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Painting Across Generations highlights trends in art
Jimmy Dabbagh

Beirut

A

s the landscape of the
art world has evolved,
so have the modes
through which artists
express
themselves.
Technology has become integrated
into the works of artists who are
creating in the context of the digital age. Painting, however, remains
a pivotal medium through which
artists continue to experiment.
Ayyam Gallery’s Painting Across
Generations hinges on this notion. Piecing together works from
a multigenerational group of artists, which includes Samia Halaby,
Thaier Helal, Tammam Azzam,
Safwan Dahoul and Afshin Pirhashemi, the show highlights developments that have generated a
new wave of painting in the Arab
world and Iran.

Art can offer a
space of
contemplation and
serve to document
a specific
moment.

”

Ayyam Artistic Director
Maymanah Farhat
“I think painting is often taken
for granted in the region. Painters are still widely represented by
galleries and acquired by institutions and private collections but
we rarely get a focused show that
deals primarily with the development of painting itself, the medium, its subject matter and the
trends that are taking it in new
directions,” said Ayyam Artistic Director Maymanah Farhat.
Navigating through the show’s
condensed selection of large-scale
paintings, interesting juxtapositions between politically engaged
works and more introspective ones
become apparent.
From afar, two works by Halaby,
a pioneering abstract Palestinian painter, elicit oddly calming
sensations. What may appear as
undefined compositions of colour
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at first glance recall the elaborate
interplay of light and movement
and draw upon the characteristics
of foliage and the reflective quality
of water.
Consuming the painting becomes a more involved viewing
experience, as Halaby’s ability to
imaginatively reinterpret colour
and forms invites the viewer to
participate in completing the picture by drawing on new associations.
Helal’s abstraction echoes in a
similar direction. The Syrian artist
employs approaches that blur the
line between painting and assemblage. Incorporating painting with
other media in his Night on the
Mountain, Helal builds elaborate
textures that seem to pierce off the
canvas apparently representing
the waterways that have endured
through the rise and fall of civilisations.
Expanding on the idea of regeneration present in Helal’s work,
Azzam’s painting depicting a decimated building in his homeland of
Syria seems a stark contrast. The
piece, which is part of his Storeys
series, seems an explicit reflection
on the horrors of war. Through his
intricate brushwork and bleak palette, Azzam emphasises the violence while confronting the viewer
with the tragic details of destruction.
Pirhashemi’s photorealist portrait invites an element of visual
drama. Pirhashemi considers the
role of women within contemporary Iranian society as the artist examines the complexities of power.
In Vitruvian Woman, Pirhashemi
portrays a defiant female protagonist who attempts to break free as
two other women pull her off in different directions in straitjackets.
“When we looked at our roster of
artists to organise the exhibition,
we selected painters whose work is
difficult to place in the sense that
their approaches are distinctive
and can be viewed among a number of international movements,”
Farhat said. “While the content of
the work is crucial to the show, we
were more interested in how each
artist approached his or her subject
matter.”
She explained: “It’s interesting

From the Painting Across Generations exhibition, Afshin Pirhashemi’s Vitruvian Woman.
because although they aren’t a circle of artists in a traditional sense,
they are all well-versed in the development of painting across centuries and come to similar conclusions because in a sense this is
where painting is in terms of its
international progression.”
Dahoul’s piece from his Dream
series seems a timely addition to
the show. Using allegorical representations to address the refugee
crisis, the Syrian artist intensifies
feelings of solitude and rejection
by casing an alienated figure in a
foggy sea who appears to drift in
hopeless isolation.
“In the future, we might look to
Safwan’s work to understand the
abject sense of isolation or abandonment that was experienced

by displaced populations or those
struggling to survive in places like
war-torn Syria or Iraq,” Farhat said.

The idea of the
power of art as a tool
of intervention
seems to permeate
the show.
Although the works stem from
different perspectives and approaches, at the core of the show
the idea of the power of art as a tool
of intervention seems to permeate. Placed within the context of
an increasingly tumultuous time,
the works offer a breath of fresh air
and room for reflection.

(Ayyam Gallery)

Farhat said: “Whether representing these issues with abstraction, allegory or expressionism, I
think most artists in the region feel
compelled to respond to this specific moment in time in some way,
whether addressing the pain of it,
the sorrow endured or the destruction. Art can intervene by offering
a space of contemplation. It can
also serve to record or document a
specific moment.”
Painting
Across
Generations
is scheduled to remain on view
through March 31st at the Ayyam
Gallery in Beirut.
Jimmy Dabbagh is a journalist
based in Beirut and contributes
cultural articles to The Arab
Weekly.

Destroyed lives in the world of ISIS

N

ew intelligence
analysis shows that
British jihadi
women and
children returning
from Syria and Iraq
pose a threat to the United
Kingdom. This is the first time
that intelligence documents
disclosed such a danger and it
comes at a time when the
expected defeat of the Islamic
State (ISIS) in Mosul will send
even more jihadis back home.
These women and children can
escape charges for terror
offences if they persuade British
authorities they were pressured
into travelling to Syria or Iraq by
husbands or parents. Just
Another Jihadi Jane, a novel by
Tabish Khair, explores what
makes women vulnerable to
such pressures and the consequences of succumbing to them.
Khair was born and educated
in the small town of Bihar, India,
and his previous books have
been shortlisted nine times for
prestigious prizes in five countries.
His latest novel tells of two
British-born teenage girls of
South Asian descent who at the
start seem so different: Jamila is
quiet, religious and academically
bright but Ameena covers her
insecurity with fake confidence.
After being rejected by a popular
boy at school, Ameena develops
a serious interest in militant
Islam, communicates with an

online jihadist recruiter and
convinces Jamila to travel with
her to Syria.
At first, Jamila’s character
seems balanced compared to
Ameena and her beliefs are not
extreme. “I keep this scarf
wrapped around my hair,” Jamila
says, “because of men’s interest
in me. It is not because of my
faith any more. I still believe in
God, don’t misunderstand me
but I do not think God is a
fashion designer. He observes
people’s hearts, not their
clothes.”
However, when Jamila analyses a poem given to her in class,
she writes an essay full of anger
about the depravity of Westerners who live against the will of
God and who will be punished
for it.
Jamila compares her teacher’s
passion for poetry to her passion
for religion: “I used to find her
ludicrous. I don’t know why,
now. I mean, she was fanatical
about her poetry, but then I was
fanatical about my religion… She
was an extreme admirer of her
Romantic notion of poetry, in the
same way that Wahhabis are
extremist admirers of their
notion of Islam.”
Jamila observes Ameena’s
obsession with militant Islam
grow as the conflict in Syria
worsens. Ameena joins Jamila at
her mosque group, which makes
Jamila question if she was the reason for Ameena’s radicalisation.

She asks the reader: “Are you
sure it was the mosque that
radicalised Ameena? Why
Ameena, out of a thousand or
more? Was it only the mosque?
Was it only my, and my father’s
and brother’s Islam? Or was it
also Ameena’s parents’ divorce?
Was it that ghostly hurt and
anger lurking in Ameena’s lucid
eyes? Was it her long lost love
for Alex? Was it the way her
friends snubbed her? Was it
her mother’s strong
disapproval of the Islamic
headscarf ?”
Jamila wonders if all
Muslims really do have
the same ideas, if she had
anything in common
with a Somalian who
refuses to read anything
but the Quran or an
Algerian who is still
angry over French
atrocities or a Palestinian who believes the
lies about a two-state
solution.
At another point of
the book, Jamila talks
about the hardship
of living as a Muslim
in the West: “It
builds up a core of
bitterness in you.
On one hand, you
cannot really be
part of everything that might
empower you as a person, give
you the options you want; on the
other, you do not want to be part

The extreme
militancy
of ISIS is
revealed
when
the two
characters
are in Syria.

Cover of Tabish
Khair’s Just
Another Jihadi
Jane.

of all this — the parties, the
flirting, the option to grab a sandwich without checking whether
it is pork or beef, halal or not, the
simple ability to walk down the
street without feeling like you
are an alien from Mars and
sometimes being treated like
one!”
The extreme militancy of ISIS is
revealed in the novel when the
girls are in Syria. Quality of life is
not what they imagined
as necessities
become scarce and
money is used to
reward jihadi
fighters if they marry.
Attractive girls are
encouraged to marry
and unattractive ones
are brainwashed to be
suicide bombers.
Tabish Khair’s
compelling formation of
the two characters
shows the vulnerability
of being sucked into a
world of anger and
destruction and, with
these jihadi brides and
their children returning
home, the need to understand their mentality and
experiences if we hope to
make it for them to integrate safely back into
society.
Dunia El-Zobaidi is a regular
Arab Weekly contributor in
London.

