


Al-Jahiliyyah is a historical period that preluded the revelation of monotheistic Islam. In 
its philosophical sense, it describes a state of ignorance and darkness. This period and its rich 
cultural polytheistic heritage has been actively censored and remains, up until today, overlooked, 
underreported, and widely ignored. Later on, orientalist interpretations contributed to further 
conceal polytheist heterogeneity in the foundation of Islam’s storytelling. Recently, the “Islamic 
State” has undertaken the destruction of some of the few remains of that historical period, mainly 
archeological sites, temples and sculptures of Semitic gods.

EL-ZOHRA WAS NOT BORN IN A DAY delves into archeological Near-East artifacts, the stories 
of the old Muslim chroniclers, the Qur’an, classical Arabic literature and the vast realm of pre-
Islamic poetry to unearth hidden mythological tales from Ancient Arabia. The works presented 
in this exhibition are sculptures and miniature multi-media dioramas, each recounting an ancient 
forgotten pre-Islamic myth. 

These repressed myths reveal obscured, unrepresented, and yet still powerful aspects of Arab history 
and collective memory. Uncovering these myths offers a more in-depth and nuanced perspective on 
the Arab people, their culture and religions¬. It involves an alternative storytelling that challenges the 
master narrative produced by successive systems of domination, religious or secular; thus challenging 
the dominant discourses that shape political identities by making visible the current symbolic 
constructions of religious and political storylines. 

Using the diorama – literally “Through that which is seen”-, Randa Mirza questions the forms 
of representing and exhibiting narratives affected by aniconism, an interest expressed in previous 
photographic installations. Her research is a continuity of the use of the diorama, be it theatrical or 
didactic; an apparatus invented in the nineteenth century in France. The photographer refers also 
to the wonder box - Sandouk al ferjeh – used by the itinerant storytellers in the Mediterranean in 
the twentieth century. By coupling pre-cinematic aesthetics and different forms of expression such 
as photography, video, performing arts and sculpture, this project questions the time of the gaze; 
its poetry, its economy and its critique.









According to “the Book of Idols” written by the Arab 
scholar  Hisham  Ibn Al-Kalabi,  Wadd,  Suwa’, 
Yaghuth, Ya’uk and Nasr are five ancient gods 
represented as a man, a woman, a lion, a horse and 
an eagle. They were found on a beach in Jeddah after 
Noah’s flood.

In  another  version of the myth, the statues were 
found  in the Sham lands which, at the time, 
comprised Syria, Jordan, Lebanon and Palestine. 
According  to  Ibn Hisham’s  biography of the 
prophet, Amr ibn Luhay  ibn Qam’ah  ibn  Khindaf  
traveled  from Mecca to al-Balqa’ area, inhabited 
then by the Amaleeq, descendants of Imlaq son of 
Lawdh son of Sam son of Noah.  He  saw the Amaleeq 
worshipping idols and asked them: “What are these 
idols which I see you worshipping?”  They told him 
that  they adored them because when they pleaded to 
them to let the rain fall, they responded, and when 
they sought  victory over their foes, they obliged. 
Amr said to them, “Could you please give me those 
idols so I may take them to the land of the Arabs to 
worship them?”.

Amr ibn Luhay took the idols to Mecca and started 
the ritual of making offerings to the statues, along 
with instating other pagan rituals.























Randa Mirza

Randa Mirza (born in Beirut 1978) is a visual artist working with installations, 
photography and video. Her practice is often related to identity  with a focus 
on history,  gender studies and postcolonial discourses.

Her work has received numerous prizes, including les jeux de la francophonie 
(2005), le Prix la Photographie - Maison Blanche (2013) and the No Limit 
award at Les Rencontres Photographiques d’Arles (2006); an international 
prize for artists and photographers whose work takes the medium beyond 
currently acknowledged boundaries.

Mirza has shown her work in solo exhibitions at the Finnish Museum of 
Photography, Sfeir-Semler gallery (Hamburg) and Galerie Tanit  ( Munich), 
with her latest show El-Zohra was not born in a day at Galerie Tanit (Beirut).

She exhibited within Moving Walls (NY), Phillipes de Pury (London), FIAC 
(Paris), Miami Basel, Armory Show (NY), Art Dubai, Paris-Photo, Fondazione 
Merz (Torino), Witte de with (Rotterdam), Raster gallery (Warsaw), Kashya 
Hildebrand  gallery (London),  Fotomuseum Winterthur (Zurich), Darat 
al-Funun (Amman), Aleppo international photography festival (Syria), 
Fotofestival Mannheim-Ludwigshafen- Heidelberg (Germany), Kunsthalle 
Wien (Vienna), ZKM museum (Germany) and at Beirut Art Center (Lebanon).

Her work received grants from AFAC (Arab Fund for Art and Culture) and Al-
Mawrid Al-Thaqafi, as well as a scholairship from the Secretaria de Relaciones 
Exteriores de Mexico. She was artist resident at NIFCA (Nordic Institute for 
Contemporary Arts), HIAP (Finland) and at fondazione Bevilaqua La Masa 
(Venice).

Randa Mirza is represented since 2011 by Galerie Tanit (Munich-Beyrouth).
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