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Culture

Zaha Hadid’s early paintings exhibited in London

London

A 

re they architectural 
drawings or are they 
works of art? This ques-
tion inevitably comes to 
mind when visiting the 

Zaha Hadid: Early Paintings and 
Drawings exhibition at London’s 
Serpentine Sackler Gallery. The 
works on display show a harmoni-
ous blend of art and architecture 
with integrated colours and superb 
colour schemes. Hadid was also a 
designer who created magnificent, 
unique ceramics, scarves and can-
dleholders.

The Serpentine Sackler Gallery 
— one of Hadid’s first permanent 
buildings in London — has a superb 
design creating space to enjoy the 
exhibition in tranquil surroundings. 
Hadid joined the Serpentine Gallery 
as a trustee in 1996 and in 2000 she 
built the first Serpentine Summer 
Pavilion. 

This was followed by a light in-
stallation, Lilas, in 2007 and in 2013 
she completed the renovation and 
extension of the Serpentine Sackler 
Gallery, which houses her current 
exhibition.

The Serpentine Gallery shop of-
fers limited edition prints and 
books about Hadid’s work, along 
with silk scarves and unique ceram-
ics she designed. The exhibition 
was developed in partnership with 
Swarovski, manufacturers of high-
quality crystals, with which Hadid 
collaborated to create lighting in-
stallations, sculpture, jewellery and 
home decor.

The displayed works are mainly 
in acrylic and ink on cartridge pa-
per and the style is influenced by 
the work of Russian painter Kazimir 
Malevich. Geometric shapes emerge 
from the canvases, their interpreta-
tion left to the imagination of the 
visitor.

Also on display are calligraphy 
and sketches from Hadid’s note-
books and paintings and drawings 
created from the 1970s to the early 
1990s before she completed her first 
building — the Vitra Fire Station in 
Germany in 1993. She often used 
calligraphic sketches to visualise 
ideas and spaces, sometimes using 
paintings as precursors to buildings. 
For her painting was a design tool.

Hans Ulrich Obrist, the artistic 
director of the Serpentine Gallery, 
explained that the aim of the exhi-
bition is “to show the extraordinary 
art” of Hadid, who died last year. 

“We felt it is very important in Lon-
don to pay homage to her and to 
celebrate her work, particularly her 
amazing art work, which is less well 
known,” Obrist said.

“There was a long history of Zaha 
Hadid with the Serpentine, so it was 
appropriate that we celebrate her 
life and work at the Serpentine be-
cause she was a trustee and she built 
two pavilions for us. 

I was very close friends with Zaha 
Hadid. I have done many books and 
interviews with her. In her last lec-
ture at the Royal Institute of Brit-
ish Architects she showed amazing 
sketches connected with her child-
hood in Baghdad that were rarely 
exhibited. I planned the exhibition 
with her.”

Obrist described Hadid as one of 
the greatest artists of the 20th and 
21st centuries. He emphasised that 
her work has many different dimen-
sions and cannot be reduced to one 
theme.

“During the ‘70s and ‘80s she 
anticipated the digital age and in-
vented a genuinely new language,” 
he said. “Only digital technology al-
lowed the buildings she designed to 
be built. What makes her buildings 
so unique is their amazing energy.”

Born in Baghdad in 1950, Hadid 

studied mathematics at the Ameri-
can University of Beirut before 
moving to London in 1972 to attend 
the Architectural Association (AA) 
School of Architecture where she 
was awarded the Diploma Prize in 
1977. She founded Zaha Hadid Ar-
chitects in 1979.

Hadid was awarded the Pritzker 
Architecture Prize in 2004 and is 
internationally known for her built, 
theoretical and academic work. 
The MAXXI: Italian National Mu-
seum of 21st Century Arts in Rome, 
the London Aquatics Centre for the 
2012 Olympic Games and the Heydar 
Aliyev Centre in Baku are among her 
works.

Zaha Hadid Architects has 950 
projects in 44 countries. Among re-
cently completed projects is Oxford 
University’s Middle East Centre at St 
Antony’s College. The firm is work-
ing on a diversity of projects, includ-
ing the new Beijing airport terminal 
in Daxing, China, the Sleuk Rith In-

stitute in Phnom Penh, Cambodia 
and 520 West 28th Street in New 
York.

Obrist said: “We are just begin-
ning to see the legacy of one of the 
greatest artists and architects of our 
time. She was one of the most char-
ismatic people one could meet in 
one’s lifetime. She had thousands of 
projects and ideas. Many were real-
ised towards the end of her life. Her 
legacy is in the buildings which will 
be built, like the extension to the 
Science Museum in London and a 
public building in Antwerp.

“Thirty building projects are go-
ing to be built and there will be more 
and more recognition of her work. 
The world of architecture is domi-
nated by men. She had an amazing 
impact as one of the first women 
in architecture. She is a role model 
who gave so much courage to young 
people. Her legacy will grow and 
grow.”

Zaha Hadid: Early Paintings and 
Drawings runs through February 
12th at the Serpentine Sackler Gal-
lery.

Karen Dabrowska is a
London-based contributor to the 
Culture and Society section of The 
Arab Weekly.
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Marcel Khalife and sons go on US tour
Jeffrey Sipe

New York

S 

tanding ovations are nor-
mally reserved for the 
end of a concert but when 
Marcel, Rami and Bachar 
Khalife walked on stage at 

New York’s Town Hall, one of the 
country’s premier performance 
venues, the audience rose to its 
feet and gave a warm welcome 
with prolonged applause.

The humble family of musicians 
accepted the welcome and pro-
ceeded to prove that the opening 
ovation was well-deserved.

Kicking off a US tour, the Khal-
ifes delivered an emotionally brac-
ing performance, last December, 
that opened with a poem by Pal-
estinian poet Mahmoud Darwish, 
who once described Marcel Khal-
ife as his “heart’s artistic twin”. 
Khalife backed his recitation of the 
poem with a softly plucked tune 
on his oud.

He returned to Darwish’s poetry 
various times in the 90-minute 
performance, at one point inviting 
a slightly hesitant crowd to join in 
on the haunting refrain of The Pi-
geons Fly.

Khalife is well-known in the 
Arab world for both his politics 
and his pioneering forays into jazz 
and Western harmony, which he 
uses to complement a sometimes 
barely perceptible Arabic rhythm 
snaking through many of his piec-
es.

His sons — Bachar, a percussion-
ist who tapped cymbals, pounded 

a beat box and sometimes took 
to his drum kit, and Rami, a key-
boardist who played piano and 
synthesiser — have clearly inher-
ited their father’s talent and his 
penchant for experimentation.

At one point, Rami, a graduate of 
New York’s Juilliard School, rose 
from his seat and, with his fingers, 
plucked the strings of his piano. 
At other junctures, Rami’s synthe-
siser created an electronic frisson 
that was far from the traditions of 
Arabic music.

About one-third of the way 
through the concert, the emotion-
al atmosphere in the theatre took 
a palpable turn as Marcel Khalife 

played one of his signature solos, 
Ummi (My Mother), with lyrics 
based on a Darwish poem. Beyond 
its mournful characterisation of 
love and longing, the song resonat-
ed strongly for the large number of 
Arab ex-pats in the theatre.

“Of course, it was especially 
powerful for the people in this au-
dience,” remarked Rita, a young 
Lebanese immigrant who did not 
give her last name. “So many peo-
ple are here alone, so far from their 
families, and everyone misses 
their mother and their home.”

Although Khalife has often said 
Ummi is not a metaphor for the 
Palestinian struggle but an hom-

age to his love for his own mother, 
his embrace of Darwish’s power-
ful poetry of Palestinian exile and 
despair has often been a source of 
controversy and not just with Is-
rael.

Khalife added lines from the 
Quran to Darwish’s lyrics for Ana 
Youssef, ya Abi, landing him in 
court in Tunisia where he was tried 
and acquitted of blasphemy after 
numerous Arab intellectuals and 
artists rallied to support him.

Khalife is one of the best-known 
Arab musicians outside of the Mid-
dle East, not only for his master-
ful oud playing but for his ability 
to bring musical traditions from 
around the world into his compo-
sitions.

Born in 1950, he began his career 
playing within the strict traditions 
of the oud and taught at the Bei-
rut National Conservatory of Mu-
sic in the early 1970s. He formed 
Al Mayadeen Ensemble with the 
intention of reviving the musical 
and chorale traditions of his home-
town of Amchit. From there, his 
popularity grew as he often played 
in the bombed-out theatres of war-
torn Beirut.

It was not until 2010, after Rami 
and Bachar had established them-
selves as major talents both on 
Lebanon’s contemporary music 
and art scene and internation-
ally, that Marcel, Rami and Bachar 
Khalife made their debut as a trio 
at the Beirut Music and Arts Festi-
val.

The trio’s fusion of oriental, 
electronic, classical and percus-
sion music energised the Arabic 
music world and continues to cap-

ture the imaginations of audienc-
es. The high-energy combination 
of the oud, piano and percussion, 
streaked with the squeals of elec-
tronic synthesisers and keyboards 
puts it on the level of the best in 
world music.

At least one audience member 
regarded the seamless blend of the 
various musical forms as a meta-
phor for Marcel Khalife’s status 
as a musician, an artist and a po-
litical figure. “He is many different 
things to many different people,” 
said Ibrahim Dulijan, a doctoral 
student from Saudi Arabia, “but 
above all, he is a unifier, musically 
and politically.”

Marcel, Rami and Bachar Khalife 
are touring the United States as part 
of the American-Arab Anti-Dis-
crimination Committee’s Turaath 
programme, which aims to break 
down negative stereotypes of Arab 
Americans by educating Ameri-
cans about the diverse cultures of 
the Arab world. Other stops on the 
tour include Washington, Boston, 
Dearborn, San Francisco, Los An-
geles and Houston.

Jeffrey Sipe is a New York-based 
contributor to The Arab Weekly.Marcel Khalife (C) with his sons Rami (L) and Bachar.                    (AP)

Marcel, Rami and 
Bachar Khalife are 
touring the United 
States as part of the 
American-Arab 
Anti-Discrimination 
Committee’s Turaath 
programme.

A woman poses for a photograph alongside an artwork titled 
Grand Buildings, by the late Iraqi-born British architect and artist 
Zaha Hadid, at the Serpentine Sackler Gallery in London, on 
December 7th, 2016.                                                                                  (AFP)

Zaha Hadid:
“I have always 
been interested 
in the concept of 
fragmentation 
and with ideas of 
abstraction and 
explosion.”  

(Mary McCartney)


