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Shatha Masoud

There is a hypnotic pull in Shatha Masoud’s work. The kind that draws you in and makes

you want to stay there. The Emirati creative grew up in Abu Dhabi and Sharjah,

surrounded by art and culture, which became the foundation of her creativity. Her shift

into filmmaking began unexpectedly when she moved from television and news into promo

production, which soon led to directing commercials, art films and an award-winning

documentary. “Writing came later, accidentally. I needed a poetic introduction for a project,

but nothing sounded like my voice, so I wrote it myself. That’s when I realised I could

translate emotion and experience into poetic stories,” she says.

Shatha Masoud's work

What fascinates her most are the unspoken parts of human behaviour – the small emotional

shifts, contradictions and rituals that shape us without us noticing them. Masoud is also the

cofounder of Dough~naissance, a creative platform where she explores storytelling through

products and experiences. “This year, I’m focusing fully on my creative practice, developing

film projects, writing more and taking on only the collaborations that align with my

cinematic direction.”
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Dunya Abutaleb

Dunya Abutaleb needs no introduction. The Saudi taekwondo athlete has rewritten history

more than once. Last year, she became the first Saudi woman to qualify for the Olympics

directly. In November, she became the first Saudi female athlete to claim gold at the Islamic

Solidarity Games on home soil. “Representing my country at the Olympics and realising a

lifelong dream is a message for all women in Saudi Arabia – chase your dreams because

opportunities and support are always available to succeed in sports,” she says.
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She credits her father for recognising her strong personality and encouraging her to pursue

the sport. “Taekwondo requires strength, focus and challenge. Once I started excelling in

competitions, it became clear that it was the sport I wanted to pursue professionally.” Her

rise mirrors the rapid transformation of women’s sport in Saudi Arabia. “Government

support and the Ministry of Sports played a huge role in helping me reach the Paris 2024

Olympics,” she adds. Her next goal? The LA Olympics in 2028, of course.
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Alaa Alaradi

Born in Bahrain and raised between the Gulf and Switzerland, designer Alaa Alaradi has

always been drawn to clothes and the way fabric moves. Her unconventional approach to

creating often begins with draping, an ideology that earned her the Franca Sozzani Debut

Talent Award at the latest Fashion Trust Arabia (FTA) event. Her fascination with clothes

and fabric started at a young age. “My mom often had fabric scraps lying around in the

house and it just became natural for me to play with them,” she says. A graduate of Geneva

University of Art and Design (Head), Alaradi’s sculptural and fluid language developed

through draping and grew as she explored ceramics and jewellery. “My creative process

usually begins with an intention, sometimes just a few words like fluid, malleable or

handwriting, along with the names of women I admire. From there, it becomes a lot of trial

and error, often working directly with my fitting model, Nora.” Alaradi’s next chapter is

about shaping a practice at her own pace. “We live in a very consumer-heavy era. I’m not

looking to compete with what’s already in the market or rush into selling right away.”
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Tara Jane Tabet

It’s hard not to be immediately drawn to Tara Jane Tabet’s designs. A glance at her candle

holders, made from mosaics of Italian marbles Bianco Bello and Verde Laguna, or at a

whimsical coffee table sculpted from Rosso Levanto marble and stainless steel, makes it clear

that her pieces are as much about stories as they are about form and materials. Raised in

Beirut and trained in product design at the Lebanese Academy of Fine Arts (Alba) and

carpentry at École Boulle in Paris, she shares, “Growing up in Beirut shapes you in a

particular way. The streets, the stories and the people are endlessly inspiring.”

Tara Jane Tabet’s design

Tabet adds that she never fit into the traditional way of creating or using conventional tools.

That sense of freedom and curiosity drew her to primitive techniques and raw materials.

Unsurprisingly, her work blurs the line between functional objects and collectable design. “I

want my pieces to feel human-made, full of imperfections that carry stories and emotions.”

Her work is also featured on Fragmenta – a curatorial platform spotlighting contemporary

Middle Eastern design.
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Rita L’Oujdia

It is impossible to miss the cultural blend in Rita L’Oujdia’s sound, and equally impossible

not to get goosebumps when you hear her voice. Born to Moroccan parents, she grew up in

France in a home filled with music – Andalusi cassettes, Arabic melodies played on the

recorder and the voices of Édith Piaf, Tracy Chapman, Amy Winehouse and Souad Massi.

“I was exposed to a lot of different music genres in my childhood, which later impacted my

own music,” she says. She recorded her first extended play at the age of 14, a collection that

moved from rock to jazz to electro while she searched for her own voice.

Rita L’Oujdia on stage

Frequent travels to Spain deepened her connection to reggaeton, flamenco and Latin

rhythms, which she later wove into her own style. “When I realised how similar certain

Latin rhythms were to Moroccan music, I found an opportunity to merge the sounds I

deeply loved,” she reflects. “I recently released an acoustic EP and am working on a new

single for January. Hopefully, a mixtape will be out in February,” she adds. She hopes her

music offers a glimpse into her life and perspective, revealing how she feels and interprets

the world.
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Ranim AlHalaky

There is a sense of profundity in the way Ranim AlHalaky works with language, with

typography at the forefront. “It is a material, a texture and a vessel for memory,” she says.

The Syrian artist speaks of letters as carriers of stories, of migration and the in-between,

shaped by a childhood lived across geographical regions. “I use typography experimentally

because it allows me to untangle and rebuild meaning, stretching, weaving, fragmenting or

softening text until it becomes a spatial or tactile experience.”

Ranim AlHalaky's exhibition

Most recently, the artist presented Of Liminal Threads, her solo exhibition at Tashkeel,

which focused on her grandmother Omaya’s stories, domestic textures and the small

gestures that form life. “It invited people to slow down, to feel a sense of tenderness –

transit and belonging layered together – not to reach answers but to sit with the pauses and

resonances between them.” For AlHalaky, the most moving work remains 50 Metres of

Omaya’s Storytelling, a roll book mapping her grandmother’s voice. “It continually brings me

back to why I create – honouring what is almost lost, archiving tenderness and holding

space for personal histories that shape our collective ones.”
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Sara Aqel

Palestinian-Jordanian chef Sara Aqel is unstoppable. In just two years since the opening of

her Amman restaurant, Dara Dining, it has earned major accolades, including a Rising Star

Award from Tatler Asia and the Highest New Entry on the 2025 MENA’s 50 Best

Restaurants list. Previously, Aqel trained with renowned chefs from different cultures, which

proved invaluable. “Food, and the way we run our restaurants, reflects our values and

culture. I love using ingredients familiar to people in this region in dishes that are bold and

original. There is warmth in our cuisine, which is sometimes missing today, and we always

want to bring that warmth back.”

Sara Aqel's Dara Dining restaurant

Her food blends Levantine flavours with Mediterranean and Italian influences in a way that

feels both familiar and completely new. “I never want to ruin a tradition,” she adds. With

menus that shift with the seasons and rely on local producers, Aqel hopes to support her

community while keeping her kitchen curious and creative.
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Zayn Qahtani

There is a haunting beauty in the way London-based, Bahraini artist Zayn Qahtani builds

her world. For instance, one work made from abalone shell and paper pulped from Bahraini

date palm trees shimmers with an almost talismanic presence, its materials carrying the

weight of land and sea. In another, she uses the symbolism of a siren to express her

frustration with periods of vision loss. “Living in an age that fetishises perfection and the

constant pursuit of a ‘dream life’, many people elevate only their happiest moments while

pushing aside the ones that are just as human – grief, loss, yearning and mourning,” she

says.

Zayn Qahtani's artwork

Qahtani grew up in A’ali, home to the prehistoric Dilmun burial mounds, and later by the

sea – landscapes she describes as the pulse of her imagination. “I’ve always loved making

strange and wonderful compositions. My objects attempt to enshrine what is normally

swept away, transforming something that is typically uncomfortable into a refuge of safety

and acceptance.” This year, her world was showcased at Abu Dhabi Art fair, adding another

feather to her cap.
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