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a. Contemporary Art Activities
Centered on "Indie Art" Nurtured
by Liberal Urban Culture
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Key words to understand contemporary art in
Kingdom of Bahrain (cxs3ll 4l) are " liberal
cultural soil" and "community-led indie spirit."
Bahrain has long history of being trading center
for ancient Dilmun civilization (03« 3 bsa), and it
opened early as hub of commerce and finance in
Gulf region. Therefore, people here have highly
tolerant attitude toward various cultures, religions,

and thoughts.
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From 1970s to 1980s, while neighboring countries
still kept conservative social structures, culture of

men and women learning art together and
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discussing literature or contemporary art at cafes

and salons until late night took root in Bahrain.
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In contrast to Saudi Arabia (%22 5ud) 4 a1l 4Sladl) or
United Arab Emirates (sl 4y 52l &l Y1), which
spend huge budgets on state-led massive art
museums, contemporary art in Bahrain features
small-scale but sophisticated "raw art movements"
rising spontaneously from communities and

private spaces blended into historical streets.
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Bahraini Government just does not construct giant
art infrastructure, but Bahrain Authority for Culture
and Antiquities (LUY)s A&l ¢ sl Aam) firmly
supports grassroots art as part of preserving
cultural heritage and developing cultural

programs.

Photo by Wikipedia

According to Encyclopaedia Britannica:

“Bahrain’s reputation as an Arab-Islamic liberal oasis
stems from its millennia-old history as a commercial
crossroads, yielding a cosmopolitan, tolerant society.
Supported by early 20th-century education reforms and
a robust middle class, the island boasts relaxed social
customs, diverse religious communities, and progressive

laws relative to its neighbors.”
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b. Venues for Visual Arts Such as
Galleries and Installation Arts
Utilizing Renovated Old Houses in
Muharraq
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Forefront of Bahrain's visual arts (visual art) is
located in Muharraq (&>, historical city across
from capital Manama (%), Muharraq once
flourished as center of pearl diving, and today,
renovation of old traditional buildings made of
coral stone into spaces for contemporary art
creates vibrant fusion of architectural heritage and

modern creativity.
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At center of this movement is Shaikh Ebrahim bin
Mohammed Al Khalifa Center for Culture and
Research (A8l 44l J1 dasa G pat) ) sl K 5
&l ). This center preserves original structures
and textures of historical buildings, while turning
interiors into cutting-edge art galleries,
photography studios, literary cafes, and
installation spaces, inviting artists-in-residence

from all over world.
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Here, young artists freely present installations
using not only paintings and sculptures, but also
materials tied to Bahraini identity such as pearls,
rusted iron, and sound of waves, maintaining pure
avant-garde spirit away from commercial

pressures.
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Additionally, Bahrain Arts Society (0: s~ dsas
ddsall o q4ll) based in Manama has led local art
scene since its establishment in 1983.
Contemporary painting in Bahrain has pioneers
like Balgees Fakhro (5,3 Luil) who combined
beauty of Arabic calligraphy with Western abstract
expressionism. Today, colorful and poetic abstract
paintings, photographic expressions critically
capturing rapid landscape changes such as loss
of sea through land reclamation, and digital

collages are highly popular.
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(Bahrain Tourism)

Shaikh Ebrahim bin Mohammed Al Khalifa Center for Culture and Research

"Sheikh Ebrahim Center" (October 04,2020, Al-Bilad News-paper)



Balgees Fakhro

Bahrain, b. 1950
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Jordan National Gallery of Fine Art
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Balgees Fakhro graduated from University of San
Francisco’s Lone Mountain College in 1975 with a
degree in Fine Arts and Art History. She is one of
Bahrain’s leading artists and has exhibited her work in
Bahrain and around world since 1976. Her achievements
have received international recognition, and her artworks
are held in major museums and cultural institutions

across Middle East and beyond.

King Abdulaziz Center for World Culture (Ithra by Aramco)
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c. Resonance of Historical Theater
and New Orchestral Music
Intersecting at National Theatre
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In Bahrain, vibrant theater culture reflecting social
realities has developed since around

independence in 1971, led by autonomous theater
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unions alongside Kuwait (<) Pioneer was
Awal Theater (Jsl z ) established by 1970,
where actors who studied at Higher Institute of

Dramatic Arts in Kuwait led social human dramas.
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In 1990s, avant-garde troupes like Al-Sawari
Theater () sl = ) emerged, performing
experimental contemporary plays emphasizing
physical expression at theater festivals across
Gulf region. Theater in Bahrain is not simple
entertainment, but sophisticated intellectual space
where intellectuals and performers express social
contradictions and human introspection,

supported by deep-rooted youth culture.

TUNBIHOEHTHY | BREROT L LS
THiRRAREBLHEDT UV - T T R
(saal ) R0, HLBE L 7= RIS CHox OFBIE %
TEHLTCXELEOS—IF « 22— (ak
Oble) 7p EOEBRE B, BELBIEOEFE
R RE SEHBRL TWET,

Leading figures like Anwar Ahmad (2l i),
renowned actor popular in TV dramas across Gulf,
and Majda Sultan (yals s1al), actress who won
numerous awards for outstanding expressiveness,
continue to contribute greatly to training younger

generations.
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Alongside theater, Bahrain Philharmonic
Orchestra is making significant progress in recent
music scene. This orchestra was founded in 2022
by Mubarak Najem (s ¢l lw) and is supported by
Bahrain Authority for Culture and Antiquities.
Aiming to shape cultural identity and present
Bahrain as outstanding destination that attracts all
forms of cultural creativity, orchestra has
performed at National Theatre of Bahrain since
2022 and participated in Bahrain International

Music Festival (i sall (Jsall ool s sea).
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In 2012, National Theatre of Bahrain (caosal 7 e
bl) opened along coast of capital Manama.
Cultural facility features magnificent aluminum and

titanium-toned exterior with 1001-seat main hall
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inspired by ship from One Thousand and One
Nights. Here, performances by Bahrain

Philharmonic Orchestra take place alongside
grand operas and famous theater productions

from home and abroad.

Inauguration of 13th edition of Awal Theatre

(February 13, 2020, Bahrain This Week)
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Bahrain National Theatre
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d. Indie Mixture Music and Short
Films Produced Independently by
Youth Incorporating Traditions
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Bahrain has strong traditions of Sawt (< sa),
traditional Gulf urban music, and Fijiri (¢s_sdl),
pearl diving labor songs, pursuing its own indie

path in fields of music and film.
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Modern young Bahraini musicians produce
cutting-edge indie mixture music in underground
studios, combining these traditional polyrhythms
and oud melodies (254 i 52) with elements of
electronica, jazz, and post-rock, broadcasting their

music to world through Spotify and SoundCloud.
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In cinematic field, short films by young directors
are mainstream of filmmaking rather than
blockbusters for large cinema complexes. They
produce films that realistically capture struggles of
modern youth, friction with traditional family
values, and humor, set against labyrinthine alleys

(zA) of Bahrain and contrast with modern
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BAHRAINI FILM 'SEED’ WINS GOLDEN
[ZYTTJAT SAUDI FILM FESTIVAL

Director Salman Yousif's short film Seed won the Golden Palm Award

(News of Bahrain)




Bloodshel for itself in Bahrain’s heavy metal scene. (June 21, 2023, Bahrain-Confidential)
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