
From Seville 
to Bahrain 
The beautiful art of calligraphy forms an encapsulating 

artistic bridge between the Kingdom of Bahrain and Spain 

efined as “the art of giving form to 
signs in an expressive, harmonious, 
and skillful manner”, calligraphy 

is the distinctive writing manner 
that has been part of both art, culture, 

and religion for centuries. From Biblical 
to Islamic scripture, to being used as a 
specialized style of writing that serve as 
a decorative way of sending a special 
message, calligraphy and its various forms 
are a spectacular art form that has seen a 
beautiful evolution over time. For some, 
the traditional calligraphy in its purest 
form is a masterpiece, and for others the 
more contemporary calligraphic style of 
writing represents a modern take on a 
traditional art, and for those of us within 
the region who have been exposed to 
mostly the beauty and special nature of 
Islamic Calligraphy, the writing style hold 
a truly special meaning. Highlighting the 
importance and unique beauty of Islamic 
calligraphy through their combined exhibit, 
celebrated Orientalist artist Elizabeth Bolza 
and Bahraini renowned artist Ebrahim 
Busa’ad carefully curated a stunning 
exhibition, “Bolza Busaad - From Seville 
to Muharraq”, and explore the connection 
between the East and the West through a 
series of collage works. Opening to a great 
reception, their exhibit came at a perfect 

time, as Muharraq is marked as the Capital 
of Islamic Culture 2018. 

Islamic Calligraphy - also known as 
Arabic Calligraphy - is originally based 
on Arabic letters, but the term Islamic 
Calligraphy also refers to the collective 
works of calligraphy by the Muslim 
calligraphers from Andalusia in modern 
Spain to China. The signature design of 
Islamic calligraphy is the geometric Islamic 
art or ‘arabesque’ patterns on the walls 
and ceilings of mosques as well on paper. 
For the Muslim world, calligraphy has 
always represented the visual expression, 
with almost a spiritual connotation, as it 
somehow a link between the language 
of Islam and its practitioners. The Holy 
Book, the Qur’an, has been pivotal in the 
development and evolution of Arabic and, 
in turn, calligraphy, as certain proverbs 
and passages still serve as sources for 
Islamic calligraphy, and the exhibit by 
Elizabeth and Ebrahim is a fine example 
of that as it showcases their artwork that 
draws inspiration from the Islamic legacy, 
heritage, and architecture of Islam, from 
different viewpoints, but sharing the 
common denominator - the illuminated 
manuscript - portrayed in both a traditional 
and contemporary form. 
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Working independently towards the 
exhibit, both Ebrahim and Elizabeth say 
they kept their works apart from the other 
so as to not to have a cross influence, yet 
their art pieces still beautifully merged 
together to create an extraordinary exhibit. 
Elizabeth’s pieces were a combination 
of previous artwork she had created but 
were chosen for the especially for the 
exhibit as they reference different societies 
between Al Andalus, Morocco, poetry, 
and then going via the Middle East and 
this part of the region. Elizabeth worked 
with different poems from different times, 
such as contemporary to the Mualaka’at. 
She then produced 8 more works that 
were inspired by different aspects and 
different elements of the history and 
cultural heritage of Bahrain, the Pearl being 
her most important piece. For Ebrahim, 
though he is recognised for his visual 
paintings which have calligraphy as an 
aesthetic addition, his mastery and focus 
on classic calligraphy comes as somewhat 

of a surprise to the audience. Working with 
the classic academical Arabic calligraphy 
which is based on a point system, the works 
produced by Ebrahim are very precise, 
and an art that is perfected through many 
years. Producing geometric patterns using 
carefully selected Islamic scripture, the idea 
behind Ebrahim’s work was to send out a 
message to the audiences to be kind to one 
another, while simultaneously maintaining 
the value and art of Islamic calligraphy, in 
contrast to Elizabeth’s freestyle calligraphy 
style and collage pieces. Her pieces, she 
explains, are designed in that manner due 
to her artistic studies in Florence combined 
with her multilingual talent, which allowed 
her to use Arabic expression as her 
choice of style in her work. Yet, despite 
the difference between the techniques, 
it was indeed the calligraphy which was a 
common denominator and was the binding 
element between their respective bodies of 
work. 
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Ebrahim, a Bahraini native from 
Muharraq, renowned worldwide for his 
art, was fond of art from the young age of 
6 years old and went onto study Fine Arts 
from the University of Baghdad, alongside 
various courses in design and direction 
of books in Cyprus and Logman, London. 
He started participating in the annual fine 
arts exhibition when he was just 16 years 
old, and followed his vision of “with art 
we excel”. His passion, ingenuity, and 
mastery of fine arts has not only allowed 
him to work as an artist, but Ebrahim was 
also a founding member of the Bahrain 
Arts Society, as well as working with the 
Ministry of Education as a calligraphist, 
among many other coveted roles within 
the Ministry. Experimenting with how he 
portrays his love for calligraphy, Ebrahim 
has explored various media such as 
drawing, watercolour, acrylic paint, oil on 
canvass, etching silk screen, collages, and 
instillations amongst other methods to 
create his pieces. Similarly, Elizabeth too 

delved into the world of art from an early 
age as her father was a publisher of art 
books, and she was constantly surrounded 
by art with a family background of artists, 
painters, and architects in the family. A 
master in the art of language, Elizabeth is 
fluent in English, German, French, Spanish, 
Italian, and is on her way into perfecting 
Arabic. Elizabeth is the recipient of the V&A 
Jameel Prize 2017 and has showcased her 
work in various locations across the globe. 
Their collaborative exhibit showcases a 
commonality - calligraphy - between their 
independent works and is an ode to Islamic 
art and culture, and serves as a means to 
deliver a positive message through the 
selected passages and pieces displayed. 
Proposed by Sheikha Hala Mohamed 
Al Khalifa, Arts & Culture Director, the 
Bolza-Busaad exhibition is a representation 
of how the East and West are connected 
through a thread, even in the abstract 
sense. 
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Though both have drawn inspiration 
from Islamic calligraphy, an art form that 
has been around for centuries, as well 
as from various cultural and heritage 
elements of Bahrain, Ebrahim and Elizabeth 
believe that it is important to ensure you 
understand the history yet not let it confine 
you as artists. “Everybody interprets it 
and deals with it in their own way”, says 
Elizabeth about how historical elements 
can be used as inspiration for artists, but 
adds that it is important to have a firm 
understanding and knowledge of history as 
without that it would be difficult to find a 
way towards healing the incredible divisions 
present in today’s world. “This is where art, 
I think, is extremely important, via historical 
understanding to go figure out where we 
are going”, she says. Ebrahim says he feels 
if artists are too attached to their history 
they might not be able to evolve and 
produce something that is creative and 
innovative. “We can use heritage,  but in a 
more contemporary way”, he concludes. 

Amazed by the overwhelming response 
to their exhibit, both Ebrahim and 
Elizabeth give praise to Sheikha Hala for 
not only understanding them as artists 
and understanding the nature of their 
works, but by giving them the platform to 
present together and create the beautiful 
exhibit which opened to a great reception. 
The exhibit was showcased at the Bahrain 
National Museum  from February 15 till the 
20th of March, and was a part of the Spring 
of Culture host of events and exhibits 
across the Kingdom. 
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