
22 June 26, 2015

Culture

Selma with multiple dove wall

Washington

F
or her seventh solo show 
opening — this one at 
the Iraqi Cultural Center 
(ICC) in Washington — 
Iraqi-born painter Selma 

al-Allaq wore an ensemble that 
seemed to spontaneously emerge 
from the vibrant palette of her 
paintings. The exhibition Iraqi 
Colors showcases al-Allaq’s figura-
tive and abstract compositions of 
architecture, landscape and tex-
tile elements as well as portraits of 
children and horses.

Al-Allaq’s preferred colours are 
shades of blue, from turquoise to 
darker hues, complemented by or-
anges and reds, often with white 
doves, an occasional rooster or a 
crescent moon.

The Iraqi Colors collection’s 
spectrum of cool and hot began 
with the blue-infused d’après Mark 
Chagall contemplation of doves 
in windows and the sketches of 
white horses galloping on a blue 
ground. With flourishes of her 
brush, al-Allaq deftly captures the 
equine musculature and powerful 
momentum. In warming shades, 
she paints bright orange and red 
woven rugs with fringes. Geomet-
ric, realistic and more mystical 
elements are present. Besides its 
cultural relevance and nostalgic 
patriotic romance, her work could 
delightfully illustrate folk tales.

Rendered in pastels, a triptych 
of quietly curious children — one 
carrying a dove — was praised by a 
former US diplomat as “timeless… 
[The figures] could be from any 
era”.

Al-Allaq has a welcoming pres-
ence, yet her smile seems a bit re-
served, perhaps wistful. Her paint-
ings are her triumph over tragedy, 
a celebration of her Iraqi heritage. 
She lives in California and divides 
her time between the United States 
and Prague where her husband, 
Moyad Al-Haidari, also a painter, 
is a broadcaster with the Iraq Ser-
vice of Radio Free Europe. They 
will both exhibit this fall at a show 
about art from the Islamic world, 
sponsored by the Czech Foreign 
Ministry.

When asked about her early 
days as an immigrant in the United 
States, she said: “[We} started with 
a very hard feeling, but life must go 
on. It’s enough to live in very dark 
circumstances… I don’t need my 
paintings to be so dark.”

Asked about her inspiration, she 
said: “I do my painting as I wish for 
my country, a kind of hope. I can’t 
live without painting.”

Al-Allaq restrains her typically 
flamboyant colour palette in only a 
few of her paintings, such as a pair 
— in browns and beiges on a white 
ground — depicting Antoni Gaudi-
style architectural compositions 
of leaning archways, windows and 
balconies as may be found in older 
tightly clustered village buildings.

Unfortunately, the installation 
itself offered neither titles nor 
background. Signage and inter-
pretive remarks would have been 
helpful to illuminate al-Allaq’s sig-
nificance as a contemporary Iraqi 
artist.

Attendees at the May 30th open-
ing were almost exclusively Iraqi 
and the atmosphere was more hafli 
than art appreciation. Given the 

ICC’s intent to “make this centre a 
cultural touch point between Iraq 
and the US [and to] encourage as 
much participation as possible 
from Americans and Iraqis resid-
ing in the US”, to discourse on sci-
ence, arts and culture, it is baffling 
they did not promote the event.

Certainly, the gath-
ering of-
fered Iraqis 
a pleasant 
cultural com-
muning but 
given the free 
entry, beauti-
ful exhibit and 
generous Arabic 
food, the show’s 
invisibility sacri-
ficed what could 
have been an ideal 
public diplomacy 
opportunity.

Nevertheless, ICC Director Mo-
hammed al-Tourahi, was delighted 
with the happy buzz and turnout 
of about 75 guests, including Iraqi 
Ambassador to Washington Luk-
man Faily and his wife, Lameis.

Tourahi recited a poem about 
Baghdad with an emotional ear-
nestness, yet his words didn’t 
always carry since many guests 
did not suspend their conversa-
tions to listen — surprisingly, not 
even to remarks by the artist 

herself.
The most remarkable 

visitor was a young Ira-
qi who said he drove 
7 hours from upstate 
New York to attend.

 Ahmed al-Swiedi 
walked around qui-
etly with his cam-
era. A bit shy, he 
was impressed 
with the “high-
level people” in 
the crowd. Swie-

di graduated with a 
bachelor’s degree in English Lit-

erature from Basra University and 
emigrated to the United States 
with his brother in 2012, leaving 
their parents, who are educators 
in Basra.  He expressed his new 
American patriotism saying, “Hey, 
America deserves respect, too,” 

and photographed the event for 
his Facebook page.

Al-Allaq has always been a paint-
er and was a well-established artist 
for decades in Iraq.  A graduate of 
the Fine Arts Academy of Bagh-
dad, she also studied in Germany 
and, since 1975, has participated 
in international exhibitions in the 
Middle East, the Czech Republic, 
United Kingdom and France.

Her show at the ICC ran from 
May 30th through June 8th.

The ICC is a non-profit cultural 
institution affiliated with the Iraqi 
Ministry of Culture. 

It features a variety of cultural 
events throughout the year and 
also posts the Iraqi Cultural Red 
List of Stolen Arts.

Najwa Margaret Saad is a 
Washington correspondent for 
The Arab Weekly.
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A  

young actress enters to 
the stage to sing, dance 
and lure back her lover, 
who deserted her to mil-
itants ruling their city. 

She never stopped. Even after the 
group killed her, the woman’s spirit 
continued trying to win him back.

Interview has been a hit play in 
Iraq since it opened in October 2014, 
audaciously tackling controversies, 
such as the Islamic State (ISIS) and 
women’s freedoms in patriarchal 
societies.

The theatrical piece sheds light 
on how life has turned for the worst 
in the wake of the 2003 US-led in-
vasion with mounting militant vio-
lence and sectarianism shattering 
a country that yearned for freedom 
following long years of dictatorship 
under Saddam Hussein.

Actress and playwright Alaa Hus-
sein performs as a dancer, while her 
lover in the play, Saad Mohsen, is a 
sculptor.

“In the play, I was defending my-
self and all Iraqi women against a 
society that marginalises us pro-
fessionally and culturally,” Hussein 
said in an interview.

Implicitly referring to ISIS with-
out naming it, Hussein insisted that 
debating the issue of militants pub-
licly needed “courage”.

The 90-minute play features a tel-
evised interview, in which Hussein 
and Mohsen speak live on camera 
about their love story. It then breaks 
into scenes of dancing, singing and 
dialogue. The interdisciplinary per-
formance uses elements of choreog-
raphy, drama and multimedia.

Hussein’s play is based on the 
Arabic-language version of the 
book Eyes of Inana — Anthology of 
Iraqi Female Contemporary Writers, 
which is a collection of poetry and 
short stories by 19 contemporary 
Iraqi women discussing their sur-
vival in a state of war and violence, 
their dreams and suffering. The 
book was translated into German 
recently and an English edition is 
expected soon.

Surprisingly, women, not men, 
wrote about the horrors of their 
lives, such as bombings and abduc-
tions, random arrests and torture, 
contract killings and checkpoints 
in the streets. The works delve into 
abrasive topics, such as the stench 
of military boots, the perfume of 
women drivers and the more emo-
tional issues such as the loss of 
loved ones and the pain of those 
who outlive them.

But the gist of the play revolves 
around criticising the effects of con-
servative, patriarchal Arab tradi-
tions and cultural practices against 
women, such as violence and the 
lack of equality.

“My freedom is what matters,” 

screamed Hussein on stage, when 
militants detaining her asked her to 
choose between abandoning danc-
ing or being taken to the gallows.

No names were used on stage, in-
cluding those of the actors, the mili-
tants and the city they controlled.

The play centres on a woman art-
ist who sings and dances. Her sculp-
tor friend is deeply in love with her. 
One day, militants capture the city. 
Her lover deserts her, grows a beard 
and joins the battle against his own 
people. As the militants quickly im-
pose their strict law in the city, the-
atres, music shops and art galleries 
are forcibly closed.

But the daring woman ignores the 
practices and continues preparing 
for a dance performance in her city, 

setting a date for it. On that day she 
goes covered to the theatre so that 
she would not be recognised. When 
the curtain goes up, she realises 
that nobody showed up, clearly out 
of fear of the militants.

She does not give up and puts up 
more posters announcing a new 
date for the show. When the curtain 
goes up the next time, she figures 
out that the audience members are 
armed militants. They take her to 
the “slaughtering square” to face 
her destiny.

After she is killed, her spirit keeps 
returning to her lover to persuade 
him to leave the armed group and 
return to his normal life.

“You’re not a terrorist. Look what 
they have done to me,” the actress 

yells at her lover in an emotional 
scene that draws loud applause 
from the audience.

Hussein said this was her first 
playwriting experience, in which 
she focused on how women’s rights 
and freedoms “are being confiscat-
ed by the powers acting in the name 
of Islam”.

Under Saddam’s now collapsed 
regime, Iraq’s theatre flourished 
with cultural, musical and dancing 
performances, but political satire 
was not in the cards. In the years 
that followed the US-led invasion, 
theatre came to a virtual stand-
still because continuous roadside 
bombs confined people to their 
homes. The blasts still occur, but 
people are trying to adapt.

Iraqi theatre star Muqdad Ab-
dulridha praised the theatre in 
Saddam’s era, saying that actors had 
“challenging moments” influencing 
the public opinion.

“But now, we continue to think of 
bullets, even in our sleep.”

Hamed al-Maliki, a renowned 
writer, said that Iraq’s theatre was 
doomed.

“Who can go to the theatre these 
days, to open his mind and to accept 
the ideas that could bring about the 
desired change?” he asked.

To cope with the internet era, Ma-
liki suggested “short plays of three 
to four minutes on the road to draw 
public attention.

“We can call them ‘Tweet plays’.”

Nermeen Mufti, based in Baghdad, 
has covered Iraqi affairs for more 
than three decades.
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