories of Al Andalus, nearly 
400 years after Boabdil’s departure from 
Granada in 1492 AD.
     Today we see in the Arab World, 
particularly Syria and Iraq, the destruction of 
past cultures by ISIS (Daesh) and intolerance 
towards Christians, minority religions like 
the Yazidis and all those that don’t follow 
the self-serving ideology of ISIS. One might 
even go so far as to say that intolerance 
is an understatement, and what we are 
seeing today is the eradication of both past 
cultures and genocide against peoples in 
the areas controlled by ISIS such as the 
previously mentioned Yazidis in Northern 
Iraq. This was reported to the United Nations 
Security Council in February 2015 by the Iraqi 
ambassador to the United Nations Mohamed 
Ali Alhakim:

“These terrorist groups have 
desecrated all human values. They 
have committed the most heinous 
criminal terrorist acts against the 
Iraqi people whether Shiite, Sunni, 
Christians, Turkmen, Shabak or 
Yazidis. These are in fact crimes of 
genocide committed against humanity 
that must be held accountable before 
international justice.”1

     Looking at Nazar’s paintings, one can 
see the beauty of the work. However, the 
message behind the work is one of sadness 
and of destruction. One can understand that 

1 The destruction of the Al-Qubba Mosque in Mosul by ISIS, July 2014
2 Prior to the destruction of the Nergal Gate in Nineveh by ISIS, February 2015
3 The destruction of the Nergal Gate in Nineveh by ISIS, February 2015
4 The destruction of the Temple of Bel in Palmyra by ISIS, August 2015
5 The destruction of tombs in Fallujah by ISIS, August 2015
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what is being done today to Arab civilisation 
by religious fanatics is similar to what was 
done to the Arab civilisation by the Inquisition 
of Spain, a group of religious Catholic fanatics 
comparable to ISIS today: savage, cruel, 
intolerant, full of hate, and perpetrators of 
genocide. We live in a sad world where 
history repeats itself too often.
     Nazar’s work takes us all on a journey to 
the past and then back to today whereby we 
dream of paradise and celebrate the earthly 
beauties around us. Thank you for bringing 
this to us at Meem.
     I would like to thank Heba El Kayal, 
Meagan Kelly Horsman and Noura Haggag at 
Meem for making the show happen. 

Dubai 2015

Nazar Yahya’s Reconquista is an exhibition 
that revisits the history of Arab civilization and 
Muslim thought in Andalusian Spain with the 
intention to provoke viewers’ reconsideration 
about a specific moment in history.
     Front and center to Nazar’s narrative is the 
story of the surrendering of the keys of the 
city of Granada by Boabdil to King Ferdinand 
and Queen Isabella. “Cry like a woman for a 
kingdom that you failed to protect like a man,”1 
admonishes Boabdil’s mother. Nazar does 
not seek to be bitter in his reflections and 
discussion of this era, but rather, to look at the 
nuances of the events and examine certain 
ironies in history’s depiction of the moment 
when the last Muslim King of Granada 
surrendered his kingdom.
     Reconquista is not simply a show that 
reminds Arabs, Muslims, thinkers and 
scientists of a time when Muslim learning, 
culture and scientific research had reached 
a zenith of enlightenment; rather, it is a show 
that also tells of struggle, loss, hardship and 
the harsh reality of war for both the Arabs and 
the Spanish. An Iraqi in exile in Houston, Nazar 
perhaps relates to Boabdil and the tragedy 
of being forced to leave home. Reconquista 
is about many stories, not least of which the 
story about our present times, and the ironic 
repetition of violent historical events in light of 
current geopolitics. In talking about Andalusia, 
Nazar is in fact not only writing about the futility 
of war in his native Iraq and the great loss he 
himself has endured, but of loss overall, for all 
sides involved.
     This history is reexamined by studying a 
number of motifs to tell the story of both the 
victims and perpetrators, the victorious and 
the losers. Nazar has restructured the large 
open-plan space of Meem Gallery to include 
three separate spaces to hang the works. 
Central to the arrangement is a room intended 

to evoke the luxuriousness and serenity of a 
hammam in a palace. Nazar toys with the idea 
of palaces converted into museums as spaces 
for observation and gazing upon the past. 
Work is grouped and presented in this spatial 
arrangement according to the depicted subject 
matter, and specific questions are hence 
discussed collectively. In the hammam, viewers 
will encounter women whose symbolism is not 
explicitly stated. Yet, they do provoke a certain 
sense of attraction and mystique.
     The elegance of his horses, each one 
painted individually on its canvas as if a 
horse in its stable stall, wears a unique bridle. 
Their significance is only heightened by their 
playful quality that has them appear as classic 
wooden toy horses. Some appear not only 
wooden, but as if made from tin or metal. The 
duality of material suggests two things: the 
playfulness of wooden horses and the cold 
harshness of the mechanical toy. With his 
horses Nazar reminds us that in a war it’s not 
simply human beings who participate to win 
or lose, but that these beautiful animals also 
partake in the battles and that they too feel 
haughty when victorious, or else pay a price 
when defeated.
     The representation of Averroes (the famed 
Andalusian philosopher Ibn Rushd), female 
figures and various motifs throughout the show 
are all meant to be closely scrutinized: Nazar 
asks viewers to reconsider this chapter of 
Islamic history with a gaze that dissects even 
the minutest of details of the story of Boadbdil 
and the golden age of Islamic thought in 
Europe. In presenting these works, Nazar is 
reminding us of a time, but also warning us of 
the present moment when certain violent acts 
and modes of thinking are shaking the Arab 
world at large.

Dubai 2015

Introduction
Heba Elkayal

1 These words are 
not attributable 
to any one writer 
or source, but are 
part of the legend 
and narrative that 
has been passed 
down from one 
generation to 
the next about 
Boabdil’s last 
moments in 
Granada. 

1 “Daesh could be trafficking human organs in 
Iraq: UN envoy.” Al Bawaba, February 18, 2015. 
http://www.albawaba.com/.
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Q: What kind of experience do you want the 
visitor to the show have? What do you want 
them to come away with? 

A: I want my viewers initially to be shocked. 
The method by which I construct my paintings 
and the inherent relationships between the 
subjects of each painting creates a sort of 
tension on the canvas, and this moment of 
initial shock for the viewer is really important 
for me so as to grab their attention. In my work 
realism is in direct opposition to reality, but 
the composition of the work overall contains 
sarcasm, black humor even. The majority of 
the works on display are portraits of the horses 
or the king Boabdil. But it doesn’t initially come 
across as portraiture or fulfill the objectives 
of portraiture seeing as it is placed inside an 
order of shapes and images that obstructs 
what meaning was hidden behind it. 
 
Q: Why did you choose to create separate 
rooms for various groupings of paintings? 
Why not simply hang the show on the walls? 

A: Dividing the gallery into individual rooms 
or spaces gives one the feeling as if visiting 
a museum, or a house of the last kings of 
the Andalusia that has been converted into 
a museum. Also, dividing a large space into 
multiple rooms that seem isolated from other 
spaces in the house is the way that an Arab 
home would be designed. The nature of the 
architecture of the Arab home incorporates 
a lot of consideration for conservative social 
conventions such as privacy and a sense 
of seclusion for females, which is why I’ve 
selected for the entrance to the hammam to 
be from behind. You have to walk around the 

room to get to the entrance so that it gives 
viewers the same sense of privacy that would 
be implemented in a real home. 

Q: The idea of the hammam as one of the 
rooms is an interesting one. Why did you 
want to present a hammam?

A: Bathrooms are symbolically representative 
of the positive aspects of grooming and taking 
care of one’s body. Also, they are symbolic of 
the migration of the Arab from the desert to 
an environment that contains an abundance 
of water. This migration manifested itself in the 
development of a whole culture and number of 
rituals surrounding the practice of bathing. 
     Hanging in this space are four portraits 
of four women; each one is distinguished 
by the colour of her hair. The different 
coloured hair I use as a way to differentiate 
between the different ethnic groups that were 
simultaneously living in Andalusia, and the 
beauty of the coexistence and harmony that 
was prevalent then. I was also trying to give 
importance to a woman’s sexuality, sensuality, 
and her beauty in an indirect manner through 
the way her hair rests on her body, or through 
the image of Boabdil that is etched on her 
necklace. 

Q: Why did you want to add actual water to 
the room? What is the symbolism of water in 
this context to you?

A: In the same vein of wanting the space to 
give the feeling of a museum, or the house 
of a former king that has been converted into 
a museum, adding the water was important. 
In Andalusian homes, water is found as an 

Q&A with Nazar Yahya
Heba Elkayal

aesthetic feature of a house, not simply as 
something with a utilitarian function. The 
ingenuity in the construction of fountains 
during that era, and the use of water for the 
purpose of running water to add a sense of 
musical notation and sound to the house 
was something I wanted to highlight. To give 
the space and the viewing experience an 
authentic and almost realistic feel, I painted 
the reflection of the women etched onto the 
surface of the water in a slightly distorted 
manner so as to capture the way in which the 
slight movement of water faintly distorts the 
reflection of a person. 

Q: Please tell us more about these women 
that you drew. Who are they meant to 
represent?

A: I chose the names and hair colour of the 
four women in conjunction with the place 
or concept they are meant to represent: the 
crimson redhead is meant to represent the 
Red Palace; the woman with jet black hair 
is meant to represent the recurring trope in 
Arabic poetry and literature of the woman with 
dark hair and the dark night; and inspired by 
Orientalist paintings, I drew two women with 
gold and silver hair to replicate the women 
who are physically adorned in gold and silver. 

Q: As you are planning the show, are you 
not afraid that people might not be able to 
see the paintings if they’re placed in a dark 
place?

A: The space isn’t intended to be dark to 
the point that one won’t be able to see the 
paintings clearly, but what is important is the 
use of the metallic paint on the canvas to 
reflect light back onto the canvas itself. 

Q: You mention Boabdil and the surrender, 
but you never mention Aisha, his mother. 
She fought for Andalusia, tried to protect the 
Christians living in Andalusia, and was such 

a strong fighter that she was nicknamed 
Aisha Al Horra (Aisha the Free One). Why do 
you think we fail to mention Aisha when we 
come to talk about Andalusia and its history? 

A: Although every source on Andalusia 
highlights Aisha’s legendary famous words to 
her son, “Weep like a woman for a country 
you couldn’t protect like a man,” I find that 
this statement is very expressive. Yet, I don’t 
believe that we should solely blame Boabdil for 
the end of the Andalusian era; it was simply his 
bad luck that he was its last chapter. History 
tells us he was crying as he was leaving its 
beauty behind him. My whole project has 
been about the story of the defeated, not 
the victorious, and there is a huge difference 
between the two.  

Q: You include Averroes as one of your 
key symbols in this show. What does he 
symbolize to you? 

A: History mentions the burning of the library 
of Averroes as the catalyst for the unraveling 
of Arab civilization in Andalusia, and the rise 
of Renaissance Europe. The portraits of 
Averroes are intended to be the book covers 
of new books that would populate a new 
imaginary library. The library was burned 
due to ignorance and religious extremism.1 I 
juxtaposed various ideas or subjects with his 
portrait on these imagined book covers that 
individually look to be simple, but in a group 
are meant to carry more meaning.

Q: Keys have such a direct symbolism: 
they are the things that help you to unlock 
something, get somewhere or have access 
to something. What does the surrendered 
key of Granada mean to you? 

A: The portrait of the king carrying the key is 
meant to be similar to paintings of religious 
iconography in a church; in the same way that 
a halo emits light, the key emits light onto the 
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king’s face. Let’s not forget that the last day of 
Boabdil’s rule has been named “The Surrender 
of the Keys of Granada” which witnessed the 
expulsion of the Muslims. I chose this kind of 
depiction so that it may represent two ideas. 
Firstly, the radiance of the light being emitted 
from the key is symbolic of the intellectualism 
and culture that was emitted over Europe 
at the time. Secondly, this light hides part 
of his features in addition to representing 
the beginning of a Christian Spanish era 
with the ruling of Ferdinand and Isabella. In 
other paintings, the key looks like as if it is a 
component of a person’s face, as if a feature 
or something anatomical. 

Q: What does the horse signify to you? And 
why present the horse as a toy? 

A: The horse is the obedient, acquiescent 
soldier who is the conduit for these types of 
wars. The Arab horse is never mentioned or 
valorized in Arab poetry in the way that the 
soldier or fighter is, or in portraits or drawings 
for that matter. Despite the beauty of the 
features of the Arab horse, which could be 
changed into the harsh, mechanical features 
of a war machine, the horse reminds me of 
the preparations and exercises we would do 
in the army so as to appear more dangerous 
on the battlefield.

Q: What do the birds and horse skulls have 
in common? Why present them together?

A: At the end everything happens on the 
surface of the earth, like the dirt that we walk 
on. In the picture is a skull of a horse-soldier 
as a metaphor, now the skull is stripped of 
the colour of life. I included the carrier pigeon 
also so as to represent what it no longer 
does: carry messages back to a nonexistent 
state or home. 

1 Averroes’ writings were ordered to be burned 
by Abu Yusuf Ya’qub Al-Mansur who reigned 
form 1184-1199 A.D. As the third Almohad 
Caliph in Morocco, his reign was witness 
to a flourishing of intellectual and scientific 
thought and advancement. Although Averroes 
was his personal physician, Al-Mansur’s more 
orthodox views clashed with Averroe’s rationalist 
philosophical views, and for that, he ordered the 
banishment of Averroes from Marrakesh, and 
the burning of his writings. Huici Miranda, A.. 
“Abū Yūsuf Ya’ḳūb b. Yūsuf b. ‘Abd al-Mu’min 
al-Manṣūr.” Encyclopaedia of Islam, Second 
Edition. Edited by: P. Bearman, Th. Bianquis, 
C.E. Bosworth, E. van Donzel, W.P. Heinrichs. 
Brill Online, 2015. Reference. 21 October 2015 
http://referenceworks.brillonline.com/entries/
encyclopaedia-of-islam-2/abu-yusuf-yakub-b-
yusuf-b-abd-al-mumin-al-mansur-SIM_0278. 
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After he had surrendered its keys,
the Arab king Abu Abdullah, son of Abu 
I-Hassan Ali,1 came
to the highest rock
that overlooked his kingdom: Granada. 
And while his gaze wandered, one last time, 
on the scene of his collapsing kingdom 
he burst into tears.
Thus his mother said to him: “You do well to 
weep:
Cry like a woman for a kingdom
that you failed to protect like a man!”2

…
And the place that witnessed the final farewell 
to Granada
became known as The Moor’s Last Sigh.

As I write this text, I have not yet met Nazar 
in person. I have talked to him on the phone 
and his vocal presence reveals a gentle spirit; 
one characterized by a human sensitivity 
eager to express its pains and its creative 
suffering. His is a spirit that repeatedly 
aims at attaining the vocabularies that are 
most expressive of the obsessions of his 
conscience; a conscience that is rooted in the 
suffering he has endured as an Iraqi haunted 
by memories of a life that was hard. 
     Like most Iraqis, two opposing poles 
of experience dominate him: a feeling of 
devastation, and a yearning to build and 
establish something with the available 
creative forms at hand. He is also an 
intelligent artist. This can be seen from 
his artistic works that are inhabited by an 
extensive artistic vocabulary, a sense of 
minimalism, and the techniques that he 
repeatedly experiments with. 
     Nazar Yahya does not want to present 
Andalusia to us as a cliché trope in the 
same manner that has been repeatedly used 
by Arab writers and historians in the past. 

Rather than continuously lamenting the end 
of the Andalusian era, Nazar wishes for Arab 
viewers to reconsider how they perceive and 
reflect upon the subject of Andalusia rather 
than dwell on the negative connotations and 
sense of loss so oftentimes associated with 
it. The sense of defeat, and of the magnitude 
of the mistakes made, is something that all 
Arabs share. The repercussions of the events 
that abruptly ended Muslim civilization in 
Andalusia have ostensibly laid a deep-rooted 
sense of attachment to a past that has no 
tangible presence in the present. Today, we 
are experiencing a similar feeling of frustration 
in the wake of current political events, and 
the breakdown of Arab nation states both 
politically and literally. 
     Nazar is trying to restructure these negative 
emotions we experience when reflecting upon 
Andalusia so as to eliminate the connotations 
of loss and defeat deeply ingrained in the 
psyche of Arabs. By utilizing a group of icons 
that he has chosen for us, Nazar tries to 
transmit a new series of ideas and mental 
associations about the history of Andalusia so 
that we can reconsider how we look back on 
this chapter of Arab history without seeing it as 
either a historical loss or success.  
     Nazar’s first paintings in the 1990s were 
not concerned with specific emotional or 
narrative objectives because they were 
centered on purely formal subjects that 
did not refer viewers to any explicit idea 
or reading that alluded to reality. This is in 
contrast to his current and recent exhibitions 
such as the one in Al Bareh Gallery in 
Bahrain, and the exhibition titled Rosewater in 
Karim Gallery in Amman. 
     Since the early 2000s, Nazar has been 
concerned with seeking out conceptual 
subjects to support his studies in painting, 
and he has experimented with photography. 

Nazar Yahya: The Lure of Nostalgia for Andalusia
Amar Dawod

Diego Velázquez 
The Family of 
Felipe IV (Las 
Meninas) 
(c. 1656)
Oil on canvas
318 * 276 cm
Museo Nacional 
Del Prado
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But in this exhibition, he is beginning to 
experiment with painting in its deepest and 
most sensitive modes. Here, Nazar is trying 
to relay specific ideas about what the Arab 
world is experiencing by highlighting specific 
subjects and motifs as a way of reminding us 
of what happened before so that we can look 
back on that period of history and reflect so 
as to better understand our present reality. 
     The majority of Nazar’s works in this 
exhibition contain subjects that emphasize a 
sense of solemn sanctity about them, forcing 
one to immediately respect the subjects 
that appear regal on canvas. Nazar has 
managed to draw subjects that yield a certain 
gravitas. His subjects command the respect 
of the viewer and a sense of somberness in 
the viewer’s approach to the works. These 
works have the ability to suggest a more 
metaphysical experience in their otherworldly 
appearance: they have the ability to elevate 
the viewer’s spirit, and transport the viewer 
from a worldly realm to a more esoteric realm. 
     The icons that Nazar includes in his work 
for this exhibition include the portrait of the 
last ruler of Granada, Boabdil; the horse 
and the horse’s bridle; the female figure with 
her hair and mirror; the dove; the window; 
the abaya; ornamentation and jewelry; the 
fountain; fire embers; the Key to the City of 
Granada which was passed on during the 
surrender of Granada; and others. Such 
icons ensure the construction of a suggestive 
visual scene on the part of the artist, and by 
taking in the details of that scene we activate 
an imagination within us that these motifs 
interact with together.
     These symbols provoke a variety of 
sensations and emotions that quickly spread 
throughout the exhibition. We can see that 
an exchange forms between these motifs 
to construct a scene replete with ideas that 
do not reveal the original historical narrative 
of the show in a straightforward and clear 
manner. These are works that whisper 
rather than chatter or scream their origins 

and intentions. In their stillness and silence, 
they are able to convey a sense of what 
they are about, emphasizing the very nature 
of portraiture composition: still, tightly 
wound upon themselves, with attention 
devoted inwardly. They do not stray off the 
canvas; they remain enclosed within the 
painting’s borders ensuring the feeling of 
unity and cohesion. 
     In a work that is much more than merely 
a dramatic treatment, Nazar takes up 
the motif of the horse in the piece Arabic 
Narrative (2014) by replicating the individual 
image of the horse to build a structured 
pyramid-like hierarchy, one that begins with 
a large horse and ends with a considerably 
smaller one at the top. There is a knight on 
horseback at the apex of this cumulative 
hierarchy. It is as if this work is a metaphor 
in and of itself, and seems to allude to the 
story of A Thousand and One Nights which 
is famous for having many stories within a 
single story; one story occurs within another 
story, which itself occurs within another one, 
and so on and so forth. This work begs the 
question: do the horses represent various 
stories? It is common knowledge that it 
was Andalusia that spread the stories of A 
Thousand and One Nights to the Western 
world, whereupon it was translated into the 
languages of the West. 
     Within Nazar’s treatment of the subject, 
the body of the horse takes on the shape of 
a painted wooden toy. And as is the case 
with most of the images of this exhibition, 
Nazar abides by a stylistic mode that is 
very closely bound up with the Persian and 
Turkish style, which is notable for being 
wary of exaggerating the illusion of the third 
dimension of a painted subject. Rather, the 
subject retains a flatness in its rendering. 
     In another work, the horse turns into 
a composite entity wherein the horse’s 
head is attached to the body of a man. 
And in another work containing the horse, 
Nazar depicts it with fragmented limbs, in a 

dramatic escalation of his study of the horse. 
Regarding the motif of the horse, Nazar says 
the following:

“The horse, in my work, seems like one 
of those toys we see in children’s toy 
stores, a toy made of wood or metal or 
other materials. In my paintings, that toy 
appears in a state of combat, which I 
emphasize as an ironic reference to war, 
and to the forcing of innocent people into 
war for the sake of a kings’ lust for victory 
and power. The toy horse is both a solider 
and a [symbol].” 

 
And on the subject of using ornamentation 
as an element of his work, Nazar asserts the 
following: 

In spite of the beauty of Andalusian 
ornamentation, I did not focus on it or 
integrate it into my work as I did not want 
to move too far away from my mode of 
thinking, or far from the staging of my 
ideas. In that vein, I went in search of 
existential answers that are characterized 
by man living his humanity without 
resorting to any conflict that is based on 
the premise of denying the other or killing 
him. To the greatest extent possible, I 
tried to focus on describing things with 
motifs and the use of symbolism. 

Thus, Nazar does not want his work to simply 
be ornamental works devoid of meaning, 
for he believes such works to be devoid of 
any possibility of significant affect. Rather, 
he intently focuses on existential questions 
linked to the situation of war including the 
anxiety inherent in the choice made by a 
warrior between life and death, an anxiety 
that does not allow for any decorative or 
ornamental form to colour it. In spite of this 
he has painted (perhaps without realizing it) 
portraits of Andalusian women, the elements 
of whose bodies take on ornamental forms. 

In these paintings, he pays careful attention 
to elements that convey hints of eroticism 
and sensuality, and that contain a magical 
ephemeral quality about them. 
     Nazar does not settle for a wide and 
panoramic portrayal of the dramatic events 
in Andalusia. Instead, he presents us with 
signs or symbols governed by a minimalist 
compositional nature. He contents himself 
with reducing and abbreviating the scene to 
a limited number of precise motifs without 
attempting to reveal anatomic or other 
descriptive details; the subjects are painted 
with a restraint to the extent that they 
are devoid of details so they can, in their 
simplicity, relay certain ideas. 
     The Spanish painter Velázquez 
incorporated the impression of Baroque 
excess in his enigmatic painting Las 
Meninas.3 One of the reasons why this 
painting is considered a virtuosic example 
of painting is because of the illusory sense 
of perspective in the painting, and the way 
in which it presents the depicted subjects. 
The painting Las Meninas, which depicts 
the eldest daughter of King Phillip IV, may 
very well be a conceptual reference point 
that Nazar adopts in some of his own 
works for we find a whiff of the same game 
of Velazquez’s in them, namely playing 
with illusions both literal and metaphorical. 
In Velazquez’s painting, there is no one 
common understanding of who the subjects 
of the painting are: are they the depicted 
figures of King Philip IV and Queen Mariana 
whose faces are reflected in a mirror in 
the artist’s studio? Or is it the princess 
who looks out to the viewer? Or are the 
subjects in the painting viewing the viewer? 
Perspective is warped, and the motif of the 
mirror aids in the multiple possibilities of 
viewership, ultimately leaving the question of 
viewership confusing and inconclusive.
      In one of Nazar’s paintings, the mirror 
reveals the existence of the king Boabdil 
standing between us, the audience, and a 
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Francisco 
Pradilla Ortiz 
The Surrender 
of Granada (La 
Rendición de 
Granada) 
(1882)
Oil on canvas
179.5 * 281 cm
Private Collection

woman whose body is concealed by her long 
thick hair while the king’s face is reflected in 
the mirror. Here, the mirror shows us that we 
are not the only spectators of that seductive 
and erotic woman. Rather, we assume the 
king is also standing amongst us and looking 
at that naked woman. The woman’s thick 
hair takes on the undulating movement of a 
waterfall, and her body is depicted as curvy 
and voluptuous. Perhaps her body suggests 
or represents Andalusia for the Arab man. 
     Nazar exaggerates the length and 
thickness of her hair as if he were recovering 
the traditions of sculpting the figure of the 
mother goddess trope. These traditions are 
clearly distinguished by the exaggeration 
used when sculpting the parts of the female 
body that are most closely linked with notions 
of fertility and reproduction. 
     Nazar’s painting discusses three 
conditions of existence: his painted woman 
who is actually present within the painting; 
King Boabdil with his representational 
presence within the mirror, and the king’s 
additional presence, which we assume of 
him, to be standing between the painted 
woman and ourselves, though we cannot 
actually see him outside of the mirror. Nazar 
tries to reconstitute the diverse expressions 
of the historical material (physical evidence, 
images, paintings, texts and documents, etc.) 
according to the requirements of his artistic 
work, and according to what is suggested by 
actual practical experience. 
     As I mentioned earlier, he is not 
interested in a determinative method that 
simply describes historical events and their 
repercussions. Instead, he tries to identify 
some of the symbols and motifs with great 
care and patience for the sake of establishing 
a tightly constructed narrative structure. 
     He does not achieve his specific template 
for the painting The Battle, which is one of 
his major works in this exhibition, by restoring 
or seeking inspiration from paintings of 
battles by other artists. Rather, he composes 

something based on the repetition of units 
that are similar with regard to their size and 
shape, and that differ only with regards to 
positioning, and their kinetic direction within 
the painting. 
     The eye of the skilled observer will not 
miss the presence of a certain Dadaist 
absurdity in portraying the scene whereby 
the horses are transformed into toys that are 
similar to those lovely colourful wooden toys 
that were popular during Nazar’s childhood in 
his native country of Iraq. They appear equally 
as both toys and horses of the highest 
equestrian rank. 
     Nazar has mentioned the following about 
the painting The Surrender of Granada by 
Francisco Pradilla Ortiz4: 

The painting “The Surrender of Granada” 
which he painted in the year 1882, 
depicts Abu Abdullah surrendering the key 
of the city to Ferdinand and Isabella. The 
breaking up of the Muslim army before 
the vanity and joy of the Christian army 
is clear in the scene. It is also clear that 
this painting is from the victor’s viewpoint, 
yet as a source of contemplation it 
presents me with new values that I adopt 
in my work. One example of this is the 
emphasis on the shape and position 
of the horses, and especially the horse 
that Abu Abdullah is riding. That horse 
is bowing its head, and in my opinion it 
bears an expression of defeat that is more 
pronounced than that on the face of Abu 
Abdullah himself. This is in opposition 
to the horse bearing Isabella, which is 
holding its head up high and is clothed in 
the garments of victory. 

Perhaps the bowing of the horse’s head, 
which recurs in Nazar’s painting The Battle, 
is the element he most clearly and centrally 
borrows from Padrilla Ortiz’s painting. 
     A remarkable aspect of Nazar’s works 
is the fact that he abstains from using 



12 13

Andalusian-themed ornamentation or 
embellishments, despite their beauty, as 
he himself points out. This is a measure he 
adopts as a precaution, and as a means of 
distancing himself from any predetermined 
mode of thought regarding the resolution 
of specific problems of the painting. For 
his part, he places as much emphasis 
as possible on portraying aspects of 
Andalusia’s historical setting through high 
symbolism, and through the use of subjects 
that have a surrealist character. 
     Sketches made by oil colours on canvas 
compose the works. In the act of sketching, 
Nazar remains devoted to the power of direct 
expressionism.  His subjects appear in forms 
that are close to those of sacred religious 
iconography where the character, in being 
venerated, is repeatedly positioned at the 
center of the picture. 
    Nazar’s works are not superficial two-
dimensional renditions, but neither are they 
devoted to the illusion of the third dimension 
in a comprehensive manner. Rather, Nazar’s 
works contain a straightforward encounter 
or confrontation between the clear and the 
obscure, the private and the public, the secret 
and the overt. Mostly, they are between soft 
whispers and open declarations. 
    The link between the observer’s eye 
and the surfaces of Nazar’s works remains 
governed by the observer’s sensitivity 
to a technique of painting in which the 
backgrounds are intentionally composed with 
monochrome colours so that the painted 
characters do not appear within a realistic 
space as would happen in works relying 
on a conventional linear perspective. This 
technique might be closer to that oftentimes 
used for depicting religious icons; a 
situation that certainly demonstrates Nazar’s 
cautiousness with regards to abandoning 
himself to a more realist technique of painting 
and its requirements. 
    The contact of his coloured brushes 
with the surface of the canvas and his 

attentiveness in the process of this contact 
produces a distinctive state of aesthetic 
sensitivity to the surface itself. This gives 
one’s eye the material feel of wood or bronze, 
and which sometimes goes even further 
by instilling the feeling—in the case of his 
paintings of horses, for example—that these 
works were painted on leather from the 
horses themselves. 
     Nazar attempts to include his paintings 
with strikingly imaginative and fantastical 
features that suggest something like a dream. 
This makes their connections unexpected 
and surprising for the observer. This is what 
makes Nazar an innovator in every moment 
and in every mechanism of action within the 
space of the painting. 
     Nazar relies on available sources: visual 
sources with all their richness of vocabulary, 
and written texts that include poetry, 
documents and records, and descriptions 
of events. But he does not refrain from 
submitting these sources to the present-day 
laws of the painting, or to the creation of new 
relationships between the various shapes and 
elements that he uses. This is similar to how 
poets maneuver language in order to present, 
delay, or manipulate meaning. 
     This exhibition is a result of real effort on 
the part of the artist, and of expressive values 
that the artist desires to convey in the best 
manner possible. His unique experimentation 
is worthy of our admiration and respect. 

Sweden
2015

Translated from the Arabic by Kareem James 
Abu-Zeid.

1 King Abu Abdullah (1460-1533) was the last 
Nasrid king of Granada, Iberia. He was forced 
to give up his kingdom to King Ferdinand and 
Queen Isabella when the Castillians surrounded 
it in 1533. He is oftentimes referred to as 
“Boadbdil,” a Spanish rendition of the name “Abu 
Abdullah.” Chisholm, Hugh, Ed. (1911). “Boabdil”. 
Encyclopedia Britannica 4 (11th edition). 
Cambridge University Press.

2 Legend has it that these words were spoken by 
Aisha Al Horra, Boabdil’s mother, who was named 
“Al Horra,” The Free One, due to her staunch fight 
for political and religious freedom in her native 
Andalusia, in addition to her political power and 
influence during the existence of the emirate state 
of Granada. 

3 Diego Velazquez, Las Meninas, 1656. Oil on 
cavas, 318 x 276 cm. Museo del Prado, Madrid.

4 Francisco Pradilla Oritz, The Surrender of 
Granada in 1492, 1882. Oil on canvas, 179.5 x 
281 cm. 
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Adult’s Toy (2014)
Mixed media on canvas
137 * 173 cm
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Transition (2014)
Prismacolour and oil on canvas
137 * 173 cm
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Jail (2014)
Prismacolour and oil on canvas
173 * 137 cm
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Glowing (2014)
Prismacolour and oil on canvas
173 * 137 cm
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Arabic Narrative (2014)
Prismacolour and oil on canvas
160 * 117 cm
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Mailing (2014)
Prismacolour and oil on canvas
91.5 * 122 cm
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Falcon of Andalus (2014)
Prismacolour and oil on canvas
91 * 122 cm



30 31

Homage to Ibn Rushd (Averroes) (2014)
Mixed media on canvas
32 pieces
30.48 * 22.89 cm each
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Fudah and Dahab 
(2015)
Prismacolour and 
oil on canvas
122 * 173 cm
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Hamra (2015)
Prismacolour and oil on canvas
122 * 91.5 cm
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Layla (2015)
Prismacolour and oil on canvas
122 * 91.5 cm
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Irony of War (2015)
Mixed media on canvas
152.4 * 304.8 cm
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Variation 1 (2015)
Mixed media on canvas
152 * 66 cm
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Variation 2 (2015)
Mixed media on canvas
152 * 66 cm
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Variation 3 (2015)
Mixed media on canvas
152 * 66 cm
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Variation 4 (2015)
Mixed media on canvas
152 * 66 cm



54 55

Variation 5 (2015)
Mixed media on canvas
152 * 66 cm
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Variation 6 (2015)
Mixed media on canvas
152 * 66 cm
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Variation 7 (2015)
Mixed media on canvas
152 * 66 cm
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Biography

Nazar Yahya was born in Baghdad in 1963. 
He first started working as an artist while still 
in high school, working as an illustrator for a 
children’s magazine in the early 1980s. He 
majored in art while in college, graduating 
from the Painting Department at the Academy 
of Fine Arts in Baghdad in 1987. In 2008, he 
moved to Houston, Texas with his family.
     Nazar Yahya’s artwork has been exhibited 
extensively in the Middle East in Beirut , 
Bahrain, Amman, Dubai, and Qatar. His 
artwork has also been exhibited beyond the 
Middle East in London, Norway, Bangladesh, 
and the United States. Yahya’s artwork was 
included in the book Art in Iraq Today that 
was published by Skira and Meem Editions. 
The British Museum, London; the Arab 
Museum of Modern Art, Doha, Qatar; and 
the Station Museum in Houston, Texas have 
collected his work.
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Nazar Yahya in his studio
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