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Gallery 44 Centre for Contemporary Photography is 
a charitable, non-profit, artist-run centre committed to 
supporting multi-faceted approaches to photography and 
lens-based media. Founded in 1979 to establish a supportive 
environment for the development of artistic practice, Gallery 
44’s mandate is to provide a context for meaningful reflection 
and dialogue on contemporary photography. Gallery 44 is 
committed to programs that reflect the continuously changing 
definition of photography by presenting a wide range of 
practices that engage timely and critical explorations of the 
medium. Through exhibitions, public engagement, education 
programs and production facilities our objective is to explore 
the artistic, cultural, historic, social and political implications 
of the image in our ever-expanding visual world.

Nour Bishouty (b. 1986 Amman, Jordan) is a visual artist 
working in a range of media including works on paper, digital 
images, sculpture, video, and writing. Her practice engages 
familial and material narratives to explore colonial legacies and 
pose questions around dissonance, opacity, legibility, and the 
generative possibilities of misunderstanding. Bishouty’s work 
has been exhibited in Canada and internationally including 
the Museum of Contemporary Art (Toronto), Access Gallery 
(Vancouver), Darat Al Funun (Amman), the Beirut Art Centre, 
Casa Arabe (Madrid & Córdoba), and the Mosaic Rooms 
(London). Her artist book, 1—130, a meditation on displacement, 
archives, memory, and Palestine, was co-published in 2020 by 
Art Metropole, Toronto and Motto Books, Berlin.

SAVAC (South Asian Visual Arts Centre) is a non-profit, artist-
run centre in Canada dedicated to increasing the visibility of 
culturally diverse artists by curating and exhibiting their work, 
providing mentorship, facilitating professional development 
and creating a community for our artists. SAVAC was founded 
to be an organization staffed by people of colour, committed 
to support the work of artists of colour. SAVAC promotes self-
representation by developing artistic practice that is often 
informed by cultural identity through a range of mediums, 
aesthetics, forms, and techniques. SAVAC supports work that 
(in)directly addresses the ways histories of people of colour 
are represented alongside the story of ongoing colonialism 
on Turtle Island and post-colonial histories of the global 
south. These works are challenging, experimental and offer 
multifarious perspectives on the contemporary world.
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What Constitutes an Acceptable Landscape?
In Nothing is lost except nothing at all except what is not 
had, Nour Bishouty’s body of work explores the potential 
for fabulation through the contents of her father’s painting, 
Al-Wadi (c. 1981), in order to explore the complicated 
narratives of cultural identity contained within it. Ghassan 
Bishouty, the artist’s father, assembles the usual elements 
that make up his landscape painting; building, people, animals 
and plants. In a somewhat orientalist style, the painting 
clearly depicts a Bedouin settlement in a desert landscape in 
Jordan. But through whose eyes? In the work of both father 
and daughter, other sides are revealed: some of fantasy and 
mystery, others of misunderstanding and projection. 

Shaped as an appendix, the following is a non-exhaustive list 
of symbols and imagery explored within the painting  
and the exhibition.  

1. Castle
This desert castle is one of a series of six castles in the 
eastern Jordanian desert, built by Umayyad princes in the 
8th century. The castles are an impressive display of early 
Islamic art and architecture, particularly the one (not) 
visible here: Qusayr Amra, or the Little Palace of Amra. It 
is located at the edge of Wadi al-Butum, or valley of the 
terebinth trees. Typical of castles, palaces and compounds 
of the Ummayyad Caliphate, the castle housed structures 
for agricultural, residential, recreational and religious 
purposes. The most preserved structure now is the bath 
house, consisting of an audience hall, changing rooms, and 
hot and warm water rooms. The main entrance to the bath 
house is a doorway on the north side, and light enters the 
space through a series of clerestory windows. What makes 
this castle distinct are the intricate fresco paintings that 
decorate the walls and ceiling. They depict leisure scenes, 
hunting activities, artisans at work, portraits of six kings and 
an astronomical projection of the zodiac signs and primary 
constellations of the northern hemisphere. Several of the 
leisure scenes depict music, dancing and nude or semi-nude 
women, contradicting the stereotypes of what Islamic art 
looks like, and prompting scholars to continuously revisit 
and reinterpret the meanings of these decorations. In 
Al-Wadi, Qusayr Amra can be located cartographically and 
functions as an anchoring point for both the painting and 
Nour’s own mapping projections. 

2. Staffage
Staffage, a Western Art Historical term most commonly used 
beginning in the late 18th and early 19th centuries, refers 
to the human and animal figures that populate landscape 
painting scenes. In these paintings, the landscape is the 

true subject of the work, and the staffage are secondary 
elements.1 Often staffage serve as little stories to 
compliment the larger narrative or to create visual interest, 
vignettes of activities that invite the eye of the viewer to 
travel further through the image. 

a. A specific selection of quadrupeds populates the 
landscape of the painting as well as imagery from 
Ghassan's collection of reference. Both Nour and her 
father borrow symbolic references from different 
historical and temporal contexts from which many 
possibilities of recognizable iconography are legible. In 
the context of the painting and exhibition, the camel, 
goat, bull, lamb, donkey and cow function as symbols 
without a single referent, instead offering many possible 
threads to understand their presence in the work. In the 
exhibition, Nour draws the animals out from the painting, 
altering them to pull towards an imaginary vanishing point. 
The animal sculptures stretch across time and space 
along with the shifting nature of their iconography. For 
instance, the camel in particular is notable as a cultural 
symbol within western representations of the Middle East, 
appearing in tourist ads to “Discover Jordan.”2 Nour refers 
to the animals’ mythological, symbolic and art historical 
origins (such as the animals in the decorative paintings 
that appear in Qusayr Amra) teasing out the fantasy 
embodied within each object as it is externalised  
from the painting. 

b. The animals are tended to and accompanied by a group 
of women, men and children who are understood to be 
Bedouin. The Bedouins of Jordan are indigenous to the 
lands east of the River Jordan. Traditionally nomadic, they 
form a number of diverse desert-dwelling tribes that 
have lived on the Arabian Peninsula for centuries. They 
herd and breed camels, goats and sheep. Because of the 
harsh conditions of the desert and the sun, they usually 
wear dark clothing for protection. Despite the colourful 
clothing (not) visible here, the people are depicted as 
inhabitants, whether temporary or not, of this landscape.

c. Although plants are expectedly part of a landscape, some 
in Al-Wadi double-function as staffage. Witnessed here 
are a number of cacti, palm trees, and nondescript shrubs. 
Curiously, the cactus is not native to southwest Asia, but 
is commonly associated with the imagery and identity of 
the Arabian desert, and is often used as a prickly symbol 
of resistance for the Palestinian people. The palm tree 
is another conventional friend of this landscape, often 
used to portray mainstream cultural symbolism of harsh 
yet fruitful deserts. While these plants may not be found 

1 Person. “Why the Little People Count: The Art of Staffage: Christie's.” The Art of Staffage: Why little people count | 
Christie's. Christies, July 20, 2020. https://www.christies.com/features/The-art-of-Staffage-7449-1.aspx. 
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in the specific landscape immediately surrounding the 
castle, they exist in other landscapes nearby. In this way, 
the presence of this floral staffage, contrasted with the 
human staffage and the geo-specificity of the castle’s 
location, reveals an amalgamation of elements that pushes 
the painting into the realm of fantasy.  

3. Settlement
The Bedouin tent is the traditional home for families in the 
desert, usually made of thick black goat hair. Many Bedouins 
in Jordan have transitioned into a sedentary lifestyle in 
cities and villages across the country, but over the past few 
decades, tourism has not only accelerated this shift, but has 
shaped the Bedouin’s representation and portrayal in the 
public eye alongside rising neo-liberal political and cultural 
ideologies. In several tourist hot spots such as Petra and 
Wadi Rum, the Jordanian government has forcibly herded 
the tribes of the area into sedentary purpose-built concrete 
dwellings called “Bedouin villages,” creating archipelagos of 
settlement where the oriental gaze is accentuated. For that 
purpose, Bedouins engaging in traditionally nomadic life 
practices graze the covers of tourist brochures and websites, 
and visitors are encouraged to experience their hospitality 
and traditions in performative ways.   

There is nothing so tidy and simple in what is contained 
within the ecology of a painting. A story not moored to land, 
caught between settled and unsettled. There is intentionally 
no central point of understanding for Al-Wadi; the exhibition 
is a constellation of symbolic elements that suggest 
many directions to pursue meaning. But what meaning 
can we derive from this “acceptable” landscape—a neat 
representation of nomadic lifestyles that cease to exist? 
To some, the painting might suggest a romanticized idea of 
Bedouin culture tied to land and landscape, and so what 
does it mean for this painting to settle into another context 
with fresh potential for misunderstanding?

4. Vanishing point
A vanishing point is a point on the horizon line of a plane or 
image where the receding parallel lines appear to meet. In 
painting, it is what gives the illusion of spatiality, what gives 
depth and perspective, conveying the scale of objects and 
the distances between them. Its presence on the horizon as 
a point of reference creates the illusion of a total awareness 
of space. In Al-Wadi, the staffage is not drawn to scale, or 
according to a three-dimensional perspective. Taking the 
castle as the origin point, several projections can be made 
to create this illusory space. An overlaying map, or several, 
provide angular lenses through which the painting, or space 
of the painting, can be seen differently. While the painting 

represents a fantasy of a landscape, the grid projection 
renders a “factual” view onto it. What does it mean to 
distort our legibility of the painting between fact and fiction? 
Cartographers map, locate and categorize, therefore 
wittingly distorting the elements being projected, while 
the extrapolation of the symbolic elements of the painting 
similarly distorts their meaning. In this exhibition, Nour 
reverses the cartographic project of turning landscapes 
into two-dimensional representations. Instead, she treats 
the painting as a cartographic map, and imbues life into it 
in the exhibitionary context. Al-Wadi becomes no longer a 
pictorial depiction of a scene or narrative, but a collection 
of symbologies, references and simulacra.    

5. Ghassan
Born 1941 in Safad, Palestine—Lived and worked in Jounieh, 
Lebanon from 1948 to 1979—Died 2004 in Amman, Jordan. 
He was a little-known artist who produced extensively, 
making paintings, drawings, and sculptures. He was also 
a thorough researcher and collector of disparate objects 
and images, some of which were used as material and 
references in this work. After this death, his daughter Nour 
stewarded the careful categorization, collection and storage 
of his work. Ghassan painted Al-Wadi (The Valley) between 
1981 and 1983. This painting, along with other items from 
Ghassan’s oeuvre, was packaged up and carried around by 
various family members for many years, until it made its way 
to Toronto. The painting is in oil on canvas, with fold marks 
lingering on the surface from years of rolling, bending and 
handling. There is no writing available by Ghassan  
about his artwork. 

2 Kitty. “Where to Ride a Camel in Jordan • welcome2jordan.” Welcome2Jordan, 
August 5, 2021. https://welcome2jordan.com/camel-riding/.

Nour Bishouty, Sitting-Donkey-Cage-Edit-1, Screen capture of 3D 
model, 2021. 




