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alking into the Mo-
saic Rooms Gallery 
in west London is 
like walking into 
Marwan Kassab-

Bachi’s cave of treasures. Works 
from the 81-year-old Syrian artist 
adorn the walls and show a contin-
uous creative output of paintings, 
drawings and works on paper that 
span more than five decades.

Bachi has only one subject — the 
face. But every face tells a story.

On some of the faces, the colours 
are blurred and the facial features 
merge. There is an underlying 
theme of pain, ques-
tioning, quest for 
understanding 
and search 
of identity. 
Sometimes 
the viewer 
has to look 
for the face 
and discov-
er the eyes, 
always mys-
terious and ex-
pressive.

In his portraits, Bachi does not 
just reproduce faces but conveys 
emotions and tries to express what 
is happening in the mind of his 
subjects. He focuses on the agony 
of the human condition and the 
enduring pain of everyday aspects 
of life such as loneliness, longing 
and homesickness.

“My art is confrontational. Peo-
ple don’t always like it, as they of-
ten want something more sweet. 
I don’t like sweet. Sweet is ugly,” 
said Bachi, echoing the words of 
Iraqi architect Zaha Hadid.

Speaking to The Arab Weekly 
at the opening of his first solo UK 
exhibition, Not Towards Home But 
The Horizon, Bachi reminisced on 
his first painting, produced at the 
age of 13. It was a small oil on can-
vas of the village of Jabra in Syria.

“I started painting at a very 
young age and I did not stop since 
then. If I am born again, I would 

still be painting,” he said.
Bachi grew up in the Old City 

of Damascus. Frequent vis-
its to the countryside and the 
family’s land outside the city 

put him in touch with the ru-
ral landscape, an influence that 

never left him.
A gentle, humble, engaging man 

he chooses his words carefully and 
gives little away. The Syrian writer 

Adonis wrote 75 prose 
passages in homage 

to Bachi. The title 
of the exhibition 

is taken from 
one of them.

But when 
asked 

about the 
signifi-

cance of the exhibition’s name he 
says: “It’s a nice name.”

The highlight of the exhibition 
is the acclaimed 99 Heads, a se-
ries of 99 etchings made in 1997 
and ‘98 that refer to Sufism and 
the 99 names of God in Islam. Also 
on show are a number of smaller 
pieces, works on paper and artist’s 
books. These include works paint-
ed directly onto oil colour boxes.

Bachi said he paints to get in 
touch with the world.

“I have no particular message. 
The paintings and the art itself is 
the message. They are an expres-
sion of my dreams. Everybody has 
something to say to the world and 
I do this through my paintings,” he 
said.

“If you feel happy when you see 
my paintings, it is a message. And 
if you do not like them, that is also 
the message. Many people do not 
have to like my paintings. They 
portray my life. They come from 
my heart.”

The Syrian painter, based in Ber-
lin, said his art is not dictated by 
the market or his audience. “I don’t 
think about anything other than 
expressing myself. I dig inside my-
self and try to see what comes out, 
but I never know what direction it 
will go in,” Bachi said. “My art is 
like a river that is constantly mov-
ing. It goes and goes until it comes 
to the sea and then the river ends.”

Bachi is one of the foremost art-
ists of his generation, not only in 
the Arab world but around the 
globe. In 1994, he became the first 
Arab member of Germany’s distin-
guished Akademie der Künste.

But life has not been easy. Born 
in Damascus, he studied Arabic 
literature at the University of Da-
mascus (1955-57) before leaving for 
France. The Suez crisis prompted 
France to sever diplomatic links 
with Syria and he ended up in the 
former East Germany. He has a 
studio in Berlin’s Pankow district 
where the former communist gov-
ernment established purpose-built 
artists’ quarters.

Between 1962 and 1970, he 
worked in a fur factory during the 
day and spent his nights working 
on sketches that were transformed 
into large oil paintings. He de-

scribes the paintings from this pe-
riod as “the jewels of my career”. 
They include a painting of Munif 
al-Razzaz, the former secretary-
general of the National Command 
of the Syrian Ba’ath Party.

This was also the time when the 
political situation in Syria changed 
and his family’s lands were confis-
cated, leading to an acute home-
sickness. “I was homesick eve-
rywhere. A sense of longing for 
elsewhere is deep within my soul,” 
Bachi said “For this reason I’ve kept 
my sense of ‘home’ [Syria] rather 
more than some of those who still 
live there.”

Bachi has held a professorship 
position at Berlin University of 
the Arts since 1980. He has exhib-
ited mainly in Germany but also 
in the Middle East and the United 
States. He has works in many pub-
lic collections, including the Abdul 
Hameed Shoman Foundation in 
Jordan, Bibliothèque Nationale de 
France in Paris, Carnegie Museum 
of Art in Pittsburgh, the British Mu-
seum and Tate Modern in London.

Karen Dabrowska is a 
London-based contributor to the 
Culture and Society sections of 
The Arab Weekly.
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gyptian-American Maria 
Shehata got into com-
edy to break down the 
stereotype of the bomb-
wielding, angry Arab 

prevalent in the United States. Born 
and brought up in Columbus, Ohio, 
Shehata’s comedy explores her per-
spective of growing up between the 
cultures of the Middle East and the 
US Midwest.

With the name “Maria”, she is 
often mistaken for being Hispanic, 
especially in Los Angeles. Shehata 
jokes about her background, such 
as her entire family welcoming her 
at the airport and constantly offer-
ing people food. She complains it is 
hard to find a partner and mocks ar-
ranged marriages.

Shehata has been involved in 
the New York Arab-American Com-
edy Festival almost from its begin-
ning in 2003. The festival aims to 
increase “the visibility of talented 
Arab-American artists as well as at-
tracting positive attention for the 
Arab-American community”.

“The Arab-American Comedy 
Festival came about because there 
was so much Islamophobia and the 
word ‘Arab’ had a negative connota-

tion to it,” Shehata said after the Ar-
abs are Not Funny show at Rich Mix 
in London.

“Every time you turn on the news 
or look at a newspaper, there’s 
always an angry Arab protesting 
something and our image looked 
really bad so we started a comedy 
festival to show: ‘Hey, we are funny 
people. We are light-hearted. We 
know how to make fun ourselves’,” 
she said.

Unlike many Middle Eastern co-
medians working in the West, She-
hata does not solely play on her 
background and its stereotypes.

“I’m actually the least Arab-
American comedian. I don’t do the 
funny accents,” she said. “I grew 
up in Ohio so I have my own point 
of view. I have about 5 minutes of 
Egyptian material but the rest is me 
being a human. Me being me.

“There are Arabs out there who 
are known for their Arab humour 
but I want to be known for just be-
ing a comedian.”

Shehata said she does not feel 
racism in the United States directed 
towards herself. “Americans like to 
pretend there is no problem and 
even if people secretly don’t like 
minorities, they will never say it 
out loud,” she said.

“I feel there is hidden racism. 
Some people will smile to your face 
but say something behind your 
back. I think there is a lot of rac-
ism towards Arabs but no one will 
admit it, until Donald Trump does 
and then they will,” she said with a 
laugh.

Shehata has appeared on The 
Watch List on cable network Com-

edy Central, which showcases Mid-
dle Eastern comedians, and Bridg-
ing the Gap, which brought Jewish 
and Muslim-American comics to-
gether on stage for Showtime, an-
other cable network.

“So it’s always an Arab and a Jew. 
That was about Arab comedians 
and Jewish comedians. The idea 
was us laughing together to show 
we can understand each other if we 
laugh together. So I was just bridg-

ing gaps all over the place. I solved 
the Middle Eastern conflict with my 
comedy. I did it,” Shehata said.

Shehata is working on a docu-
mentary entitled United Ladies of 
Comedy about female comedians 
around the world and the similari-
ties and differences between them.

“I filmed in London, Stockholm, 
New York, Ohio. I intend to film in 
Paris, Moscow, Mexico City and Sin-
gapore,” she said.

“Just like in the Middle East, 
these stand-up comedies are new 
and I want to talk to the girls start-
ing in these new scenes and find 
out why they are doing it. My main 
concern is how females become 
comedians, if they have dating or 
family issues that lead (them) into 
comedy.”

Dunia el-Zobeidi is a regular Arab 
weekly contributor in London.
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the funny accents.”


