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A chisel in thrall
to memories

Emirati traditions, modern Dubai and a diasporic
perspective have inspired Khalid Shafar’s designs

By JyoT1i Ka1s1
Special to Weekend Review

halid Shafar’s designs have

an international look but a
distinctly Emirati signature.
The young designer’s first
solo exhibition in Dubai,
titled Inspirationalists, fea-
tures prototypes for a range of furniture
and home decor products inspired by palm
trees, the Dubai traffic and various ele-
ments of the UAE’s culture and traditions.

“I am a storyteller and a dreamer. I was
born in Dubai and my memories of pre-
and post-modernisation Dubai are the
source of my imagination and the inspira-
tion for this collection. Each of my designs
tells a story about my heritage, my life and
my city, and my collection is thus a list of
my inspirations. My dream is to create an
internationally respected Emirati design
brand that will put my country on the glo-
bal design map,” Shafar says.

Ironically, it was being far away from
home that sparked Shafar’s desire to create
designs inspired by his country. “I went to
New Zealand to do a course in woodwork-
ing and got extremely homesick. Being
away from home made me appreciate my
homeland and culture, and truly understand
what it means to be Emirati. It spurred me
to learn more about my heritage and to
help preserve it through my work. At the
same time, the experience of two different
worlds and cultures motivated me to cre-
ate designs that draw on the best of both
worlds,” says Shafar, who now divides his
time between his homes in Dubai and New
Zealand.

One of the first pieces he created during
the course is a carrom board, titled Dubai
Journey. “It was inspired by my longing for
home and my childhood memories of play-
ing carrom with my friends and family. The
board features an aerial image of the desert
with sand dunes and camels walking to-
wards it. The words ‘Dubai is the home of
the human being’ express everybody’s feel-
ings about my city. The four baselines re-
semble the flag of the UAE, and I used teak

to frame the board because that is what our
dhows are made from,” he says.

The designer’s Palm and Arabi lines are
also deeply associated with his roots. The
Palm line includes tables and stools with
a palm-trunk-shaped base and a top made
from hand-woven palm-leaf mats, and a
coat stand — also shaped like a palm trunk.
“T grew up surrounded by beautiful palm
trees. The idea for the coat stand came
from my memories of watching the men
who climbed the trees hang their shirts or
tool bags on the spikes on the trunk. I add-
ed flexibility to the stand by making hol-
low pegs that can be fitted over the spikes,”
Shafar says. :

He has used handmade mats, or sarrood,
woven by Emirati women, as tops for his
tables and stools. “These mats were cre-
ated for me by craftswomen from the Her-
itage Village. T learnt so much about our
old traditions and handicrafts from these
women. And this line is a tribute to all Emi-
rati craftswomen and to this dying craft. In
the old days, these mats were spread on the
floor for dining. By elevating them from the
floor on to the table, I want to ensure that
they continue to be part of our life and the
craft does not die out,” the designer says.
Similarly, the Arabi line features lighting
that combines the egaal, the black head-
band worn by Emirati men, with a tradi-
tional oil lantern, or fanar.

However, Shafar’s Illusion line of arm-
chairs and dining chairs is inspired by
modern Dubai. It is an expressionist de-
sign, with zigzag lines reflecting the city’s
energy, speeding cars, cosmopolitan com-
munity and busy life. “I am a city boy, and
although I love the natural beauty and tran-
quillity in New Zealand, I miss the hustle
and bustle of Dubai,” he says.
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The influence of
both his worlds can
be seen in designs such
as The Crate and The Surfer.
Both are inspired by the ocean
view the designer enjoys in his
homes in Dubai and Auckland. The
Crate is an innovative beechwood
coffee table that looks like a ship-
ping crate but can be transformed
into a stylish multilevel table.
And The Surfer is a leather
lounger inspired by the
kite-surfers, their surf-
boards and the waves
in the ocean.

“Some say we
are defined by the
objects we choose
to own, but I believe
that we are defined by
the stories we choose to
own. Each of my designs
is part of a story, a tale of
my experiences, memories
and life journey. I am striv-
ing to preserve our traditions
and rich history by keeping their
stories alive through my designs,”
Shafar says.

“Though my work is inspired
by my culture, my aim is to make
products for an international mar-
ket. And my advice to all young
Emiratis is to think global and
also act global,” he adds.
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Inspirationalists will run at
Gallery 1, The Pavilion Downtown Dubai,
until February 4, 2012.

Clockwise from top:
lllusion dining chairs: ash wood and polyester rope;

'Palm coffee tables: ash wood, metal bases and hand-woven
palm-leaf mats; and

'The Crate’ coffee table: beechwood, glass and mirror tops



