
3433

You were born in Saudi and raised in Beirut where you completed your degree in Graphic Design. Do you think that you may have had a com-
pletely different career if you had stayed?

I would have been a total different person, but I still feel I would have ended up being in the creative industry somehow, seeing that I’ve 
always had artistic tendencies from childhood. I feel that being raised in Lebanon made me more driven and aware of certain things that 
I might not have been exposed to in Saudi.

Lebanon is celebrated for its freedom of expression, yet I fundamentally belonged to a conservative society that frowned upon many 
expressions of freedom, especially for a woman. I knew at a very young age that my freedom was restricted because of where I came 
from and my cultural belief systems. I think that gave me the opportunity to understand the meaning of freedom, by experiencing its con-
trast- the lack of it.

Being raised as such, introduces a new context to your sense of belonging and identity. How did you feel about it growing up and how does 
it shape your art now?

Moving to and growing up in Lebanon has definitely shaped my identity. I moved to Lebanon right after the civil war, which was devastat-
ing to the country’s urban, political, and cultural infrastructure. Lebanon at the time was suffering from almost 15 years of sectarian tension 
mainly between the Christians and the Muslims. This tension is still ongoing but of course its manifestation has changed and developed 
overtime. Being raised in such a context was certainly eye opening to concepts of belonging, identity, and the differences we create to give 
meaning and significance to the collective group. I believe this power struggle allowed me to witness the creative construction of identities 
through the selectiveness of memory and how it affects the narrative history, which was constantly used to mobilise certain groups against 
another. Lebanon was certainly a very pivotal point in my life in terms of understanding how agencies of power function and also the 
psychology of warfare and its aftermath.

Seeing that Lebanon’s national identity is characterised by contrast and sectarian division, I was suffering from my own existential crisis 
from a very young age too. I was constantly questioning my sense of belonging which urged me to explore and understand different so-
cial, political, and cultural points of view. That made me adaptable and tolerant to these differences. At the same time, these experiences 
left me standing on the sidelines, which taught me how to position myself as a chameleon observer.

Upon moving to Saudi, I was treating my move as a temporary one, an extended vacation in a sense, and I treated my stay just like a 
tourist would. In many ways, I didn’t feel responsible for my nationality and citizenship. I couldn’t identify to them and felt that they were 
separate from my composition. I came to realise that rejecting parts of my identity was not a solution, because it directly positioned me as 
an outsider, a foreigner in my own country. The solution for me was to stop treating my country as a tourist, and to stop adapting myself to 
it either, but instead opt to integrate my own experiences, growth, and knowledge to improve what I thought needed improving. I began 
seeing myself as a citizen. In a sense I reclaimed my nationality. I felt responsible to share who I am as a saudi citizen; a citizen who hap-
pened to experience life differently. That shift in perception was a significant turning point for me as a person and an artist.  

“As I walk in the alleys of today, I’m stuck between two worlds. There is no way of escaping it.” What two worlds are these?

This statement speaks of the contrast I experienced growing up, between different cultures, traditions, lifestyles, philosophies.. the list goes 
on. Moreover, the exponential growth the region underwent due to the discovery of oil allowed us to develop certain aspects of our living 
conditions, and that was mostly visible in the exponential urban and technological developments witnessed over the years. It also allowed 
us to travel and expose ourselves to the world, taking from it what suited us and rejected what didn’t adhere to our traditions. This dynamic 
of over exposure and selective progress created a disturbance in how we perceive ourselves and our development as a society. In fact, 
I feel it socially and culturally regressed us in a way. It positioned us between dichotomies of past and present, tradition and modernity, 
progress and regression. We are fundamentally a traditionalist society that could suddenly afford the luxury of development and pro-
gress, yet we were not allowed to fully take advantage of it. It’s like a broken record that is playing in the most cutting edge technology. 
Of course this is all changing now. We can no longer hold on to the past in fear of losing who we are. This fragility in our self awareness 
on how we see ourselves is finally being strengthened by the decision makers of the country and replaced with a solid vision to move us 
towards the future, whatever it maybe.

INTERVIEW BY NOOR

Balqis AlRashed’s artistic expression has left us in awe and reflection. A visual artist and designer, pushing the boundaries and creating art that focuses on the the exploration 
of meanings, practices, and dichotomies in respect to the collective, identity, and the self. We are honoured to feature Balqis in this issue. Born in Saudi Arabia and raised in 
Lebanon, her expression of multiculturalism, as well as her individuality has gripped audiences internationally. Her stunning video series titled ‘A State of Play,’ hula hooping 
in a veil (niqab) has been watched virally, challenging the preconceived notions of womanhood and tradition. In this interview, Balqis has intelligently written about originating 
from a conservative culture like Saudi, the challenges of self-expression, her sense of belonging and her sentiments regarding the recent lift of the Saudi women driving ban.

“We were conditioned from a very young age 
not to express ourselves authentically”

“I had a face, a name, and an identity. I was no longer a looping void. I was a Saudi 
woman, an artist that has something to say.”
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You created such powerful pieces (such as Closed for prayer, Choice/
Regression, Mu3ala8at) that elicit strong narratives and are culturally 
intertwined. How important is this for you?

I believe these narrations are an important process in my self dis-
covery journey. When I chose to move back to Saudi, my intention 
was to connect to my roots and give myself an opportunity to be-
come more acquainted to my culture. That choice turned out to be 
the biggest lesson for me. It influenced my conceptual and artistic 
choices. It positioned me as a participant, consumer, critique, and 
observer of the Saudi culture. It’s not easy for any foreign body to 
integrate themselves to a culture that highly appreciate their pri-
vacy. That said, my work tends to provoke questions and highlight 
the things that make us who we are as Saudis. For example, in 
‘Closed for prayer’, my initial interest stemmed from frustrations 
and questioned how effective this practice is to our lives - halting 
the whole country from commerce for almost an hour every time 
prayer is conducted- especially that many people don’t use this time 
for prayer, but instead they use it as a break from labour. That ques-
tion was quickly overpowered by the beauty and surrealism of the 
scene: a whole country suspended in time and performing itself in 
meditation, merging consumerism with spirituality and creating an 
interesting negotiation between the two. What I would love to do if 
I got the opportunity is to paint all the store shutters in the country 
with ‘Closed for prayer’ and celebrate this cultural eccentricity in-
stead of rejecting it, creating a celebration of the everyday and the 
sacred rituals of labour.

State of Play: Hula hoop in a niqab is incredibly mesmerising. Where 
did the idea come from?

The video series titled ‘A State of Play’ explores representations 
and meanings through movement. In this artwork, I was able to 
combine the hoop, essentially a child’s toy, with the veil, which has 
become the most recognised representation of womanhood and the 
feminine collective in my culture. That combination was able to col-
lapse time and space, bringing forth the child and the adult to exist 
in the present moment, fully integrated as one, creating a new en-
tity that exudes freedom and flow. It’s an illusionary interruption of 
the everyday. It tricks the mind into experiencing concepts like time 
and space differently, but what drew me most to it is how intimate it 
is as an expression, to be fully present in a reincarnated moment or 
an emotional state, that is able to expand, transform, and question 
our perception of reality.

I find the niqab to be a very interesting piece of garment. It perplex-
es me. How can a black piece of garment restrict and allow me, 
empower and oppress me, protect and expose me, all at the same 
time. It is fascinating. The niqab gave me a sense of freedom that I 
didn’t think it can offer, it allowed me to share myself with the world 
without compromising my identity. I find the niqab to also be the 
defining cultural representation of womanhood. By combining this 
representation with a child’s toy, I was able to innocently touch on 
many sensitive spots that I find necessary to think and start talking 
about. The fact that we are asking “why” is a great start. It starts a 
discourse that is important to have today.

What has the response to your art in Saudi been like?

When Instagram featured one of my video from the series ‘A State 
of Play’, I felt exposed, and that’s not something that is easy to 
digest for someone who comes from my cultural background. We 
cherish our privacy as a society. But we are slowly becoming more 
comfortable with exposure. The response to the video series has 
been really interesting. I was stuck at a threshold of polarities, of 

praise and criticism, what’s acceptable and what is not, and a flow 
of different opinions, explanations, thoughts, and meanings. It initi-
ated questions and conversations on a collective level, which was 
refreshing to witness and be part of.

‘A state of play’ playfully challenges preconceived notions of wom-
anhood, identity, and tradition. It threatens a whole system of in-
scribed cultural meanings that we still hold on to - what’s left of 
it at least. I think the artwork created a tension between what is 
regarded as acceptable. Not only that, the more exposed things 
are, the more they become unacceptable. It is interesting to note 
that the first artwork from this series that was released went viral 
within days from going live, the reaction was not as critical, in fact, 
people took it lightly, sharing it around, creating their own edits, 
consuming it as a weird yet harmless entertainment, and they really 
had fun with it. The difference in people’s reaction to the artwork 
is that I was anonymous the first time around, and when instagram 
featured me, it became a different story. I had a face, a name, and 
an identity. I was no longer a looping void. I was a Saudi woman, 
an artist that has something to say. I also feel that people are quick 
to be offended by anything that is different. But what is most inter-
esting about this, is how social media is allowing people to express 
themselves so freely, even if it is abusive, ignorant, and offensive. I 
think it is a cathartic collective expression. We grew up in an envi-
ronment where we were encouraged to limit self-expression to what 
is acceptable and allowed. I believe that social media is becoming 
a realistic depiction of the raging youth. Although social masochism 
is becoming the norm on social media, it is a great platform to hear 
the hidden voices from this region.

You wrote in a journal that you feel tightness in your throat and heavi-
ness in your chest when you express yourself, most would think it is 
because one is afraid of what people may think, but in fact here you 
are referring to feeling unsafe when you express yourself. Do you still 
have this feeling when you create and share? If so, how do you man-
age?

I believe this condition is deeply rooted in our belief systems and 
is most evident in our culture. We were conditioned from a very 
young age not to express ourselves authentically. In fact, we were 
not allowed to express ourselves as unique beings with unique ex-
periences in a culture that celebrates the group rather than the 
individual. We are from childhood shamed for that. It’s a matter 
of respect and belonging to the ‘tribe’ whether it’s the direct or 
extended family, or the society as a whole. We are trained to blur 
our personal boundaries to integrate ourselves to the hierarchy of 
the group. This definitely brings forth emotions of fear, but mostly it 
blurs our own understanding of ourselves. We forget who and why 
we are in this formula. Even though I came a long way in freeing 
myself from these judgments and conditioning, I’m still aware that 
many are still living in this social construct. As an artist, it is impor-
tant for me not to alienate others, I try to be considerate to these 
fragile illusions because I know how painful it is to shatter them.

Women’s visibility on Saudi Arabia’s street walls has been emerg-
ing in the past few years. These expressions are often very quickly 
painted over. Despite that, you wrote “I am a Saudi citizen free and 
independent” on a wall, why?

I consider this to be the first artwork I created since I decided to 
focus full time on my art career in 2014. It is the moment I chose to 
shift my position from a tourist in my own country to a citizen taking 
full ownership of this right. I found this statement to say all what I 
believed I am. No one could argue with that statement however 
uncomfortable this truth was to many. To me, this statement was 
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like a mantra I wanted to experience and manifest. The fact that 
someone took the time to eliminate the statement from the narrative 
says something about how significant and powerful this statement 
is in this context.

The ban on women driving in Saudi has been recently removed, how 
did you feel the nation responded? And how did you feel when you 
heard the news?

The news didn’t come as a surprise. We were all expecting it to 
happen sooner than later. The decision makers of the country have 
been moving towards these reformations for a while. But witness-
ing it actually happen was truly overwhelming. But I didn’t expect 
it to have such an emotional reaction from me and others. I felt 
a sense of relief. I felt that the dream and reality finally collided 
into the present moment and I felt a sense of pride to be a Saudi. 
There’s a sense of validation, acknowledgment, and honour that 
was suddenly restored by this simple change. Of course these are 
only baby steps to the full restoration of the female collective rights 
and presence. There are other women’s issues that still require ad-
dressing, such as the male guardianship, yet the overall path of 
transformation is definitely promising.

Your approach to art is experimental, can you share what you are 
experimenting with at the moment?

I just completed a 6 week art residency at Utah Museum of Contem-
porary Art, where my work ‘In Progress’ is being exhibited in the 
‘Cities of Conviction’ group exhibit - an ITHRA initiative produced in 
collaboration with Culturunners. I am currently still settling back in 
my studio in Riyadh and working on developing some projects and 
collaborations that I was previously working on before I began my 
residency. My experience in Salt Lake City really helped me grow 
and expand myself as an artist. For this reason I am taking my time 
to allow all the knowledge and lessons I learned to be processed 
and integrated on a deeper level. That said, I am really excited to 
get back to playing and creating.

You recently became a Nike global ambassador, what about the their 
“Believe in more” campaign resonated with you?

It’s an honour to be given a platform to empower and inspire wom-
en from my region to realise their potential as creative and power-
ful beings. Nike’s history of encouraging positive change was not 
only limited to sports and athleticism, it’s been about transforming 
perceptions. The message of the new Nike campaign “Believe in 
more” is one that resonated with me personally. As an Arab wom-
an, I was conditioned from an early age to believe less of myself, 
that I can and cannot do certain things, that I am this fragile being 
that could easily be mutilated by judgments of others, and that I am 
only good enough to be and do certain things. I grew up in fear 
and shame, believing that I was a burden rather than a blessing. 
I carried these series of beliefs within me for most of my life. My 
sense of unworthiness conditioned me to believe I am less, that I 
am not enough, and that I am not worthy of believing that I can, 
and that I will.

Believing is to be confident in one’s convictions and value. It means 
giving myself permission to play, experience joy, expansion, con-
nection. It means growth. Believing in more is believing in who I am 
and what I am and all the possibilities that I can create. I hope that 
I will be able to articulate this message to the masses through some 
exciting future artistic collaborations with the brand. I believe the 
reason Nike chose me and the other inspiring women to be ambas-
sadors builds up on the idea that athleticism stretches beyond the 
norms of sports. It is about creating a movement that empowers 
women to expand, be active, and generate growth. As a hoop 
dancer and an artist, I believe that being active is about creating 
movement that impacts change and transformation, even in the 
most unconventional ways, and that is a true testament to Nike’s 
message to courageously empower women around the world to be 
part of this transformative energy.


