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n Washington’s Georgetown 
neighbourhood, an architec-
tural sliver of space off a court-
yard of an office building hosts  
Syra Arts, a private commer-

cial art gallery with an outsized  
mission.

The gallery’s recent exhibit of 
paintings by Hammoud Chantout, 
titled Human Portraits, is especially 
noteworthy because he is a Syr-
ian refugee in Lebanon. The hack-
neyed “brain drain” of population 
displacement inevitably includes 
artists. With conditions worsening, 
Chantout left his beloved Damascus 
with his wife, sculptor Orouba el-
Deeb, on July 19, 2012.

Born in 1956 in a village east of 
Aleppo, Chantout’s family lived in a 
domed mud hut. Improbably escap-
ing rural poverty, he studied at the 
Faculty of Fine Arts in Syria and at 
the École des Beaux-Arts in Paris, 
ultimately returning to Damascus. 
When he left Syria, he established a 
studio in Beirut and has been paint-
ing prolifically.

Selected paintings from 2009-12 
are characterised by a richness of 
dark colour and depth of form set 
against mixed-coloured brooding 
grounds. This period is amply dis-
played in a beautiful catalogue of his 
2012 Amman show called Illumina-
tions Beirut 2012, which gallery co-
owner Sylvia Ragheb displayed for 
context since there is no catalogue 
for the current show.

A few of Chantout’s 2012 paint-
ings herald the new style of single 
deconstructed figures painted in a 
more limited dark palate against a 
minimalist white-grey ground. A 
carry-over theme from earlier com-
positions features a bitter orange 
tree as artifice. Under its stark trunk 
and broad canopy, a human fig-
ure stands in a dark umber shadow 
against a white expanse, sometimes 
with a baton conducting nothing-
ness. In another version a red chair 
appears. Chantout prefers to work 
mostly acrylic or gouache on canvas 
and occasionally on wood.

Ragheb said that in his newer work 
Chantout “paints layer upon layer to 
achieve the nearly blank ground and 
uses a variety of scraping tools and 
even chopsticks”. His transparently 
rendered figures seem to represent a 
fracturing of his earlier style.

In his artist’s statement, Chantout 
recalls a period of childhood soli-
tude, presumably prompted by ill-
ness: “Bedridden for a long time in 
our muddy house… in front of me 
there was a wall covered in white 
lime… I used to stare at the wall to 
see pictures [for] battles, horses, 
trees and faces and every day the 
scene on the wall change[d] and this 

was my sole amusement when I was 
young.”

While harkening to his early years, 
his solitary figures project a sense of 
loss, isolation and distraction from 
his homeland. The compositions of 
sad, sometimes distorted faces are 
rendered by paint dabs, strokes and 
silhouetted portrait lines, reaching 
just beyond quick sketch work and 
the brevity of pointillism. The meth-
od itself evokes an interesting optic.

These depicted presences seem 
lost in a liminal dimension — 
scratches and blots of reality per-
haps akin to the emotional state of 
being a refugee. They float, almost 
transparently. “He’s known for cre-
ating a dream-like, mystical back-
ground,” said Ragheb.

The exhibit features 28 portrait 
sketches, mostly showing down-
cast expressions of pondering, de-
pression and profound loneliness. 
The more somber portraits of 19th-

century master French sculptor and 
caricaturist Honoré Daumier come 
to mind. One is surrounded by the 
white canvases rooted in Chantout’s 
childhood room, compounded by 
a pervasive sense of the abstract in 
disassembled lives.

If a window to the soul, these are 
surely paintings of an artist who 
may be contentedly resettled in per-
haps the temporary safety of Beirut 
but deeply burdened by existential 
doubt.

Asked about the paintings’ jour-
ney to the exhibition, Ragheb said: 
“I went to Beirut to meet the man 
behind the work. I always establish 
a relationship with my artists.”

But Chantout’s US visa application 
was denied. According to Ragheb, 
“He learned that they did not even 
look at his documents and his invi-
tation letter. He had also applied as 
a family with his wife and younger 
daughter.”

Determined to show Chantout’s 
work, Ragheb gingerly rolled the 
larger paintings and carried them 
on her flight to the United States in 
a document roll. She packed smaller 
canvases in a large suitcase. With 
a deep breath, she sent them as 
checked baggage and happily re-
stretched them for mounting at the 
gallery in Washington. She has sold 
many pieces, mostly to Syrians.

Ragheb and Egyptian Randa 
Aboul Nasr founded the Syra Arts 
gallery in 2013 to raise awareness 
and create opportunities for Arab 
artists to gain visibility and access 
to the US market. The gallery hosts 
eight shows per year.

“There’s no other gallery doing 
Middle Eastern art the way I’m do-
ing it,” Ragheb said.

Najwa Saad is a Washington 
correspondent for The Arab 
Weekly.
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M 

ysteries shrouded in 
Egypt’s pyramids for 
thousands of years 
may, in a few months, 
become something of 

the past thanks to technology.
Scientists and specialists from Ja-

pan, Canada, France and Egypt are 
working to scan the pyramids for 
hidden rooms, undisclosed corri-
dors and unknown burial sites. The 
first such study may revolutionise 
knowledge of ancient Egyptian civi-
lisation.

The scan is to begin in early No-
vember and last for a year. It will 
probe, using infrared thermogra-
phy, into the heart of Egypt’s largest 
pyramids without drilling into the 
stone.

“Mysteries abound when it comes 
to the pyramids and these need to 
be unravelled,” Egyptian Antiqui-
ties Minister Mamdouh al-Damati 
said at the announcement of 
the scan in Cairo on Octo-
ber 25th. “We have hopes 
that the scan will take us 
steps forward in un-

derstanding the ancient Egyptian 
civilisation.”

Almost 35 years ago scientists and 
archaeologists attempted a scan 
of the pyramids for undiscovered 
chambers but to little avail. This 
time, however, hopes are high that 
the scan will usher in new discover-
ies.

There are many questions about 
how the pyramids, especially the 
Great Pyramid of Giza, one of the 
Seven Wonders of the Ancient 
World, were built. With a base of 
more than 5 hectares, an original 
height of almost 150 metres and a 
mass of 5.9 million tonnes, the pyr-
amid on the Giza Plateau, was built 
in only 25 years.

The internal structure of the pyr-
amids is another mystery, scientists 
say, referring to what they describe 
as “inexplicable anomalies” when 
comparing plans of different pyra-
mids. The builders of the pyramids 
multiplied tricks and obstacles to 
protect the remains and treasures 
of their sovereigns.

This was why previous explora-
tions with less sophisticated means 
caught strange images that could 
correspond to hidden chambers in-
side the pyramids, the scientists 

and engineers involved in the 

new scan say.
Called “Scan Pyramids”, the mis-

sion will try to solve the mysteries 
of the pyramids using infrared ther-
mography, which produces images 
with areas of different temperatures 
displayed in different colours.

Scientists will focus on four mas-
terpieces of the Fourth Dynasty 
(2575-2465 BC) in Dahshur, 15 km 
south of Saqqara. They will study 
the South Pyramid, called the Bent, 
and the North Pyramid, called the 
Red, both built by Snefru (2575-
2551 BC). On the Giza Plateau, the 
mission will study the pyramids of 
Khufu and Khafre, built by the son 
and grandson of Snefru.

The members of the mission will 
develop a thermal map of the pyra-
mids. A dynamic map will absorb 
the heat of the sun in daytime and 
restore it during the night.

The programme will take images 
on the four sides of the pyramids 
half an hour before sunrise, when 

the pyramids will be the coldest. 
Team members plan to repeat the 
operation at noon and the evening. 
They will record hundreds of thou-
sands of images that will be com-
pared via a computer programme.

The pyramids may reveal their 
secrets in blue and red — blue for 
colder areas, red for warmer — they 
say, adding that the goal of the mis-
sion is to identify whether there are 
unknown voids behind the façades 
of the pyramids.

The techniques were developed 
in Japan by the High Energy Accel-
erator Research Organisation and 
Nagoya University, according to 
Kumihiro Morishima, a researcher 
from the Institute for Advanced Re-
search at Nagoya University.

A French company will launch a 
photogrammetric campaign using 
drones to rebuild the Giza Plateau 
and the site of Dahshur with all their 
monuments in 3D within a centime-
tre’s precision. These models will 
be made available 
to research-
ers and the 
public in 
data by 
the 

French non-profit HIP Institute.
Whether the project will succeed 

is a question the next 12 months will 
answer; however, Egypt’s tourism 
planners will use the scan investi-
gation to promote Egypt and attract 
more visitors to make up for recent 
years’ losses in the tourism sector.

Egypt, according to Tourism Min-
ister Hisham Zaazou, plans cam-
paigns in Cairo and London to mar-
ket the scan programme and bring 
in tourists to closely follow devel-
opments.

“Tourists usually visit Egypt’s 
historic sites once in their lives,” 
Zaazou said. “I am sure the new 
project will make most tourists 
want to visit the country again.”

If the new technology proves a 
success, it will, antiquities experts 
say, allow for huge discoveries in 
the future. 

Damati said the technology will 
be used to unravel secrets at other 
historic sites, including the tomb of 
Tutankhamun in the Valley of the 
Kings in southern Egypt.

Almost 90 years after its opening, 
the tomb continues to fuel debate 

as some archaeologists sur-
mise there are undiscov-

ered chambers and 
corridors in it.

Egypt to scan pyramids for undiscovered secrets
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The Great Pyramids and Sphinx reflect blue light during a celebration for the 70th anniversary of the United Nations in Giza, Egypt, on October 24th.

Egypt’s tourism 
planners will use the 
scan investigation to 
promote Egypt and 
attract more visitors.
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