An Interview with Nadia Janjua
of Muslim Women in the Arts (MWIA)
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The best terms to describe Nadia
Janjua are dynamic and com-
munity-oriented. The underlying
intention of all her work, whether
as an artist, architect, or com
munity organizer, is to build and
consolidate a sense of commu
nity, amongst Muslims but also
across ethnic, cultural and reli-
gious boundaries. It is this same
spirit that animates, for example,
her trip to Pakistan to help flood
affected communities design and
build adobe homes, her simpl
architectural design for an Islam-
ic school, or still yet a painting
such as 'Of the Earth’, a water-
colour testimony of her spiritual
journey to Mecca to make hajj.

@ www.njartitecture.com
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Hello (wa assalamu alaikum) Nadia.
You are now coordinator of Muslim
Women in the Arts (MWIA) but you are
also a practicing Muslim-American ar-
chitect and artist. Could you say a few
words about your own practice before
we discuss MWIA specifically?

Wa alaikum salaam Valerie! | work umn-
"MIARTITeC
ture,” which encompasses my commis-
sioned work in the fields of both art

and architecture. | have been painting

der the business name

for fifteen years, have had numerous
works commissioned by private clients
and art collectors, and | contribute an-
nually to charitable ewvents, usually
fundraising for the rebuilding of com
munities destroyed by natural or man
made disasters. This is also my broad
focus with architecture - disaster relief
architecture, but in the United States
| am an independent subcontractor
working with Design-build firms. In this
type of work, I'm a part of every step
of the process; as | often describe it to
people = my hands are in the dirt, all
the way up to meeting with clients and
helping them find their design vision.
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When was MWIA founded and by
whom? What motivated your pre-
decessor to establish an organi-
zation that would bring Muslim
women artists together?

MWIA was founded in September
1999. Unfortunately, | don't know
who the original founder was, but
| know that for at least the past 10
years the group has been under
the direction of 3iham Eldadah,
who is referred to as the founder
by older members of MWIA. From
what | understand, a core group of
older Muslim women artists from
all walks of life in the Montgom-
ery County area of Maryland got
together and recognized that each
ane had so much creative talent,
but no outlet to share or express
it. Siham worked very hard over
the years to build a strang rela-
tienship with Montgomery County
("MoCo"). This county also hap-
pens to be the most active in the
arts and very supportive of both
diversity and women. This rela-
tionship has allowed MWIA to ex-
hibit at the MoCo Executive Office
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Building for the past 11 years.

How would you define the pur-
pose, aim and long term goals of
MWiA?

The mission of MWIA from 1999 up
until today has been to empower
and encourage Muslim women art-
ists to exhibit their art and to share
their skills, as well as to highlight
the continued relevance of the |s-
lamic arts. It is also to educate the
public about Islam through the
beauty and depth of the artistic
ability of Muslim women,

What would you like to bring to
MWIA? Where do you hope te bring
it under your leadership?

To really fulfill all aspects of the
ornginal MWIA  mandate. Owver
the years the association has re-
ally only focused on producing an
ammual exhibit. From what older
members have told me, presence
at meetings was dwindling; there
was a lack of commitment in this
group run by volunteers, disorgan-
ization, haphazard submission and
presentation of art work, and not
much space for members to con-
tribute and share ideas.

In four months, | have managed
to transform MWIA by gaining a
wider presence on the world wide
web. | created a website, a Face-
book fan page. a Google Calendar,
and a Twitter account, and within
days we had over 300 fans. Emails

‘Apertures’, 0L, 14 in. 40 In., 2005, £ Nadia Janjua

poured in daily from women and
men all around the world in sup-
port of this group. As an effort to
get artists and youth, in particular,
from all over the world involved, |
introduced design competitions,
which also served as a means for
fundraising. Our logo design, for
example, is a combination of work
of Lubna Shaikh, a painter in Cali-
fornia, and Sarah Diab, a Graph-
ic Designer in Bahrain. | set up a
"Clobal Artists Database” on our
website, and featured an artist and
their work every other day or so.
Meanwhile, at our home base in
the Washington, D.C. area, | recruit-
ed approximately 20 artists to be
a part of our themed exhibit that
took place last April 2011, which
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It was

meetings and the

Is membership open to all women who self-
identify as Muslim women artists? What is
the process to become a member and do you
have any specific selection criteria or restric-
tions? And finally is there an annual fee?

A5 dn artisl — amateur

Ing, or [ onal. The process to be-

COme a memper 15 simp th no restrictions.

‘0f the Earth #1°, Oil, Earth, Gesso on Canvas, 20in. x 20in., 2010, &

Madia Jlanjua
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You just submit a short biographi-
cal statement, a link to your web-
site, and a profile picture, There
is no fee, though members par-
ticipating in the art exhibit were
asked to donate a minimum of ten
dollars 1o cover costs,

You are open to all art forms from
scriptwriting to jewellery making,
and from poetry to painting al-
though the focus appears to be on
the visual arts. What is the rationale
behind such an inclusive approach?

Having an inclusive approach is
so integral to who | am individu-
ally, and the collective work | do.
| believe 1o attempt to explain our
identities as Muslims living in the
West, we must be inclusive.

First of all, contrary to what
many may think, there is no short-
age of Muslim artists, and | think
it's so important to exhibit how
contemporary Muslim artists are
redefining what “lslamic Art” s,
even If It Just to say that it is ev-
er-changing and responding to its
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context. In terms of art, in particu=
lar, Islamic traditions of poetry and
storytelling are being revived and
expressed through hip-hop to-
day. Calligraphy has become “cal-
ligraffiti,” typography, or variants
of traditional styles. Islamic dress
has become a fusion of respec-
tive local trends, still aiming to
emphasize modesty, while none-
theless being unique and stylish.
Patterns of town and community
piannhg still exist, but the form
is different; our spiritual centers
may not be mosques in the tradi-
tional sense, but could be a space
in the basement of a church, or a
rented apartment. The essence of
Arabic calligraphy and geometric
surface patterns are now found on
paintings or other forms of two-
dimensional visual art which serve
to evoke the remembrance of Allah
and reflect the beauty of creation.

This is actually a really exciting
time for Muslim artists because
we constitute the creative body
of pioneers who are shaping con-
temporary Muslim artistic identity,

both in the West and the East. Our
cultures, attitudes, approaches,
and spirituality are influencing our
identities, collectively and individ-
ually; we’re evolving, and our re-
vived presence Is gradually being
recognized on a larger scale.

And why do you think that no mu-
sicians and singers have become
members of MWIA? | have been
told that it is equally difficult for
Muslim women to make inroads
into the music industry, which has
led to the emergence of two Euro-
pean associations, Sisterhood and
Ulfah Arts, which have been set
up precisely to help Muslim wom-
en record their work and organize
concerts and tours.

They have, actually. I've been to
past MWIA events where wom-
en have sung after the keynote
speach. For this exhibit we had
a short window of time for our
event, and didn't have the set up
10 encourage a musician to per-
form. One of our members is a

Radic Show Host in Virginia. She
runs a show called Global Rick-
shaw Radio where she interviews
musicians from all over the Mus-
lim World. She made a 2.5 hour fu-
sion/mix CD that we played at the
exhibit’s opening. It's anincredible
mix = you can listen to it online ac-
tually! http:/i.mixcloud.com/CVf15

Islam is obviously an important
aspect of your organization. How
spirituality and religion are de-
fined and practiced is left up to the
individual members, but such a
focus does seem to reflect in some
of the work, for example in the
prevalence of calligraphy. How-
ever, MWIA’s spotlight en Islam
seems to move beyond the art as
one of your goals is to lessen the
mistrust towards Islam in western
societies and to engage in inter-
faith dialogue. How central is this
to your organization’s mandate?
Art makes is a great ambassador;
has it, in your experience, helped
heal post 9-11 wounds and if so,
can you give concrete examples?
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| think I'd like to look past the
specificity of "9-11 wounds,” and
say that generally speaking, part
of my work with MWIA is to high-
light that the issues we express
through our art are global issues.
With the theme of violence and
abuse against women, there are
definitely stereotypes that the
non-Muslim or even Muslim view-
er will have to dispel. For example,
child brides are not anly a Muslim
phenomenon, nor for that matter
are acid attacks against women;
the inequality of women is not
necessarily best personified by
a woman in a burga, but it could
be equally exemplified by the fact
that in the United States women
earn only about seventy cents for
every dollar that men make. My
point is the goal of our art is to dig
deeper: "We may look different,
but we have exactly the same is-
sues as you do. Recognize it, and
let’s talk about how we're going to
solve things creatively.”

-154-

How many members does MWIA
have in all?

About £0 members in the DC area,
and just under 800 global fans!

That’s incredible! Most of your
members are, like you, based in
the U.5.A. But you also have some
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whao live and work in Canada and
Britain which only underscores
the need for organizations lilke
MWIA? Do you do outreach to Eu-
rope and/or the Muslim world?
And if so0, do you plan to expand
by, for example, organizing ex-
hibits outside of the U.5., by hav-
ing the site translated into Arabic,

Al Fatik Acadermy; Herndon,
Virginia. Private |slamic schaol,
prel-8th grade.

Schematic Design by M. Janjua &
C. Frazier

ftalian or Malay, or other such
‘globalizing’ initiatives?

| haven't thought about translation
but would absolutely be open to
it! We have members from all over
the world actually. My challenge
now is to find funding so that inter-
national artists can be paid to have
their work shipped to be a part of
our art exhibits. There has already
been much interest in opening up
a chapter in Florida, Geargia, New
York, New Jersey, California, and Il-
[inois. We're open ta it, | just need
a team and a bit more funding to
hielp make this happen.

An online platform provides vis-
ibility to the artists. It connects
women who share the same in-
terest or passion but who are of-
ten separated by great distances.
How do you believe members are
empowered by their affiliation to
MWIA?
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Artists have come up to me and
told me that they've never felt like
they were a true part of an artis-
tic community before, and there is
now definitely a general consensus
of feeling very proud to be a part
of MWIA, mashaAllah. And I'm so
thankful that | was able to do a few
things right with this association to
create such an ambience and feel-
ing for the artists. And to quote
directly from a survey that | took
from the general MWIA Fan base,
here are what member artisis are
saying about the orgamization:

“A group for Muslim women artists
helps to give more exposure to our
sisfers.”

“This is such a great opportunity
to allow Muslim women to show
their talent as well as meet other
artists.”

“It s a great way to network with
like-minded women with an interest
irnart.”

“It allows us to gain inspiration
and meotivation from one another,
and allows us to share our work and

.155.

receive feedback from other Muslim
women artists who share the same
passion.”

*f think a support groups have
benefits. Often times the voices of
Musiim women go unheard. Art is @
means of expression; a ‘group’ will

anly nurture this.”

Do you know of instances where
online presence, and therefore
specifically the MWIA website, has
lead to press, exhibits, or sales for
the members?

Oh yes! Every time we've had an
event at least one artist has sold
work. Since our 4722 event we've
been offered to bring our exhibit
to four other places. A few artists
have been featured on some rel-
evant blogs as part of MWIA.

MWIA hopes to help women artists
professionally. Have you devel-
oped specific events or programs
-apart from the annual exhibit-
that offer advice on say web de-
sign, the art market, grantwrit-

The mission of MWIA from 1999 up
until today has been to empower and
encourage Muslim women artists to
exhibit their art and to share their skills,
as well as to highlight the continued
relevance of the Islamic arts.

ing, educational programs, etc.,
to help your members with their
artistic careers?

Everything you mentioned in the
latter part of your question is defi-
nitely in the works. | have plans to
have two themed exhibits, three
workshops, and one training pro-
gram per year. Most of this has
come out of the direct need and
questions | get from artists so we
are definitely working on provid-
ing more opportunities for artists
to learn and raise the standard of
their waork.

Is your hope to develop an al-
ternative contemporary Muslim
art world -and we do indeed see

many exhibits and festivals head-
ing in this direction- or to en-
courage Muslim women artists to
exhibit in more mainstream art
venues? Or both?

Bath. The difficulty with the notion
of a contempaorary Muslim art world
is that there is still a large gap be-
tween doing something to highlight
art amongst Muslims, and daoing it
with a high standard of quality and
professionalism. While I am thor-
oughly grateful for the much-need-
ed exposure of Muslim-produced
art to the Muslim public and the
raising of awareness about art in
the Muslim community, | am hop-
ing to make the exhibits and other
events much more professional.
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Part of my work with MWIA is to help educate other
artists and really push them to consider their work, ap-
proach, and presentation in a more professional way.
Perhaps MWIA will be the first, or one of the first associa-
tions to catalyze the contemporary Muslim community
1o provide proper resources, finances, and presentation
formats for their artists.

definitely want MWIA artists to exhibit in mainstream
art venues as well. Alhamdulillah, two of the opportuni-
ties we've received have been from two prestigious gal-
eries who felt it was important to highlight the work of
Muslim women artists: the Saville Gallery and the VisArts
IL'\:".

arvland.

Center, both in the state of

| thank you so much Nadia for accepting this interview

and | wish you every success at the helm of MWIA as well
as with your own practice. Jazakhallah alkhairan.

Barakallah Fikh! Thank you so kindly for the interview. |

would just

conclude by saying that there is a lot of sup-
poart fram all sorts of different groups and individuals for
Muslim women artists to be the leaders of our communi-
ties, and | hope through MWIA and similar groups we en-
courage ourselves and each other to rise to this position,

nshalllah.

Photos of flood relief mission, Pakistan, Janjua top photo on right




