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Couples of giant colorful Arabic letters cut out of alumi-
num sheets or formed of flashing neon hang randomly 
on the wall in a playful and lighthearted manner. They are 
deceptively simple. The elements are familiar - strings of 
neon twisted to form colorful letters. Yet their unconven-
tional positioning and movement mount a remarkably 
visceral spectacle, with the suggestive title Hobb 
(Arabic for Love) functioning as an integral part of the 
beguiling ensemble. 

Hobb elegantly exemplifies Algerian Zoulikha Bouabdel-
lah’s consistently challenging practice since she gradu-
ated from the Ecole Nationale Superieure d’Art de Cergy 

-Paris in 2002, favoring video in her debut. She was the 
recipient of the Contemporary Art Prize Le Meurice in 
2008 with her sculpture The Kiss, and shortly after was 
one of the three winners of the 2009 Abraaj Prize with 
her installation ‘Walk on the Sky, Pisces’.

A product of a rigorous process of conceptual and 
formal reasoning, Hobb defies the border between 
representation and abstraction. It constitutes not simply 
the materials and the flashy colors installed in the space 
but also, perhaps more importantly, the set of conditions 
or limitations that have been their source of inspiration. 

The work is inspired by the extensive heritage of Arabic 
love poetry, a treasury of sexual innuendo with a con-
spicuous absence of the human body. Zoulikha finds 
its literary opposite in Indian culture, where sexuality 
is largely uninhibited, with works like the Kama Sutra 
always having been illustrated. Thus tackling the subject 
of representing love and its physical expression, she 
uses calligraphy to achieve a scantily veiled abstraction 
of the human form. 

Zoulikha’s work is about expressive subversion. Not 
limited to the exact meaning of a shape or a word, it 
allows poetry, imagination, and reflection to add sense 
to a situation. 

As a child growing up in Algeria and raised by the 
women of her family, subversion was a tool of daily life, a 
mode of survival she calls ‘woman’s best ally’.  In a so-
ciety dominated by men, the wisdom of women derived 
largely from knowing how and when to subvert.  

A significant aspect of Zoulikha’s work is her commit-
ment to feminism. In its broadest sense, she constantly 
reminds herself that in most parts of the world women 
are not yet granted the same rights as men. She’s a 
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global activist from a Muslim background, and is 
naturally inclined to draw references to her own 
culture by way of symbolic and aesthetic research.   

“I can’t be accused of representing human shapes. 
At the same time, I’m totally representing them, it’s 
subversion. The way to divert is to be smart and be 
wise, the means to escape for a woman is subver-
sion. I think it’s a good way to get things moving on.

“It’s the continuation of what Shehrazad did, 
because she used wisdom. It’s not my thesis, it’s 
what the history of art proves. In the early ‘70s, 
women started to work with the woman’s body - it 
was a lesson I understood as a student. I wanted 
to suggest the movement of love, it’s to go a little 
bit further in this space of taboo.”

Set me Free from my Chains, the body of work 
which lends its name to the exhibition, consists of 
sculptural sentences that read “Set me Free from 
my Chains’. Carved in plexi, they hang solemnly 
from paper nails like giant to-do notes nailed to a 
board. (Zoulikha’s mother use to remind her daugh-
ters about their chores, nailing little notes to broom 
the court, make your bed, etc onto the curtains of 
their bedrooms). The ‘chore’ in this case is Umm 
Kulthum’s famous phrase ‘Set me Free from my 
Chains’. Extracted from a song about a past love 
story, the words are emblematic of the typical 
themes of love, longing and loss that are explored 
extensively in Arab poetry. Called the fourth pyra-
mid, Umm Kulthum’s fame and influence extended 
well beyond the artistic scene. In patriotic fashion, 
Zoulikha interprets Umm Kulthum’s song as not only 
a lyrical evocation of the act of love but as a clear 
stance for the rights of women in the Arab world.    

“They (men or Arab society) would not be frightened, 
because Umm Kulthoum represents the highest 
point of Arab culture. But the whole Arab world 
is about contradiction, we have women ministers, 
lawyers, judges but still in the mind of the Arab 
people - a majority of course - the women still need 
to be protected like a justification for being. It justi-
fies her existence, otherwise you are nothing.” 

A third body of work comprises monochrome 
drawings on paper, in which the artist reproduces 
sequences from a scene of the Egyptian movie ‘Af-
rita Hanem’ (Genie Lady, 1949), where the famous 
Farid Al-Attrach wakes up to discover Samia Gamal 
performing a highly seductive oriental dance. The 
actor’s discomfort and shyness escalate in front of 
this female companion before he falls asleep. Was 
it fantasy or reality? Zoulikha’s drawings are accom-
panied by the words ‘if only, if only, if only…’ . She 
painted in red lacquer the lines of the silhouettes to 
emphasize their curvature and sensuality.  

To complement these drawings, the Big Odalisque 
of Ingres is reinterpreted with Zoulikha’s minimal 
monochrome technique and fragmented in nine 
different panels. The famous concubine with her 
languid pose and elongated back looks back over 
her shoulder, as if from a distant, antiquated past. 
Assumed to be an oriental woman, her stare and 
distorted proportions embody a woman’s complex 
thoughts and feelings. Entitled The Ruins, this 
work marks an implicit conclusion to the exhibition, 
echoing the artist’s battle for women cause and her 
penchant for romance.  

Grande Odalisque  
Lacquer on paper
9 panels of various sizes 
Approximate overall size 185 x 320 cm
Edition of 3 unique drawings
2010
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Hobb (07)
Aluminum and powder coating paint
98 x 160 x 5 cm
2009–2010

Hobb (15)
Aluminum and powder coating paint
110 x 160 x 5 cm
2009–2010
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Hobb (14)
Aluminum and powder coating paint
139 x 160 x 5 cm
2009–2010

Hobb (18)
Aluminum and powder coating paint
136 x 160 x 5 cm
2009–2010
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Hobb (10)
Aluminum and powder coating paint
161 x 156 x 5 cm
2009–2010

Hobb (13)
Aluminum and powder coating paint
80 x 167 x 5 cm
2009–2010
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Hobb (19)
Aluminum and powder coating paint
154 x 170 x 5 cm
2009–2010

Hobb (03)
Aluminum and powder coating paint
143 x 160 x 5 cm
2009–2010
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Two Lovers
Neon Lights
90 x 120 cm
Edition of 3
2010
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Genie Lady (01)
Lacquer on paper
40 x 80 cm
2010

Genie Lady (03)
Lacquer on paper
40 x 80 cm
2010

Genie Lady (04)
Lacquer on paper
40 x 80 cm
2010

Genie Lady (02)
Lacquer on paper
40 x 80 cm
2010

If Only, If Only
Lacquer on paper
20 cm x various length sizes
2010
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Genie Lady (05)
Lacquer on paper
40 x 80 cm
2010

Genie Lady (06)
Lacquer on paper
40 x 80 cm
2010

If Only, If Only
Lacquer on paper
20 cm x various length sizes
2010

Genie Lady (07)
Lacquer on paper
40 x 80 cm
2010

Genie Lady (08)
Lacquer on paper
40 x 80 cm
2010

If Only, If Only
Lacquer on paper 
20 cm x various length sizes
2010
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Genie Lady (11)
Lacquer on paper
40 x 80 cm
2010

Genie Lady (09)
Lacquer on paper
40 x 80 cm
2010

Genie Lady (10)
Lacquer on paper
40 x 80 cm
2010

If Only, If Only
Lacquer on paper
20 cm x various length sizes
2010

Genie Lady (12)
Lacquer on paper
40 x 80 cm
2010

Genie Lady (13)
Lacquer on paper
40 x 80 cm
2010

Genie Lady (14)
Lacquer on paper
40 x 80 cm
2010

If Only, If Only
Lacquer on paper 
20 cm x various length sizes
2010
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Genie Lady (15)
Lacquer on paper
40 x 80 cm
2010

Noun
Animation 
3 Minutes and 17 Seconds
Edition of 3
2010

Music by PM Williamson
Text and voice by Elise Pichelin

(Stills from Noun)
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BIOGRAPHY

Zoulikha Bouabdellah is the daughter of Hassen Bouabdellah, a film director and Algerian writer, and 
Malika Dorbani, ex-head of the Algiers Fine Art Museum. Following her birth in Moscow in 1977, Zoulikha 
Bouabdellah grew up in the Algerian capital until the age of 16. In 1993, while the civil war was underway, 
her family chose to leavie Algeria and settle in France where she still resides. Zoulikha graduated from 
the Ecole Nationale Supérieure d’Arts de Cergy-Pontoise in 2002 in Paris. Favoring video in her debut, 
she now works in a multitude of media challenging cultural dualities and imbalances, as well as cultural 
fusion and the ability to transcend borders. Zoulikha Bouabdellah has won several prizes: recipient of 
The Prix Meurice for Contemporary Art, Paris, France in 2008 with her sculpture The Kiss, one of the 
three winners of the inaugural Abraaj Capital Prize, Dubaï, UAE in 2009 with her installation, Walking on 
the Sky, Pisces, Algerian Prize for young Algerian creation and Villa Médicis Hors les Murs (AFAA - Cape 
Town, South Africa). She has been shown all over the world in fairs, institutions and biennales such as the 
Venice Biennial, Art Dubai, FIAC, Art Brussels, Aichi Triennial, Bamako Biennial, Mead Art Museum, Centre 
Pompidou, MoCADA, Brooklyn Museum, etc. She has also done several residencies, most recently at the 
Art School Palestine in Ramallah, but also at Amherst College in the Massachussetts and in Cape Town, 
South Africa. In 2010, a bilingual monograph SOFT TRANSGRESSION was published by Gold Digger, 
Editions La B.A.N.K.

ZOULIKHA BOUABDELLAH  
Born in 1977, Moscow  |  Lives and works in Paris, France
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Gallery Isabelle van den Eynde (prev. B21) has discovered and nurtured the talent of some of 
the most promising figures in the Middle East’s contemporary art scene. A generation of artists – 
including the likes of Rokni and Ramin Haerizadeh, Reza Aramesh, Khosrow Hassanzadeh, Bita 
Fayyazi, Jeffar Khaldi, Ahmad Amin Nazar, Leila Pazooki, Nargess Hashemi, Shadi Ghadirian, Lara 
Baladi, Fereydoun Ave and Farideh Lashai – has emerged from the gallery’s focused tutelage, 
attracting the attention of adventurous collectors and curators, as well as prestigious institutions 
from the region and beyond. 
 
Having recently moved to a larger space in an industrial quarter near the centre of Dubai,  
Gallery Isabelle van den Eynde showcases an intense and innovative program of exhibitions that 
break conventional understandings of art coming out of the Middle East. The gallery publishes 
accompanying catalogue material for each exhibition. 

DRIVING DIRECTIONS
On Sheikh Zayed Road, take exit 43 in the direction of Al Manara East, descend into Al Quoz 
Industrial Area and turn right at the traffic lights. Continue straight through the first set of traffic lights 
and Al Serkal Avenue, a grey compound of warehouses, is visible on your right. Enter via the gate 

on the right hand side, then take the first right inside the compound and Gallery Isabelle van den 

Eynde is on your left, lot 17.
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P.O. Box 18217, Al Quoz 1, Dubai

CONTACT US
PH +971 4 3235052
info@ivde.net
www.ivde.net

Special thanks to La B.A.N.K, Paris 
(www.bankgalerie.com)
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Set me Free from my Chains, Project Study
Clear plexiglas
Height: 220 cm, 190 cm and 160 cm respectively
Edition of 3 each size


