
Writer. Designer. Wanderluster.

AN EYE FOR PERFECTION, AN EYE ON POSTERITY
Emirati photojournalist Alia Al Shamsi tackles both her craft and a nation’s

expectations with considerable ease

    lia Al Shamsi has had to tread a challenging path
and straddle manifold responsibilities as the first female 
Emirati photojournalist. Chief amongst these being:
having to forge a distinct identity in a male-dominated 
work environment, and perhaps more importantly;
creating a body of work for herself that stands the
ravages of time and reflects favourably when held
up to an international mirror.

In this evolving journey, the half Emirati-half Italian
Al-Shamsi has already succeeded on many levels.

Her technical prowess and innate ability of drawing out 
human emotions from stories has made her a respected 
name in the region and beyond.

She is published internationally on a regular basis and 
has exhibited in some of the world’s most revered
galleries / forums, including the Biennale of International 
Photography (Brescia, Italy) and the Museum of Santa 
Giulia. Last year, she was selected by the British Council
to be part of the 2010 Cultural Leadership International
and was the HSBC Cultural Space curator at AD Art. 
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Creative lab had the opportunity for an insightful chat 

with the delightful and talented Al-Shamsi:

You once said that you were more inspired by everyday 

people rather than any famous photographer in particu-

lar? Does that view still hold good? And if so, from all 

your travels and stories, which person really stands out? 

I find the mundane very special. To me, people talking 

and just ordinary street scenes and interactions are 

beautiful in their own ways. I guess it's about finding that 

little magic in the everyday... it really moves me.

I'll give you an example - I was in Lebanon recently,

and came across two old people talking in this quaint, 

strangely retro part of town - Gemmayzeh - in front of

a vintage store. The old man was talking to the old lady, 

holding a fan - and it was the fan that immediately struck 

my fancy!

When something pierces you, it makes you connect to it. 

It's about stories and memories and nostalgia... all of 

which are such potent themes for Arabs, since identity 

forms an integral part of our lives. I've completed my 

dissertation on this actually.

Is this country getting any better at writing its own 

stories, documenting its own people? 

There are two things that are happening simultaneously. 

Firstly, social media's taking the lead in bringing out 

stories. It's immediate, it's simple and doesn't require a 

huge amount of grounding, expertise or experience. If I 

can draw an analogy - it's like the hordes of enthusiasts 

embracing digital photography as opposed to taking up 

fine art. And the UAE has opened up technology in such 

a manner that lots of people have that chance of easily 

becoming involved in the new media phenomenon.

On a diametrically opposite end, I see a lot of archiving 

taking place. Just recently, there was an Emirati woman 

who held an exhibition of her self-portraits from the '50s. 

These included fascinating photographs of her travels to 

places like India. Maybe it's a trend towards people and 

this nation becoming more at ease with the past..

So it's weird and wonderful in a way that the two themes 

when it comes to stories in this country are both rooted in 

the past and galloping strongly towards the future. We 

just don't like living in the present, the present is perhaps 

just a large question mark (laughs).



In the wake of the tumultuous affairs gripping Egypt and 

several other countries in the Arab world, what are your 

views on the situation - as a photojournalist, and as an 

Arab?

Countries like Egypt and Tunisia have gone through so 

much social change & transitions, they need governments 

with fresh perspectives and views. A strong factor here is 

that young people's views really need to be considered 

going forward. There's a huge, dangerous generation gap 

that needs to be bridged quickly.

Personally, it's been inspiring to see such solidarity among 

people. It's stirring whenever people are brought together - 

whether it be for a political cause or forcibly by natural 

disasters and such. Humanity's on show here, and I feel 

the media has a strong role to play in communicating true, 

unbiased messages and getting the situation and stories 

across. We're witnessing something very emotional and 

unprecedented.

What are your views on this region’s talent in images / 

photography / photojournalism? And what impact are 

bodies such as twofour54 having on the creative output 

and general ambition levels of young Arab talent?

I'm a big supporter of emerging Arab talent. I refer them 

onto leads and have a history of setting up exhibitions 

when I spot someone great, free of charge. I faced lots of 

difficulties myself when starting out, so I know how it feels 

like and am adamant about doing what I can to help.

This region most certainly has the talent, it just needs the 

right kind of support. Which is where organisations such 

as twofour54 come in. It's a hub, a massive platform, 

affording the world-class facilities and huge incentives 

young talent needs to emerge out into the open. A lot of 

the talent around is random and free-flowing - twofour54 

and other entities of the sort bring some much-needed 

structure for these talents to go professional and eventu-

ally, empowering them to make a mark on the world stage.



I’m quite taken by your more surreal pieces, such as the 

fascinating, almost ethereal mannequin project 

(mannequinsarepeopletoo.blogspot.com) and Afflecks 

Palace (http://aliaalshamsi.blogspot.com/). What is it 

that most attracts you - Travel, Art, Culture, what?

Travel is my all-consuming passion. I carry my camera

me everywhere I go. In fact, it's why I chose to get into 

photojournalism – this freedom to get away to far-off 

places. I tend to stay away from touristic areas, I'd much 

rather explore the downtown and off the-beaten-suburbs 

of a city... that's where the magic resides.

I simply shoot and leave the logic for later. When I'll go 

back and revisit the photographs, often I'll begin to identify 

a trend or a theme. I revisit, combine, arrange, explore... 

and sure enough, there'll be a pattern that's emerged. 

That's how my unchronicled series came about. And no 

landscapes and nature for me please, I'd much rather be 

where life is!

Currently, I'm exploring the 60s and 70s era of Dubai, 

capturing some of the retro, non-iconic architecture of 

districts like Deira, building such as the Radisson by the 

Creek, which was one of the first things to pop up there.

I feel very strongly about documenting things and cities, 

examining the hidden spaces... exploring the hidden 

treasures.
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