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HERstory

A Women Design Project in UAE

HERstory is a design project about women in UAE. The
primary intent of HERstory is to create a collection of stories
about the interaction between ‘extraordinary’ women with
their work, their humanity and their sensitivity.

It came into being through the meeting of two women
(protagonist and artist), and the material (words, emotions,
actions, topics) collected and processed by the curatorial
team, and translated into artworks.

The process is as important as the final artwork itself: words,
images, objects, videos... it will be part of the final exhibition
together with the artworks produced by the artists. In this
way it is possible to understand the story-telling from which
these stories were born.

This comes from women's unique approach, in which
dialogue is the agent of a transformation that brings
solutions.

Both the protagonists and the artists are accomplished in
their own fields, it is not about creating a biography of these
women, but about showing the interaction, the exchange
and the dialogue between these personalities. This creates

new dynamics of untold stories, interpreted by the artists and

displayed in HERstory exhibition.

This catalogue reflects HERstory - the thoughts, the processes

and the outcome, weaving a relation and bridging women
living in UAE but coming from all over the world.
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Prof. Arch. Anna Barbara

Women

When dealing with women, stereotypes are
always lurking. They mainly manifest in two
kinds of attitudes: the first resort to outdated
models and the second addresses feminist
models.

This project aims to promote another kind
of approach, one that considers female
thinking and practice as an inclusive model,
able to be truly effective in building a
complex and heterogeneous future.

Working with the female way of thinking
means putting different forms of dialogue,
analysis and criticism at the center of
everything. It means talking about inhabiting
and places, memories and relationships,
about the future as an act of building. It
means talking about collaboration rather
than competition.

We must develop actions that emancipate
us from the Metis myth. Her story is not the
illuminating narrative of a Greek myth, but

1.women based design thinking
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the synthesis of imperishable discrimination.

Metis is the first wife of Zeus. A woman of
great intelligence who at one point gets
pregnant. Worried that the new creature
can take his place, Zeus engulfs her. The
devoured Metis puts her intelligence at the
service of Zeus without being seen and only
redeeming herself with the birth of Minerva,
who burst from the head of her father

Zeus, a small consolation confirming that
intelligence always wins over strength.

Women who tried to act openly had to
adhere to male gender models. Like in
Plato’s La Republica, the proximity to
equality was sanctioned through the
elimination of traditional marriage and
motherhood, social conditions that were the
primary manifestations of the female form.

This is the strategy that has solved gender
problems until now, by turning the woman
into an anonymous human, as masculine as
possible, eliminating any sign of femininity.
The future needs female criticism. Our irony,
our culture of difference.

Place

To me, working as a female architect means
working on the form of a space as a meaning
and not as a symbol: form as human
experience, time practice, architecture for
the senses.

| don't think architecture has a gender, but
people that design, build, use and cross it,
they have. If female contributions are the
core which we should pay attention to, we
must consider that such contributions are
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many. So numerous and diverse that we
cannot squeeze them into one specific area,
inside a ghetto of common places that very
often limit our thoughts and actions.

For this reason, the first time | entered the
Dubai Women’'s Museum | immediately
understood it was not a place for a gender
claim, but one where an alliance is being
built between the generations of women
who founded the country and those living it
every day.

Spaces built by women for women are
places of encounter, support, collection,
recognition. They are places not for herself
but for ourselves, as Virginia Wolf would say,
a room for myself and all the other personal
selves.

The museum is not a monument. It is an
architecture that goes beyond time. It is

a place of living memories where stories
and objects exist and resist any attempt of
museification.

The exhibited pieces, not fixed artworks but
fragments of a polyphonic storytelling, are
passing by there. We understand they are
moving, flowing from one room to another in
a continuous combination of meanings.

The museum is an unfinished space - a
curatorial choice of the founder, as women
leave meanings open. In their personal
biographies women leave space for other
stories; stories coming from their friends,
housekeepers, stories made for dressing up,
as young daughters do with their mothers’
elegant clothes....

1.women based design thinking
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The museum is a place of narration, not

of performance. It is a space of alliance
between women, all, in UAE. It is a female
space, but not only. It is their version of facts,
their narration of the story and what brought
them here.

Time

At the peak of a digital revolution, we
became aware that something happened
and the female opinion is still on the
sidelines.

We are now living in a time in which digital
innovation should be driven by women,
because of their ability to think, build, live
that way, since the time everything was
analog and only a few things were digital.
The iconic words of the digital world -
sharing, clouding, multitasking, etc. - are the
ones that have belonged to a female glossary
for thousands of years now.

The Women’'s Museum is a time-based
exercise displaying Kairos, the female form
of time, which is not linear but narrative.

It is perceived in its compressions and
expansions triggered by emotions, putting
moments together in sequences. Kairos
cannot be measured, it is a qualitative time.

HERstory project

This project is a result of a dual desire: that of
meeting and speaking with the UAE women
who are trying to change their world and
that of investigating their forms of dialogue,
confrontation and expression.

The focus of HERstory project is not mainly
its output. It is the sequence making them
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Message in the Bottle Exhibition, works of Anna Barbara. HL,yL BT st JLQ;_‘I Vool @ dluy» (py=e
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meet, understand their languages, explore
what relational mechanisms are used, what
creative forms of elaboration and finally,
what expressive and narrative forms take
shape.

The project wanted to investigate the
relationship between couples of women.

Senses

The museum nestles in the old Dubai suq.
Closed between traditional buildings and
narrow streets, smelling spicy scents and
humidity, illuminated by an unrepeatable

light that creates a choreography of shadows.

The Women's Museum is a sensory place

of smells, materials, fragments of the past
but also of the future. A place of light cuts, a
privileged view of the suq. The artificial light
is warm and molded, underlining the stories
like a finger following the lines of a story. And
then there is silence. A sacred calm making
us whisper instead of talking, making us
move smoothly and listen with attention.

Senses use a metalanguage able to access
complex communication forms, not
necessarily verbal but mainly emotional.

Places like the Women’'s Museum promote
another kind of aesthetics: one that uses

all our senses going beyond the purely
visual level. More intense, less predictable,
they are the places of memorable human
experiences. They are not welcoming nests
or self-pity rooms but places of strong
dialogue, heartbreaking authenticity, places
of identification.
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Workshop

The idea that HERstory takes from the
museum and from the ingredients that the
founder, Rafia Ghubash made available, was
an essential condition.

The idea was to build a strong contact
between women living in UAE, asking them
to use their senses as a metalanguage for an
authentic communication. The workshop's
exercises did not have the purpose of
synthesising, but rather of taking them to

a neutral yet intimate level, to be able to
narrate without revealing themselves.

The exercise was done in pairs. Both parts
were proactive, so the final result is not a
biographical praise of one of them but a
synthesis of their interaction. The output was
not an artwork about the other woman, but
the result of the interaction between them.

Setting

The setting hosting the encounter between
the two protagonists is welcoming and
meaningful. The meetings take place sitting
at a table. The position is not given: they
could be seated in front of each other, on
one side, one next to the other...or squeezed
at the corner as if they were sharing some
kind of intimacy. Their position is a geometry
that gains meaning in terms of proximity,
distance, proxemics.

On the table we placed a set of “ingredients”
used to activate emotions, reactions,
confrontations.

Each exercise contains a kit of elements
that can be used, refused, transformed to

1.women based design thinking
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become part of the future narrative. The
value of these elements has a semantic as
well as aesthetic, spatial, emotional nature.

This exercise shares with psychoanalysis

the idea that senses are able to discover
dimensions of ourselves that our mind
usually hides. The activities promoted by
HERstory are based on the creation of
different contexts and meanings, very similar
to what psychoanalyst Dora Kalff called sand
play therapy in the Seventies.

Duration and time

Each exercise has a duration considered as a
minimum time reference, which allows the
activation of a relationship within a couple.

The time dimension is a very important
factor to observe, as it activates the piercing
complexity of Cronos and Kairos. Cronos,
the linear time, is organised, sequential

and pierced into a system in which the
relationships compress and expand
perception, as it is in Kairos, the female form
attributed to time by ancient Greeks. In

fact, the duration of each exercise, done by
different couples, builds a sort of temyporal
music score that also becomes the narrative
rhythm that we wanted this book to take on.

Exercises

The workshop lasts a couple of hours. It

is held in one of the Museum rooms. The
exercise is performed by both ladies, because
it is from the interaction of the two identities
that the relationship emerges. Both
participants are active in swapping roles.
When both are proactive, their interaction
triggers a dimension of deep and authentic
meanings.
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The proposed exercises do not have any
psychoanalytical, nor gestalt psychology
purposes. They are deliberately stimulating,
activating, narrative and exploratory
exercises. Their objective is to describe
different selves, voluntarily beyond any kind
of judgement or synthesis.

Storytelling

The first exercise starts with words, the most
immediate way of starting a dialogue.

These will be then abandoned, during the
workshop, with the aim of entering a degree
of profoundness where words get so full of
meanings that they become artworks.

During this exercise we narrate ourselves.
The value of one’s own description is not
necessarily linked to a meaning but also to
a sequence, a hierarchy of some values over
others, a volume and tone of voice used by a
woman to describe some aspects of herself,
some spoken but also unspoken things and,
above all, some perceived things, how much
the other side understands, feels, takes back,
transcribes...In this exchange there is a gap
between what one narrates and what the
other one interprets: this is the foundation
of an encounter. If she starts with a physical
description or talk about her origins, job or
other things, this is not a secondary element
of one’s own narration.

The result is a “cloud of words”, a semantic
glossary following the encounter until the
moment of realisation of the artwork or even
beyond.

Colorscape
The term colorscape introduces the idea of a

1.women based design thinking

aail] sl
s dsy pudl iy shall Gy (OLISIL JYI (2 a3l T
iy N> amY shdl oda (e ol aiws Hlssd]
g oz 3ol (0 dzyd § Jo ol Bugy (Sl

dg3ld s § dud sl s Cuo Glabl digle OIS
Lo sy Vs L] (59,5 920 (el i I 0 3
Judbully LaT S (isbly 8390201 gaseid] Cioll
3559 d2yd IS 9 «gy5T 03 e ol Lamd ardl!
dyass Cilse pamy o) S geasius il Osall
e JS JBs LA s Ol g Bshaill sLsYl asys
5 =g oY) Bl eady e 6l s 9l pamy sl
on b9=d Jlia Jslakl Jelad) 1o IS § 5 .0545 35w
s Gl oo 9o 13g ;Y1 6wty Leg o3bl digp Lo
sl oo Coass ol ole Chogs Bl Sl 13] Uied

& Tl Boilb Dt e s 6,51 slial of lgzadss o

dyé s (29 «OledSd) Llowr Lo doadly LyulSs
o0 Sl io ol Gl dasdl glys] dlasd io <l gty
REIRS

ol

H1s mub Jaie 8,58 colorscape plhias puky
Lablel Lagd 3as BLESLY golul 5o 5 Osle
4315 Colgadl ST & Lt sl & W lues

COLoads e Jadd e doldl dilgh doof sl ez US
LaSUl 5 88191 G S cadidl] (oo Lyl Jy Olory
8yme dds Lk Jlgb dsll Linwlus 2o LIS 22553l
wegy Wliy JSis wis ls asly JS lgedsiug Llxl)
e il 8yge bl ol slill jlasl wis LM <lus)l

27



28

landscape, in this case a chromatic, interior
one essential to explore the complexity of
our emotional language and helping us
express it in its most subjective aspects.

Every person has her own personal colour
palette, made not only of tone preferences
but also of saturation, intensity, brightness,
guantity and distribution. We all build our
chromatic sensibility during our whole lives.

This is a very articulated language that each
of us uses when shaping our environments
and when getting dressed, when choosing
an object or taking a picture of a certain
landscape, whether natural or artificial. The
exercise of selecting colours, naming them,
comparing and putting them in a sequence,
working with possible harmonies and
complementary tones is a rather primary
exercise. Building a dialogue using colours is
a deep journey into our emotional as well as
visual imagination.

Scent

When we smell a scent we get - voluntarily
or involuntarily - into a very private and
intimate emotional depth. Besides being

a scentscape, of pleasure or displeasure,

a scent is a medium that comes from our
memory and is capable of dragging us to
different places and times evoking memories
of people and situations otherwise forgotten.
Communicating through scents means
revealing a very intimate part of ourselves,
talking about our taboos, fears, weaknesses
and lowest instincts. It is a nude narrative
that can lead us to feel shame to the point
that we immediately want to cover ourselves
with other scents, putting on an invisible
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dress that tells about an aspirational, yearned
for, official identity.

A range of primary essences is offered to the
women who are asked to do an exercise of
figurative, verbal and emotional visualisation.
Places, people, situations, distant memories
emerge. Some pleasant, forgotten, moving,
but some also unpleasant, belonging to
foreign worlds, unwanted guests. You cannot
run away from the sense of smell. The
narrative flows, the images of our memory
come to light or are pushed back because
they are too painful...

Contact

It is an exercise on the objects of the self,
the ones every woman keeps in her purse
as an existens minimum. What all women
carry with themselves is a complex narrative
of their relationship with the external world
but also with their own creativity, intimacy,
strength and fragility.

The request to empty one’s own purse is a
way of forcing them to build a relationship. It
can be premature, it can be decisive.

In both cases the request of showing the
purse’s content is a provocation and the
reaction to a provocation always tells us
something. We could reject it because of
shyness or privacy or accept it because

of self-confidence or freedom; however,
inexplicably there is always a moment of
justification for something that is missing

or something that is too much. A purse

can contain functional, secret, redundant,
essential, emotional objects, everything and
nothing in an extraordinary tale about the
complexity of everyday life.

Someone may not have a bag to empty, it
happens, and it is another important chapter
on being free to have nothing to carry with
us.

1.women based design thinking
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Prof. Arch. Anna Barbara

She graduated in Architecture and Design.
She was professor in Sensory design in
international faculties in USA, France, South
Korea, Japan, Thailand, Brazil, Jordan, China,
etc. actually at the School of Design of the
Politecnico di Milano. In the 2000 she won
the Canon Foundation Fellowship at Hosei
University in Tokyo (Japan).

Her researches about the relationships
between senses, time and spaces are
developed in education, publications

and professional works. The most known
publications are Stories of architecture
through the senses, (2000, 2012), Invisible
Architectures. Experiencing places throught
the senses of smell (2006) and Senses,

time and architecture, (2012). She founded
Senselab, based in Milan (Italy), partner
with IRDesign Dubai (UAE) and Backyard
Decoration Shenzen (China).
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appendix

Arch. Indu Varanasi

wabls 9431

lvndu Varanasi is an award winning architect
and designer

Born and brought up in India, Indu
discovered her ability to melt aesthetic
design with function. She has a degree in
Architecture from JNTU in Hyderabad and a
Masters Degree in Design and Architecture
from SPA, New Delhi in 1993.

Starting her career in Architectural practices
in India and Dubai for a few years, she
discovered her love for detail design and the
finer aspects of design while working on the
prestigious Emirates Towers.

In 2004, she set up her own design practice
and has since been considered among one
of Middle-east’s top 50 designers.
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