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KUWAIT: Kuwaiti sculptor Sami Mohammed speaks in front of one
of his works at the Museum of Modern Art in Kuwait City.

— Photos by Yasser Al-Zayyat

Like other sculptors in the Gulf state he bristles at claims
that his creations constitute idol worship and urges the au-
thorities to push back against demands he sees as out-
moded. “We have to get past these issues because the
human, the individual, has reason and thought, and it’s re-
ally not possible that we would go back to worshipping
idols,” Mohammed, himself a devout Muslim, tells AFP. “We
no longer live in a time of ignorance. We live in the era of
technology.”

‘Find a cave’
Like Christianity and Judaism, Islam bans idol worship,

but some Muslims go further and forbid any representation
of the human form. While there is no law in Kuwait that ex-
plicitly prohibits the display of sculptures or statues in pub-
lic places, the Gulf emirate is home to an influential circle
of conservatives that has pushed to lock them up.

Kuwait’s Museum of Modern Art is a prime target. It
opened in 2003 and boasts multiple statues of people by
Kuwaiti artists in its collection. But they all sit behind closed
doors, hidden from the public eye, as a debate centering
on Islam and art rages.

Artist Badr Fadel Alemdar, 42, is convinced he knows
the reason sculptures are being hidden. He says “fear”
among officials of clashing with conservatives prevents his
work from seeing the light of day. “The working environ-
ment for us is uncomfortable because some see the art of
sculpting as blasphemy, especially if it is statues of famous
people,” he said, adding that he has been attacked in the
past over his creations.

The passions over the issue were highlighted recently by
disagreements among Kuwaiti lawmakers. In September
legislator Mohammed Hayef Al-Mutairi called on the govern-
ment to stop local artists from making statues, arguing that
they had “paved the way for the establishment of temples”
in the Gulf, referring to non-Muslim places of worship. But
fellow MP Ahmed al-Fadel dismissed this view as “back-
ward”. Fadel in another instance also lashed out at those
who wanted to close a shop because it was selling printed
3D figurines. “I want to know how long this backward mind-
set can continue,” Fadel said in a video posted online. “This
is a country of freedoms ruled by law... 1,400 years later
(after the emergence of Islam), you are still talking about
idols? What you should do is find a cave and stay there.”

Kuwaiti sculptor Sami Mohammed finished his towering statue of the country’s first Amir over
four decades ago, but now it just gathers dust unseen in a long-shuttered office block. Stymied
by a conservative view of Islam that bans representations of the body, the 75-year-old faces

any artist’s nightmare: he cannot get his work displayed to the public in his homeland.


