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Contemporary Arab literatrue festival at the British Library as 
part of the Shubbak Festival for Contemporary Arab Culture 
in 2015

• Lena Merhej, Samandal (Lebanon)
• Asia Alfasi (UK/Libya)
• Mohamed Anwar, Tok Tok (Egypt/Sudan)
• Tarek Shahin (UK/Egypt)
• Paul Gravett, comics curator (UK) 

Audio on British Library Soundcloud account:
https://soundcloud.com/the-british-library/drawingyouratten
tion

https://soundcloud.com/the-british-library/drawingyourattention
https://soundcloud.com/the-british-library/drawingyourattention


Why collect Arab comics?

• Part of an ongoing tradition – back to Jacob Sanua, 
Saroukhan, Rose El Youssef, Sindbad and Samir, etc.

• Part of wider artistic practice, e.g. Hussein Bicar
• Content…
• … but also Form
• Visual material – excellent for exhibitions
• Diversify collecting practice
• Increasing subject of academic study
• Cultural significance, e.g. winning awards
• Popular culture
• Histories of childhood
• Ephemeral

… And they’re fun!



Some useful 
resources…



What did we already have 
in the collection… and why?

• Mostly caricatures and 
political cartoons either in 
periodicals, satirical press 
or in albums

• Some surprise items like a 
run of Saudi children’s 
magazine Basim

• Some items collected by 
other departments on the 
British Library



What have we been collecting 
since 2015?

• Backfilling older publications which were 
not previously collected

• New publications
• From all Arab countries (though mostly 

Lebanon, Egypt, Tunisia, Algeria and 
Morocco) and but also in Europe/ the 
diaspora

• In Arabic (MSA+Dialect), English and 
French

• Comics, graphic novels, political cartoons, 
fanzines, zines, comics ephemera

• A limited number of children’s comics
• Books about comics, graphic novels, 

caricatures and political cartoons, etc.

• Monographs by single authors or 
collectives

• Periodicals (like Samandal, Tok Tok, 
Skefkef, Lab619)



How have we been collecting 
since 2015?

Purchased Acquisitions

• Usual suppliers: limited coverage, though 
improving

• Direct from creator or publisher
• Online stores
• In country acquisitions, e.g. shops, book 

fairs or comics fairs

Legal Deposit 

Donations

• People often happy to donate their work
• Don’t rely on donations: important to pay 

people for their labour

Informal Neworks of friends, colleagues, 
creators



Comics and Cartoon Art from the Arab World
Treasures Gallery, British Library
13 June – 29 October 2017

• Successes (and disappointments)
• Lessons 
• Surprises



Events and Learning…

• Naji al-Ali tribute event, 29 
October 2017.

• Shubbak – 2019 with Joseph Kai 
and Deena Mohamed

• Working with Skefkef –Aicha El 
Belaoui and Mehdi Annassi

• Arabic comics translation 
workshop with Deena Mohamed, 
Nariman Youssef and Sawad 
Hussein



Challenges and opportunities

• Acquisitions: sometimes defies how we usually do 
things

• Digital comics: developing infrastructures in place 
for collecting British publications, but what about 
global collecting

• Cataloguing (name and subject authorities, 
language, etc.) – 500 note fields are your friend!

• Conservation and storage
• Accessibility
• Resources: time and money
• How do we capture, record and document the 

‘comics culture’ more broadly
• New forms of engagement: working with creators
• New linkages with wider British Library Arabic 

collections
• New audiences 
• New areas of interest: artists books; zines; DIY-

culture; emerging digital formats
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