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n his seminal book ‘Ways of Seeing’, art historian 
John Berger explained the relationship between 
language and what we see by pointing out that seeing 
and recognition come before the world, and seeing is 
that which establishes our place in the world, which 
we explain through the use of words. For Berger, ‘An 
image is a sight which has been recreated or 
reproduced... which has been detached from the 
place and time in which it first made its appearance...’ 

All images, according to Berger, predominantly involve a way of 
seeing by the person who has created the image and when we look 
at someone else’s image, our understanding of it depends on our 
way of seeing.

These concerns with what and how we see, were explored by 
artists in the group exhibition ‘Open Your Eyes’ at Rose Issa 
Projects. With works by Farhad Ahrarnia, Matthew Corbin Bishop, 
Selma Gürbüz, Nermine Hammam, Iraida Icaza, Lotte Reiniger, 
Mourad Salem, and Osman Waqialla, ‘Open Your Eyes’ 
investigated the looking at the world through the eyes of artists. 
This museological-style exhibition displayed works that ranged 
from 17th-century engravings and calligraphy to contemporary 
collage, photographs and paintings. The exhibition attempted to 
shift dominant worldly knowledge systems - that usually look to 
literature and philosophy - to one that focuses solely on an artist’s 
approach to looking. 

The title itself ‘Open Your Eyes’ could be interpreted as a call to 
looking closely at what we see whilst shifting the normative 
perspective. There is a focus here on the eye, both as a symbol and 
as a witness of events. Although feminist and philosophical theorist, 
Peggy Phelan’s apt observation that formation of ‘I’ cannot be 
witnessed by the ‘Eye’, we are only able to recognise our ‘self’ 
through the eyes of others. Eyes are present in artworks as a 
symbolic of seeing as well as to recognise the paradoxical 
relationship between seeing and representation.

In the exhibition, a rare paper-cut by German film director, 

Group show ‘Open Your Eyes’ at London’s Rose 
Issa Projects, included works by Farhad Ahrarnia, 
Matthew Corbin Bishop, Selma Gürbüz, Nermine 
Hammam, Iraida Icaza, Lotte Reiniger, Mourad 
Salem, and Osman Waqialla. Jareh Das polished 
her eyeballs and went for a look

Lotte Reiniger is on display. Reiniger was a pioneer of silhouette 
animation and famed creator of ‘The Adventures of Prince 
Achmed’ (Die Abenteuer des Prinzen Achmed) (1926); the oldest 
surviving animated feature film. ‘The Adventures of Prince 
Achmed’ is based on extracts of ‘1001 Arabian Nights’. ‘Prince 
Achmed’s Ship’, (1923-1926) by Reiniger, depicted the famous ship 
from the film at sea, with its prominent eye at the bow of the vessel. 
Perhaps, the eye can be read metaphorically as an ‘eye’ to the world 
or a symbol of discovery often popularised by enlightenment 
theories of exploration of new lands. It could also be read as a 
‘Nazar’, an eye-shaped amulet popular in Middle Eastern tradition 
and used to protect against the evil eye (ayn al-ḥasḥd) or for warding 
off perils at sea. Arabian tales have been a popular subject for 
children’s theatres and books all over the world. We notice that the 
Disney version of Aladdin is well known, however, Lotte Reiniger’s 
delightful animated silhouettes in ‘The Adventures of Prince 
Achmed’, less so. 

Turkish artist Selma Gürbüz is interested in Anthropomorphism, 
the term used to describe the personification or attribution of 
human form or other characteristics to anything other than a human 
being. Anthropomorphism has ancient roots as a literary device in 
storytelling, and in art. Most cultures have traditional fables with 
anthropomorphised animals, which can stand or talk like humans, 
as characters. Here, Gürbüz’s ‘Long Tail Cat’ (2005), is shamanic 
and personified in the cat form with a distinct eye, and like Reiniger 
also a protective symbol. Gürbüz’s painting draws on traditional 
motifs that are distinct of Ottoman (now Turkish) origin, fused with 
her imaginative gaze.

Cairo-based artist Nermine Hammam merges digitally-sourced 
photographs of recent conflicts in the Middle East, with historic 
paintings of the American West which she describes as ‘Wetiko’ 
– Cowboys and Indigenes. Playing on notions of Cowboys and 
Indians popularised in American history and popular culture, her 
painting comments on recurrence of history ie. a history of conflict 
repeating itself, where nation states take their stake and the 
resulting conflicts ravage the Middle East.

‘Open Your Eyes’ could be easily viewed as in line with current 
obsessions with a return to the purported wisdom of ‘the folk’. 
What united the artists here, was not just the fact that some adopted 
folk-based approaches, but rather the ways in which they exposed 
how historical narratives as constructed narratives  are often a direct 
result of how the world is perceived and the anomalies that exists 
through those subsequent representations. HBA
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(Left) ‘Prince Achmed’s 
Ship’ (1923 - 1926) Lotte 
Reiniger
(Far left) ‘Azerbaijan (2009) 
Matthew Corbin Bishop  
(All images courtesy Rose 
Issa Projects) 

Mourad Salem ‘Open Your Eyes’ (2002)  


