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Culture

Alita, Lebanon

P 

erched on a green hill over-
looking the Mediterranean 
and flanked by the legend-
ary Adonis Valley stands 
a large factory compound 

that has been turned into a dynam-
ic cultural hub. Featuring nearly a 
century of sculpting in Lebanon, 
the Modern and Contemporary Art 
Museum — MACAM — is dedicated 
to preserving and promoting Leba-
non’s cultural and artistic heritage.

In addition to a permanent exhi-
bition, “Panorama of Sculpture,” 
displaying more than 300 sculp-
tures by 115 artists, MACAM is a 
treasure-trove of art history with its 
archives library containing 550 files 
about Lebanese artists.

“We are an educational museum 
and an art research centre,” said 
MACAM’s Founder and Director Ce-
sar Nammour. “We are open to the 
public only three days per week. 
The rest of the week we host entire 
school classes as well as architec-
ture, design and art students. We 
give them a tour of the museum 
and initiate them to art through lec-
tures and workshops.”

In the absence of a Lebanese na-
tional gallery, the factory-turned-
museum provides local artists in 
media — ranging from stone and 
metal to ceramics and wood and 
also installation art — with a plat-
form to showcase their work.

Inaugurated in 2013, MACAM is 
the brainchild of Nammour, an art 
critic and the author of 25 books on 
Lebanese art. He said the idea came 

about when he felt the need to pre-
serve installation art.

“Usually when installation art 
exhibitions are over, the works are 
dismantled. I wanted to conserve 
these pieces and was ready to keep 
them and take care of them,” he 
said.

Nammour soon realised that 
it was necessary to exhibit these 
artworks and as the project took 
shape, the scope was broadened to 
include modern and contemporary 
art, providing a unique opportunity 
to appreciate the significant output 
of modern and contemporary local 
sculptors, ceramicists and installa-
tion artists.

The site in Alita, north of Beirut, 
consists of two huge spaces that 
have kept their industrial feel. Hall 
1 contains installations and Hall 2 
showcases sculptures.

“It is the first museum of con-
temporary art in Lebanon. When 
people come here, I hear ‘WAW’ all 
the time,” he said.

The museum showcases the 
works of reputable artists, including 
the first Lebanese sculptor Youssef 
Houeik, the Basbous Brothers — 
Michel, Youssef and Alfred Bas-
bous — Hussein Madi, Wajih Nahle, 
Zaven Hadichian who is a master 
bronze sculptor, Dorothy Salhab 
Kazemi, the first modern woman 
ceramist in the region, Moazzaz 
Rawda, who started sculpting at 50, 
Ginane Bacho and Boulos Richa, a 
blacksmith who became an expert 
in iron sculpturing. Installation art-
ists Nada Sehnaoui and Adnan Hak-
kani are also featured.

Many of the displayed pieces 
were donated to the museum such 
as the sculptures by Houeik, Mady 
and the Basbous Brothers.

“We receive a lot of donations 
but we also have artists who give us 
their pieces for keeping and conser-
vation,” Nammour said. “We do not 
really care about possessing the art-
works, as long as they are displayed 
and the public can appreciate them. 

Some artists retrieve their works 
and others place them back.”

Sculptures by Houeik, Lebanon’s 
first academic sculptor, and the 
Basbous Brothers, the pioneers of 
modern sculpture in Lebanon, take 
centre stage in Hall 2.

“Here we explain to visitors the 
difference between academic or 
realistic art and modern art,” Nam-
mour said. “In academic art, the 
more you are exact in your repro-
duction the more the work is valid, 
while in modern art we don’t care 
about appearance, it is the psychol-
ogy and the idea of the artist that 
matters.”

Bacho’s “cedars,” sculptured 
out of shrapnel, speaks about the 
physical and psychological dam-

age of the Lebanese war. “Here we 
explain that art does not have to be 
necessarily beautiful; it can be ugly. 
It depends on what the artist wants 
to say,” Nammour said.

For his installation, Hakkani col-
lected soil from 50 villages across 
Lebanon providing a rich palette 
of all tonalities in earthen colours 
from red to blue, green, grey and 
white for his paintings. His works 
break with the academic concep-
tion of colour and reaches out for 
the spiritual, philosophical and ex-
istential dimension in demonstrat-
ing the beauty of soil.

Made with 420 brooms, 
Sehnaoui’s installation “To Sweep” 
reflects the simple daily sweeping 
of one’s home to the more painful 

sweeping after bombardment and 
wars and the sweeping of all sorts 
of bad things such as terrorism, 
poverty and hatred.

To promote art appreciation 
MACAM organises temporary retro-
spective exhibitions that highlight 
prominent local artists. In parallel, 
artists are invited to participate in 
competitions on specific themes 
and prizes are awarded.

MACAM is an absolute treat for 
adults and children alike. The en-
trance fee is $10 per person and 
an additional $13 is charged for a 
guide.
http://www.macamlebanon.org.

Samar Kadi is The Arab Weekly 
Travel and Society sections editor.

MACAM, Lebanon’s first contemporary art museum
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More than 300 
sculptures by 115 
artists are displayed 
permanently at 
MACAM.

Treasure-trove. Metal artwork by Boulos Richa displayed at MACAM museum.                            (Randa Kadi)

Qishla’s conversion from military base to cultural space
Oumayma Omar

Baghdad

T 

en-year-old Hamza Ka-
zem’s eyes sparkled with 
excitement as the boat 
crossing the Tigris in 
the heart of Baghdad ap-

proached the river’s opposite bank 
where the imposing Qishla build-
ing and its landmark clock tower 
stood majestically.

The boy’s interest in Qishla, the 
Ottoman garrison turned into a 
public cultural space, delighted his 
father.

“I have always been keen on 
teaching my children about Iraq’s 
history and heritage. It is not ac-
ceptable that they grow up without 
knowing and appreciating their 
country’s historical places, which 
are unfortunately falling apart be-
cause of neglect and lack of resto-
ration,” said Ribih Kazem, Hamza’s 
father, a university professor.

Qishla, built by the Ottomans in 
1861, was partially restored and 
opened to the public in 2012 pav-
ing the way for the selection of 
Baghdad as the capital of Arab cul-
ture for 2013 by the Arab League. 
The two-storey building was con-
structed to serve as the headquar-
ters of Ottoman forces. In 1868, a 
high tower adorned with a large 
clock was erected in the middle 
of the yard to serve as an alarm to 
wake the soldiers.

During the British mandate in 
the early 20th century, the site 
housed British officers and in 1921 
it held the coronation of King Fais-
al I, the first monarch of modern-
day Iraq. Qishla — Turkish for “bar-
racks” — was later transformed 
into a serail, housing government  
offices. Now, it is known as the 

“old Green Zone,” a reference to 
the Green Zone in Baghdad where 
many government facilities are lo-
cated.

The old garrison turned cultural 
space includes several spacious 
halls that are used for art exhibi-
tions, concerts, theatres, poetry 
readings and cultural debates.

“The place is increasingly be-
coming a popular destination for 
Iraqi families, especially on Fri-
days with more than 3,000 visitors 
from different parts of Iraq. It is 
particularly attractive for intellec-
tuals and lovers of music and po-
etry,” said Qishla’s director Haidar 
Jawad.

“In addition to the cultural at-
tractions, Qishla is popular be-
cause of its historical importance. 
The place has witnessed key events 
that affected past generations and 
it is a source of inspiration for the 
young generation trying to revive 

their heritage through cul-

tural and artistic events,” Jawad 
added.

Taking a tour of the site, one 
comes across artists and intellec-
tuals who are regular visitors of 
Qishla.

“The place is of particular inter-
est for intellectuals for two main 
reasons. First it is close to al-Mu-
tanabbi Street — Baghdad’s re-
nowned historic book-selling hub. 
Second, its gardens hosted many 
demonstrations by Iraqi activists 
and scholars,” said Iraqi cartoonist 
Khudair al-Humairi.

Humairi said he welcomed 
Qishla’s “remake,” which, he said, 
“bestowed” a sociocultural 
dimension that it did 

not have previously.
“The place has a new function 

different from any of the func-
tions it had in the past one and a 
half centuries when it shifted from 
being a garrison for the Ottoman 
troops to a station for British offic-
ers and then a seat of government 
offices,” he said.

“In my capacity as a frequent 
visitor of Qishla, I believe that its 
latest function is the most dis-
tinguished. Its spacious gardens 
provide a unique and free space 
for artists, both professionals and 
amateurs alike, to demonstrate 
their talents,” Humairi said, noting 
that the location was the site of a 
landmark exhibition by the Iraqi 
Cartoon Association on combating 
corruption.

A corner of the garden has 
been allocated for 
“free 

drawing” by amateur artists. It is 
near areas used for art exhibitions 
and cultural performances, includ-
ing singing and folk dance.

Qishla’s restoration project, 
however, has not been fully com-
pleted due to budget restraints. 
MP Faleh Hassan, a member of 
parliament’s tourism committee, 
said more than 300 historic sites 
within Baghdad’s governorate 
need maintenance and restoration 
work.

“The financial crisis that has 
gripped the country since the dra-
matic drop in oil prices has affect-
ed a large number of projects, in-
cluding the restoration of historic 
and ancient sites in the country, 
among them Qishla,” Hassan said.

Former Governor of Baghdad 
Salah Abdul Razzaq said the ini-
tial project previewed transform-
ing some of the Qishla buildings 
into an antique market featuring 
traditional items, paintings and 
rugs, along with Turkish, Iranian, 
Moroccan, Lebanese and Egyptian 
restaurants.

Hamza Kazem said he was hap-
py to visit Qishla in the company 
of his family despite the site’s par-
tial restoration.

“I am dealing with my son the 
same way my father did with me, 
basically introducing him to Bagh-
dad’s heritage through informative 
visits of old quarters and historic 
sites,” Ribih Kazem explained.

“Historical sites should be reha-
bilitated because they constitute 
part of the treasures and culture 
of this country. This is very impor-
tant to the history of Iraq and its 
future as well,” he added.

Oumayma Omar, based in 
Baghdad, is a contributor to the 
Culture and Society sections of 
The Arab Weekly.New function. A view of Qishla cultural centre in Baghdad.          (Oumayma Omar)

Qishla was built in 
1861 to serve as the 
headquarters of 
Ottoman forces.


