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An Eye on the Past
and an Eye on the Present

Mounha Atassi

| chose the title Personal Revolutions for this exhibition.
My knowledge of the life, technical and personal con-
ditions of leading Syrian female artists, whether veteran
oryoung, led me to choose that title. | have close links
and amicable relations with some of them, and | have
followed theirworks over many years. This closeness has
allowed me to witness how they have struggled to prove
their presence in the artistic scene, despite all social
obstacles, to make art their way of thinking and living; a
careerand not just a hobby. All these reasons urged me
to celebrate them as female fighters whereby each one
of them created her own revolution through which she
asserted her human and artistic existence.

By revolution here, | mean a comprehensive revolution
of social, cultural, artistic, scientific and political magni-
tudes; a glowing revolution, constructive and cumula-
tive. It carries within it ambitious and touching human
values as well as transparent and liberal moral meanings
such as passion for art, vitality that motivates research,
drive for relentless pursuit, and feminine sensitivity that
generates an energy which nourishes souls and inspires

artistic production. These women never gave up these
values because they have become a part of the fabric of
thought and self for each one of them. This forces us to
look at them with an admiring eye and say: “How beau-
tiful the brainisand how lovely life iswhenit's a place of
freedom”

Why ‘an eye on the archived past and an eye on the
contemporary present?’

Because every age has its revolution and its rebels,

and because the course of the artistic movement of
Syrian female artists has never been justly addressed
ordocumented. We can also say that this applies to

the entire Syrian artistic movement, which, to date, has
not received adequate study and research. Here, in our
modest research on female artists, represented by the
exhibition and the accompanying texts, we do not claim
complete coverage. But it is a first mandatory step to
explore the realms of Syrian feminine art.

Why ‘an eye on the archive’?

Because thisis the beginning of a story and because
itis a forgotten memory that we must revive so that it
can become a basis for constructing a strong vision of
the role of women and their status on the Syrian artistic
scene. So it can become a starting point through which
we examine and perceive the progress made over
three or four generations of female artists. It has proved
extremely difficult to obtain documents and official pa-
pers covering this chapter of the history of Syrian art. This
has been due to the neglect and lack of cooperation of
official authorities. Thus, we have resorted to the families
and friends of these female artists and to old print ma-
terial and catalogues. We have also collected copies of
old magazines and received documented photos from
some of the artists. Many thanks to them!

Why ‘an eye on female artists exclusively?

Because unfortunately we realised that Syrian female
artists, born in the first half of the 20th century, even the
pioneering ones among them, have not had the same
support, attention and care that the first generation

of male artists enjoyed. This is generally the situation

of women across all careers, despite their continuous
efforts to ascertain their competence. At first, strength-
ening the role of women in art was limited to being a
model for the artist: the mother, the sister, the wife and
the muse. Then itappeared in his topics: the mother,
the farmer, the hard worker, the legend, and an image
of heritage. Later on, she became a symbol: a national
symibol oran icon of liberation.

Why this exhibition now?

Because our female artists have succeeded in accom-
plishing and affirming their presence by insisting on
adopting art as the core of their personal and pro-
fessional life. Itis no longer a ‘hobby’ like it had been
for their predecessors. This persistence expresses a
courageous decision and revolt against what was pre-

viously called the ‘feminine arts. It is worth noting that a
personal revolution cannot prevail but for the surround-
ing social and political changes. The historical chang-
esand eventsimposed a new milieu, which in turn
somehow paved the way to success. These changes

are not necessarily caused by a social revolutionary act
but also by the progress associated with time, such as
the globalisation and its effects, modern technological
global advancement (not least the birth of the Internet)
and innovating social communication media. The latter
has been initself a tangible rebellion against the limited
methods of traditional expression. In our present day,
these communication methods have an effective role
in helping the Syrian female artist attain her goal They
also provide the opportunity for anybody to get to know
herand herwork.

As for the political inference of the title ‘Personal
Revolutions, itis justified through the female artists’
participation, with works that involve a free, conscious
expression of their stand vis-a-vis the events taking place
inacountry thatis their very own.

And finally, it must be made clear that the choice of
focusing on the production of Syrian female artists,
under the title Personal Revolutions does not aim to ad-
dress the subject from solely a gender point of view. It is
because the woman artist has not received proper study
and documentation until late, even in the West. So, what
about her situation in our own communities, which are
overburdened with many worries? \When the art critic
Linda Nochlin was asked in 1970 why there weren't any
important women artists in the past, her answer was:
Because of the way they were treated.

Thus, the objective of this exhibition is to start research-
ing and shedding light on Syrian female artist and
attempt to highlight female experiments throughout
successive generations, along with their various daring
and impactful methods and techniques. In particular,
the development that has taken place in the female
artistic scene during the past two decades should

e demonstrated. Comparison must be made with
previous female artists as well as those whose important
works cannot be remembered, as they were governed
by the circumstances of their time and society.m




Art in the
Feminine Form

Ziad Dalloul

When we look at an artworkin a museum oran art
gallery, we admire the work itself regardless of its origin,
identity or gender. We stand before it and take in its visu-
allanguage and aesthetic and emotional charges, bare
and independent of its creator, whether male or female.

Artistically and scientifically, it is impossible to identify
the difference between artworks produced by men and
women. To engage in such a process is to risk missing
the essence of evaluation and judgment, and leads us
to cling to prejudices and preconceptions. However,
we cannot ignore the real and deep-rooted issue that
has economic, social and historical dimensions and
which has made it extremely rough (@and sometimes
impossible) for female artists to reach the spotlight and
exhibition walls. There has been a painful scarcity of
their presence as equals beside male artists over long
centuries. Society must admit to this injustice and seek
total equality between man and woman. Naturally, this
applies to the Aralbo world too.

We often neglect the artistic role of the female and her
aesthetic taste in establishing and arranging the very first
nurturing environment. We realize the great importance
of childhood in building an artistic sense alongside
cognitive perception and emotional growth. What the
woman (the mother) accomplishes in childhood is the
first alphabet of the philosophy of a later artist, whether
they be male or female: the first colour, the first smell, a
baby's clothes, the colours of the household, the draw-
ings on curtains and cushions, the carpet and the rug, the
hairstyle, nice appearance, a mothers songs, the music of
speech and conversation, an understanding nature...

The artist reverts to their childhood, whichis a main
topicinall arts,and is actuality a return to the environ-
ment of the mother (the woman). A major part of artis

this conscious and creative ‘switching on’ of knowledge
acquired during childhood. It is also a constant search for
that first wonder in front of the visible and the contem-
plative worlds.

I'bring up this subject to confirm the presence and role
of women since time immemorial and throughout

all the stages of life in cultivating and making artistic
creation, and not to justify her enforced albsence from
artistic life in the professional sense.

I don't have enough room to write a brief history of
female artists. But what | can affirm is that during the
last 40 years or more, the female artist, musician, author
and architect has proved her presence in the great-

est museums worldwide and has reaped the most
prestigious literary and artistic awards and built the
greatest architectural edifices. In the field of plastic arts
in particular, female artists stand at the forefront of con-
temporary endeavors and administer leading museums
and galleries and biennials. Some of them have the final
word in critical decisions on cultural policy. We cannot
exclude the Arab woman here because she is present,
eveniflessso,inall these areas.

In our assessment and evaluation of a work of art we
observe its radiance and ability to grasp the dialectic
history of art as well as its potential additions to the artis-
tic creation of a human being. We olbserve all this prior
to reading the name of its creator and discovering its
geographical origin or social environment. The deficien-
cyinfemale presence and representation in the history
of artis a glaring problem although it isn't a criterion for
creative value in its absolute form for the woman.

If the word ‘art’is a masculine noun in Arabic, the Latin
languages and many others, we have only to bestow on
it a bi-gender formulation to confirm the saying of lbn
Arabi: ‘Any name that does not have a feminine form
cannot bereliedon’m




A Study on Feminism

N Syrian Art

Dr. Nagham Hodaifa

If we were to explore the creative spirit of Syrian feminism
in art, with the assumption that creativity has gender
and nationality, we might follow a methodology of think-
ing similar to that adopted by novelist Virginia Woolf at
the start of the 20th century or that adopted by the art
historian Linda Nochlinin the 1970s. The subject of wom-
en and creativity is not limited to particular geographies
or societies: it touches us all.

Woolf's book, A Room of One’s Own (1929), is considered
a major example of feminist criticism. In it, VWoolf con-
cludes that if a female wanted to become a writer, she
should have herown place aswell as a steady income.
This is arguably a simple and obvious conclusion that
could apply to any creator, regardless of gender. How-
ever, the issue becomes more complicated where the
fine arts are concerned. One private room is not enough;
thereis a need for a place independent of the daily living
place. Inart, itis mandatory to master the adaptation of
materials and to possess a thorough knowledge of their
nature and the relevant technical skills. This is why Noch-
lin's seminal essay ‘Why have there been no great wom-
en artists?'(1971) is considered the beginning of women'’s
intellectual intervention in the history of art. Posing the
guestion in this manner creates a controversial situation,

forit seems like it is a matter of fact that there haven't
been great women artists. Similarly, Woolf ponders

over the existence (or lack thereof) of women writers
throughout history and imagines that Shakespeare had
awonderfully talented sister called Judith. What could
have happened to her? In the same manner, Nochlin
guestions what would have happened if Picasso were
afemale. Like many artists who were influenced by

their family environment, Picasso's father Ruiz, a painter
himself and professor of art, had an important role in the
artistic maturity of his son. Nochlin wonders whether
Picasso's father would have shown the same interest in
little ‘Pablita’?' [He did indeed have two real sisters, Lola
and Conchita]. Would he have encouraged her ambi-
tion and driven her towards success? Woolf, on the other
hand, argues that if a woman in the time of Shakespeare
had possessed his genius, her fate would have been
death or madness whereby any woman with a great
talent, born in the 16th century, must have gone mad or
shot herself to death orended herlife in a lone cottage
outside the village; a half-witch feared and mocked by
people. If she were destined to escape that fate, then
everything she wrote would have been influenced by
aworthless and useless alternative resulting in twisted
and distorted writing.?

These are arguments put forth by Western feminist writ-
ers-but howwas the life of a free woman in Baghdad

or Damascus? Arab history cites the names of several
Arab female poets since the Jahiliya' era (the era before
the Prophet Mohammad). To quote the philosopher

lon Rushd from the 12th century: “The state of slavery

on which we have brought up ourwomen has spoilt
their talents and destroyed their mental capacities. A
womanss life goes by just like a plant’s life” Moreover,
already two centuries before, the great poet Al Mutanab-
bi said, without distinguishing between masculinity and
femininity: “The feminine noun of the sun is not a flaw
and the masculine noun of the moon is not an honour”.
Noticeably, feminisation in the Arabic language includes
most adjectives and names and each career has a fem-
inine equivalent, which I do not think is the case in the
English and French languages where I would argue the
described must always be defined in order to specify his/
her gender-career. Often, there is no female equivalent -
asin‘woman-artist’ forexample. There are also still many
constraints that hold back women even in our present
day. Often itisstill required of a woman to give up her
careerand devote herself to her family, and marriage
canremain an obstacle in the way of pursuing a career
path. Arguably, women are taught this from childhood,
as their biological function is enhanced under the domi-
nance of lawand custom.

The question, then, about the scarcity (or absence) of
great women artists, according to Nochlin, is not based
on the nature of individual genius, its absence or person-
al evolution, but, rather, on the institutional, social and
public requirements that bring success. For individual
success, equal opportunities and encouragement from
institutes (such as fine art schools), must be given to
both sexes alongside funding and other support. Hence
the core of this issue is related to the circumstances of
production. Moreover, questioning the existence of great
women artists in this manner questions the concept

of the unappreciated ‘genius artist: art history is full of
stories that glorify the artist, starting with the writings

of Renaissance historian and artist Giorgio Vasari. The
19th century in particular was rich in inventing legends,
aswas the case with Vincent Van Gogh, rejected by
society during his lifetime but regarded as a genius after
his death. The same went for Paul Cézanne, who was
subjected to parental rejection and contempt from
audiences, not to mention his own doubts in hisart.? So
we had better leave behind the world of stories and fo-
cus on observing societal and institutional foundations,
taking into consideration the issue of glorifying the artist
and questioning the number of artists who descended
from families that practiced art.

Art, like many careers in past centuries, was often passed
on from father to son, and from mother to daughter.
Women artists who were encouraged by their artist
fathers or husbands were scarce, though one example
is the Baroque painter Artemisia Gentileschi (1593-1652),
considered one of most important paintersin Italy up
until the 20th century. Importantly, she was also famous
during her lifetime. However, her art was neglected by
critics and historians until recently. Many other female
painters have been forgotten by historians - the art critic
Criselda Pollock suggests this is partially because Euro-
pean art historians had tried to write a universal history
of art, albeit based on a political and historical viewpoint.
This means they were influenced to a great extent by
their mental geography, which in the 19th century
represented the national state’. The history of art, in turn,
reflects the patriotic public aspirations in Europe, where
major art theories were antagonistic towards women*
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However, the period between the end of the 19th
century and the beginning of the 20th was a crucial and
stimulating one, which led to the invention of methods
and concepts that carried liberal dimensions, such as
gender studies (pertaining to social gender) or studies
on global gender and sexual diversity followed by the
emergence of female movements. It should be noted
that women in Europe up until the late 19th century
were banned from receiving any training in art acad-
emies. Forexample, the Academy of Fine Arts in Paris
which, while established in 1648, only opened its doors
towomen in1897. Prior to this, women wishing to study
art had to take private lessons, which could be three

to five times more costly than those offered to male
students. Due to moral codes at the time, women were
also forbidden from that most fundamental practice in
academic drawing: nude models. This was something
their male counterparts were, of course, permitted to do.

Many of these issues relate to art training in Syria too, and
created hindrances for female artists. If we examine the
Syria after the integration of drawing lessons into the
academic curriculum at the beginning of the 20th cen-
tury, we find that females were more active in training in
the field of arts*° Art teaching progressed in the 1930s
in secondary schools and institutes of female teachers,
with a preference to what was then called ‘the feminine
arts' (such as sewing, embroidery and cooking), and the
emergence of women's associations such as ‘Dohat Al
Adab Women's Association’® It is worth noting that the
numlber of girls enrolled in schools in Damascus, Aleppo
and Beirut, especially in public elementary and sec-
ondary schools, started rising from 19387 The number
of female students at Syrian universities however, was
limited in that same year, for example, to 26 females only.
However, the enrolment of females at universities and
schools doubled after Syrian independence®

A tapestry produced by women at Al Sanaye’ Women School in Aleppo, 1931

The dominance of the male way of thinking and the
social reality of those times played a big role, as it had

in the West, starting in the family milieu. We can quote
Ne'mat Al Attar, an art teacher at secondary and pre-
paratory schools in Damascus from 1944: “Ever since |
finished my secondary school studies, | had a strong de-
sire to finish my higher studies in drawing. But prejudice
and lack of encouragement kept me from fulfilling my
desire. Hence, | spent most of my time drawing on my
own, without guidance from anyone. But | did admire
some artists.

To examine the relationship between females and art
in Syria, we must go back to the second half of the 17th
century, during which time there were many female
Armenian artists in Aleppo. These included Hilda Kassis
Ajamian, Maral Haira Bidian and Anahid Shahinian©
[tisalso important to go back to the archives of the
Ottoman state, as a number of those female artists had
studied in Istanbul at the very first school of art for girls
(founded in1864), when the woman left the "‘Haramlek

Handmade bridal broderie and jewelry

forthe atelier’, according to Charbel Dagher!" Students
also travelled to the academies of fine arts in cities such
as Paris and Rome as they sought to focus on artistic
practice away from decorative purposes.

Nevertheless, there isan argument for the great im-
portance of decorative artistic practice, particularly the
Damascene brocade, which was handmade by women
weavers. This is one of most famous handicrafts not just
in Damascus, but also in the world, and dates back more
than 2000 years. We only have to look closely at the
patterns on the fabric worn by the subjects of 13th and
14th century Italian portraits to see how this handicraft
clothed important personalities, as seenin the portraits
of figures such as Giotto Di Bondone and Centile Da
Falbriano. There might still be in Damascus some rare
brocade pieces of art that are as equally important as the
masterpiece The Lady and the Unicorn, a piece of faloric
decorated with pictures dating back to the 16th century
in Europe. Therefore, the whole history of art in the Middle
Eastregion needs to be researched and reviewed.

15
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Gallery of Modern International Art in Damascus.
Opening of Karesly's first solo exhibition in 1965

Arab Cultural Centre in Damascus.
Opening of Karesly's second solo exhibition in 1966

Thus, going back to beginnings is necessary if we are to
form a picture of the artistic production of Syrian female
artists, noting that the names mentioned here are only
examples, because our purpose is not documenta-

tion. We realise what it would take us to go back to the
records of the syndicates, fine art school, Adham Ismail
Centre, Saryan Academy, Fathy Mohamad Centre and
otherinstitutions. However, to narrow it down, one could
argue that the two periods that witnessed the most re-
markable developments in women's artistic movement
were the 1950s and 60s and then, what would appear to
be the richest period in Syrian art: the last 10 years.

The First Exhibitions in Damascus

The fine arts exhibition held at the stadium of Damascus
University in1929 marked the beginning of the presence
of the Syrian female artist in the mainstream, such as
Ramziya Zembarakji, alongside other pioneer artists

like Michel Kurcheh and Tawfik Tarek. Decades later,

the participation of Katherine Masarra, Moutia Shoura
and Zemlbarakjiin the first ‘Al Tajhiz' exhibition in Jawdat
Al Hashimi Secondary School in Damascus (1947) was
considered anotherimportant event. Notably, the par-
ticipating women artists had not studied art atany art
institute and their productions were mainly traditional,
which was in line with the art production of that period.
As such, they were amateurs who were trained by other
artists. Forexample, Zembarakjwas trained by Tawfik
Tarek, together with several other Syrian and Palestinian
artists. Before official art schools were established, it

was a common practice for artists to open their ateliers
to amateurs from both sexes. This complemented the
teaching of art at secondary schools.

The art exhibition of 1950 is considered by many the true
beginning of the state’'s promotion of art and a starting
point for competition among the artists themselves,

as awards were bestowed for the very first time. Since
then, the exhibition has been held on a regularannual
basis and organised by the Directorate of Antiquities and
Museums at the National Museum in Damascus under
the name Autumn Exhibition. The Spring Exhibition,
meanwhile, was held in Aleppo until the year1959 Itis
worth mentioning that female participation was limited
to19 artists only while male participation exceeded 129.
Of the female artists we mention: Munawwar Morelli
(1912-2005) who participated in seven exhibitions since

Igbal Karesly
Mohammad
Qil on canvas, 70 x 50 cm, 1974

Collection of Mohammad Karesly

1951; Eleanora Al Shatti (1913-2006) who participated in
foursince 1951; Igbal Karesly (1925-1969) who also partic-
ipated in four since 1954; Hala Al Kuatly, two exhibitions
iN1956 and 1957 Dorrieh Fakhoury Hammad (1930) and
Bahiya Nouri Shoura, who both participated in 1958

and 1959. Of all the female artists, only one received an
award, with Al Shatti winning second prize in1954. Al
Shatti was an American citizen who studied art in the
USA and contributed to the Syrian art movement after
she arrived in Damascus with her husband in the 1950s

During that period, art associations played a significant
role, such as the Association of Art Lovers and the Asso-
ciation of Syrian Arts. Women marked a presence in the
Syrian Association of Artists for Painting and Sculpture
Artistic activity in Syria expanded by the end of 1959
when the Ministry of Culture and National Cuidance,
art centres and the School of Fine Arts were founded

in Damascus. At the beginning of the 1960s, several
individual exhibitions were held at the Cultural Centre in
Damascus for female artists such as Hala Al Kuatly, Zu-
haira Al Roz, Igbal Karesly, Josephine Tajer, Aline Joferwa,
Mona Al Ostwani and Munawwar Morelli. It should be
noted that many of these artists had completed their
higher art studies at the Academy of Fine Artsin Rome
(including Al Ostwani, Al Kuatly and Dorrieh Fakhoury
Hammad, who also studied at the Beirut Academy

for Fine Arts). The role of foreign female artists, wives of
Syrian artists who had studied abroad, should also be
noted. Those women pursued the study of artand had
an influence on some of their Syrian peers, who then
tried to imitate them by practicing art as a hobby. Those
ladies came mostly from the upper rich classes and
were capable of covering the expenses of that activity
and protected financially by their husbands.®

Damascus also witnessed the inauguration of private
independent art galleries in the early 1960s. The first

was the Gallery of Modern International Art, which was
inaugurated in October 1960 by Mohamad Da'adoush,
at May 29 Street in Damascus. It became an important
platform for female artists such as Violette Abaji in 1961
upon her return from Paris, where she had studied in
the Fine Arts Academy. It also hosted an exhibition of the
self-made artist Igbal Karesly, in 1964.

17
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Artist Dorrieh Fakhoury
Hammad with artists
Mahmoud Hammad,
Louay Kayyali and Taleb
Husni? Rome 1957

Artists get together
1966. Artists Elias Zayat,
Mahmoud Da’doush,
Naseer shoura, Baheya
Shoura, Dorrieh
Fakhoury Hammad,
Mahmoud Hammad
and Italian professor
Guido La Regina

and others

Artist Dorrieh Fahoury
Hammad with
colleagues, Rome, 1955
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Newspaper clippings of Hala Kouatly exhitbions
Source: Hala Al Kuatly: March in the Vastness of Art, 2016
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Dorrieh Fakhoury Hammad
Motherhood
Bronze,13.5x12.5cm, 1963

Collection of Lubna Hammad

Dorrieh Fakhoury Hammad
Auto Portrait
Oil on panel, 34.2 x 25.2 cm, 1950

Collection of Lubna Hammad
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Despite her short life, Karesly's experience isworth
relating. She was born in Damascus and studied in Al
Zabadani, where her father was a principal at one of

the schools. She got married at 15 to a man 30 years

her senior and moved with him to Palmyra, where he
worked. Itis said that her husband was given a house
that used to be inhabited by a French officer,and several

classical portraits were painted on the walls of the house.

Those portraits represented the entrance of Karesly into
the world of art. When her husband ordered some of

the walls be painted over as the nude figures in them
were indecent, she spent all day and night drawing

and painting the Arab dress onto the naked figures, so
they would not be painted over'® She studied art by
correspondence after joining Al Jawahiri Institute in
Egypt from 1956-1958 and then had four solo exhibitions
between 1964 until 1969, the year she passed away. She
also cooperated with Gallery One (founded by Youssef
and Helen Khal) when it opened in Beirut in 1963.

IN1966, the Gallery of Modern International Art held an
exhibition for Asma Fayoumi (1943) following her gradua-
tion from the School of Fine Artsin Damascus. There, her
firstabstract drawings were shown. She was influenced
by Guido La Regina (1909-1995), the Italian professor
who taught art at the faculty of Fine Arts in Damascus
University and was in charge of the Art departmentin
the years between 1965 and 1967, (He returned to Italy
after the June ‘Naksa'). During his years as a teacherin
Syria, La Regina advocated abstract painting as a fun-
damental alternative to obtain an advanced form of art,
which had an effect on many artists at the time. A group
exhibition of abstract drawings by the artists Mahmoud
Hammad, Nassir Shoura and Elias Zayyat was held at

Al Siwan Gallery and inaugurated by Mona Ostwani

in collaboration with Chiyath Al Akhras between the
years1962-1965 at Church Street in the Abu Rummana
neighbourhood.

Asma Fayyoumi

Auto Portrait

Oil on canvas, 40 x 50 cm, 1969
Collection of the artist
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Women artists in the Faculty of Fine Arts

While female artists did participate in the early exhibi-
tions which were organised either by private or public
galleries (or even state-organised exhibitions), their
numbers remained limited compared to those of male
artists. Anyone researching today the personal history
or the artistic production of the female artists whose
names are mentioned here will find great difficulty in
their search due mainly to the inadequate documen-
tation at that period. It should be noted however, that
since the opening of the Faculty of Fine Arts in Damas-
cus, the number of female students comprised one
third of the total number. That numlber increased grad-
ually over time, and we can specify that there were four
females out of 12 students in 1966. They did not pursue
acareerin art, unfortunately, including those who were
wives of some artists, despite studying art and participat-
ing in exhibitions.

At the Academy of Fine Arts in Damascus

Loujaina Al-Assil and Tarek Al Sharif

25
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On the other hand, the Syrian woman proved to e ‘an
inspiration to artists' contributing as a ‘beautiful model’
but ‘ineffective’in the making of a portrait. On the eve-
ning of 20 July 1961, the Gallery of International Modern
Art (AMI) held a contest to elect the Syrian artists' inspira-
tion at Al Charg Restaurant in the city of the International
Fairof Damascus. The jury elected Hala Al Midani, Hala Al
Nabulsi received second prize, while Ghalia Kayali Siba'i
received the third prize. The four centres, Tawfik Tarek in
Damascus, Fathi Mohamad in Aleppo, Subhi Shuaibin
Homs and Suheil Al Ahdab in Hama were designated as
places of painting [the most inspiring women elected].
The pressin Syria, Egypt and Lebanon dwelled upon the

‘inspiration’: Forexample, Sabah el Kheirmagazine, wrote:

‘Her eyes are the colour of the sea... her hair is like silk
thread (.) The Syrian commmunity and its artists were pre-
occupied with the beauty of the contestants: who was
the most beautiful and inspirational among them” The
artists rushed enthusiastically to produce portraits. Then,
acommittee of critics chose the best works. Fifty-two
portraits made by 48 artists were chosen. Only two of
these were female: Igbal Karesly and Hala Al Kuatly. Al
the chosen portraits were displayed in an exhibition that
proved very popular in Damascus and Aleppo (taking
place between 3 January1961and 14 January 1962).8

Election of Syrian
artists inspiration

Contenders in the contest
of electing Syrian artists inspiration

The exhibition Female artists from the Syrian Arab
Republic, organised on the occasion of International
Women's Year by the Ministry of Culture and National
Guidance at the Arabic Cultural Centre in Damascusin
July1975, was perhaps one of the most important exhi-
pbitions for women at the time. It could have also been
thefirst of its kind, although a similar exhibition was held
at the same time in Cairo, entitled Ten Egyptian Female
Artistsand was the firstwomen's exhibition to be sup-
ported by the Egyptian Government. It was held in the
Arab Socialist Gallery in the time of Camal Abdel Nasser
and Anwar Sadat. That same year, the first conference on
fine arts in the Arab world was inaugurated in Damas-
cus. Concepts of originality and modernity were dis-
cussed as well as the prerequiisites for creativity19 At the
time, it was quite remarkalble that the artistic movement
started orientating itself towards national problems that
the Arab nations had gone through after the ‘Naksa' The
artists were committed to the concept of genuineness
and the patriotic attitude in art. That commitment was
naturally reflected in the works of many women artists
such as Fayoumi, Hind Zalfa (1942) and Leila Nseir (194]1).
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Catalogue cover of Women Artists from
the Syrian Arab Republic exhibition at
the Arab Cultural Centre in Damascus, 1975
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Leila Nseir exhibition catalogue at
Arab Cultural Centre in Damascus, 1972

One of the issues that constituted an obstacle to women
in continuing their careers in fine arts, particularly in the
1970s, 80s and up to the beginning of the 21st century,

is directly linked to work conditions, both financial and
spatial. This applied also to male artists. It rarely hap-
pened that a Syrian female artist was able to make her
career in art the main axis of her life, to research, develop

Artists Leila Nseir, Nazir Nabaa, Milad Shayeb
and Mahmoud Hammad

Name sign and message notes on Leila Nseir's house door
in Latakia. Image courtesy of poet and artist Monzer Masri

and gain her living. In addition, with the nonexistence of
an atelier, she would at best dedicate a room in herown
house. Leila Nseir recounts how hard it was for her as a
woman to lead a free life in Damascus and the difficul-
ties she encountered in order to rent her own place for
painting. It was for this reason that she eventually left
Damascus and went back to her birthplace, Latakia,
where this was possible.
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Artist Leila Nseir
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Laila Nseir

Untitled

Mixed media, 37 x 27 cm
Collection of Atassi Foundation

Nseir's experience is one of the rare Syrian artistic expe-
riences; art has been her obsession since she graduated
from the faculty of Fine Arts in Cairo in 1964 and until this
day, she continues with her art production unabated.
Herworks are centred on the daily life of ordinary people
and male and female features converge in her portraits.

She draws shapes with a single clear and confident line
through which she defines the picture, with little colour,
implying sometimes a fading away of shapes. Her works
fluctuate between the entire presence of the body

and the details of the face which appears to be alone
and very near so that it occupies the whole space of the
painting.

Laila Nseir

Untitled

Mixed media, 37 x 27 cm
Collection of Atassi Foundation
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Shalabiya lbrahim (1944) is unique with herinnate
finesse in drawing. Ever since her solo exhibitionin the
gallery of the Arabic Cultural Center in Damascusin1971
she has maintained characteristics and elements that
lend herwork a clear identity. Myths and popular tales
inspire her subjects and she focuses on handling the
feminine body as a material for artistic composition, of-
ten through a tendency towards simplification by using
lines and colour spaces. The source of herinspiration is
the worlds and memories of her childhood, particularly
the Delta on the shore of the Nile River and the tales and
myths told by grandmothers.

Artist Shalabiya Ibrahim

Artist Shalabiya Ibrahim
with husband Nazir Nabaa

Shalabiya Ibrahim

Untitled

Watercolour on carton 48 x 35cm
Collection of Atassi Foundation

Shalabiya Ibrahim

Untitled

Pastel on carton 77 x 57 cm, 1991
Collection of Atassi Foundation

33



34

With Laila Muraywid (1956) the artistic production
revolves firmly around the woman. Her works take on a
social dimension by defying the prevailing norms and
social controls that restrict women. Her visual work is
characterised by its boldness and dissimilarity with the
mainstream in the field of art. If one concentrates on

her artistic production, one finds oneself looking ata
production that is far from a smooth single surface or
even a product of a single technique. Rather, we are
presented with a blend of different media, techniques
and materials that are transformed by Muraywid's hand
into soft dough that is receptive to anything she wishes
to add. Herwork does not reveal itself except to a viewer
who is willing to focus on detail and look closely. It's only
then that mysterious and intimate realms, torn between
infatuation and the forbidden, particularly through the
relation between sculpture and the nude body and light
arerevealed. There s, in the core composition of Muray-
wid's work, something similar to a ‘mantra’ and a secret
where valuable things are preserved, as they need time
to be absorbed because they are not revealed at first
glance. Muraywid's addressing the subject of women

is not recent, however, and it has defined her path from
the beginning, starting after her first visit to the Tate in
London in 1976 where the scarcity of the works of female
artists was noticeable in the museum at that time. Ques-
tioning her fate as “an artist and a woman” was the rea-
son she published a theoretical research paperin 1981

entitled ‘Women Artists Since the Renaissance to Today’
in which she discussed several questions related to the
reasons that permitted only a small number of women
to take up art as a career. She provided examples from
the history of art in Europe, Latin America and Asia.?®
There she outlined how the presence of womeninart
had witnessed a radical change since the 1970s due to
liberation movements and the struggle to gain access to
basic rights, especially in the United States and Europe.
Female identity and the social role of women became
essential topics; the field of art included. The works of
women artists during that period took on an ideological
dimension and shed light on the concepts of differenc-
es between the two sexes and equality in rights. Many
times, the body was used as a means of expression, as
evidenced in the work of practitioners such as Carolee
Schneemann, Yoko Ono and Marina Abramovic.

The attitude towards creative women has evolved
significantly in the past three decades. Their works have
been increasingly acquired by museums, more and
more exhibitions in the third millennium affirmed the
female role such as WACK! Art and the Feminist Revo-
fution’in the USAIn 2008 and ‘Elles’at the Pompidou
Centerinthe French capital in 2009, In recent years, we
note a remarkable change, especially in academic and
institutional circles, towards the appreciation of women
artists and according them the place they deserve in the
history of art.”'

Covers of various issues of Al Hayat Al Tashkilya
(the Ministry of Culture’s art publication)
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RETROSPECTIVE OF FINE ARTS IN SYRIA 1iI
From the sixties 't theend ®fthe twentieth-century

w,

Catalogue cover: Retrospective of Fine Arts in Syria Il
from the sixties to the end of the twentieth century.

Damascus Capital of Arab Culture 2008

Damascus and the Contemporary Period

As mentioned earlier, the Syrian Fine Arts scene has
observed a remarkable change in the artistic milieu, in
particular that of the young generation, during the last
10 years. This rebellious artistic spirit was strengthened
with the break out of the bloody events witnessed by
Syria since the year 2011. Young female artists have now
become anintegral part of the history of the contempo-
rary fine arts movement. Many factors have contributed
to this change as social and institutional conditions that
sponsored and encouraged artistic creativity became
available. A new market and an unprecedented interest
in young artists freshly graduated from the Faculty of
Fine Arts have also emerged.

We should mention here the prominent role undertak-
en by the French Cultural Center in Damascus through
exhibitions dedicated to Fine Arts graduates, along-
side other individual exhibitions that the centre held
fora number of young artists. Moreover, some private
galleries such as Ayyam have made individual contracts
unparalleled in the Syrian cornmunity with young artists
and raised the price of paintings considerably. In addi-
tion, the independent art group All Art Now provided
the space and opportunity fora number of young peo-
ple wishing to experiment with new ideas in the field

of contemporary art. Artistic activities sponsored by the
state developed, including those celebrating Damascus
as the Capital of Arabic Culture in 2008. These featured
a revival of the show Plastic Art Memory in Syria as well
as several exhibitions (documented in printed cata-
logues) that represented all the stages that Syrian fine
art had gone through since the time of its pioneers to
the present time of the young generation. This required

group collaboration by the government, private galleries
and individuals. The fittingly titled (and final iteration)
Revival of Plastic Art Memory in Syria, then, featured the
participation of more than 40 artists and delivered a
panorama of Syrian contemporary fine arts. However,
the number of participating female artists was very small
compared to the numlber of male artists.

Political affairs remain the strongest stimuli for discus-
sions surrounding social and political changes in the
region. Since the Arab Spring, institutions that support
Syrian artists have seen light and provided sponsorship
and funding, whether through interested owners of art
galleries and workshops, or by securing work places for
artists in several cities like Beirut and Berlin, such as the
Art Residency in Aley, Lebanon.

Here, reference should be made to the independent,
not-for-profit Atassi Foundation, recently established in
the wake of the current events in Syria. This foundation
is based on a long history of cooperation with the most
reputed Syrian artists starting from the year1986; when
Mouna Atassi founded the Atassi Gallery in Syria. This
fact also indicates the role of the female who supports
art. Atassi organised a considerable numlber of art exhi-
pbitions in addition to acquiring a sizeable collection of
artworks. Anyone researching Syrian art must refer to this
valuable and historical collection.
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Today, one could argue that we could observe an un-
matched self-commitment of female artists to devote
themselves to art and pursue its path as an existentialist
justification. This is reflection of a genuine desire to follow
a certain methodology and a clear artistic course as the
female artist's production is not merely an aesthetic

and expressive condition but an effort to establish a
harmonious project related to both her life and herart.
This incentive is free from external factors even though
they do play a big role (the difficulties associated with
providing an atelier and the economical situation are the
greatest obstacles in the way of creativity till our present
day). It cannot be denied that artistic success requires a
personal struggle and continuity.

If we review the works of contemporary female artists,
we notice the diversity of their productionsin all possible
means of drawing, sculpture, etching, photography,
collage, visual photography, photomontage, physical
performance, conceptual art, and video, live shows and
digital art. Itis hard to restrict their work within any par-
ticular frame or theme. We also notice boldness in their
work and confrontation of what is taboo. The examples
in the current Syrian scene are numerous and varied and
female artists make up a basic and effective element.
Here, we should mention the works of Leila Nseir, Hala
Faisal, Laila Muraywid, Buthayna Ali, Sara Shamma, Iman
Haslbani, Diana Al Hadid, Reem Yassouf, Nour Asalia,
Heba Al Akkad, Itab Hreylb, Bana Safar, Madonna Adib,
Alina Amer, Ysameen Fanari, Reem Al Ghazi, Ola Ab-
dallah, Loujaina Al Assil, Randa Maddah, Shada Safadi,
Nagham Hodaifa, Azza Abo Rabieh, Sulafa Hijazi, Hiba Al

Ansari, Bissane Al Charif, Khadija Baker, Nisrine Boukhari,
Diala Brisly and others that we cannot mentionin this
text without turning it into a statistical encyclopaedia.
We shall look closely at some of their works and exam-
ples of theirvisual vocabulary that stems from the lived
sensory, visual, esoteric and mental memory and the
amassing of memories; childhood memories. Deriving
subjects from memory involves an extraction of an
intimate part of the artist's self, which, in turn, is reflected
inour collective memory.

Ina Syrian household, a mother tells stories during the
long nights and stops at a certain moment so as to
continue the story the next day. This interruption rouses
athrillin the child to continue the story. It is the yearn-

ing to the realm of stories that has accompanied Iman
Hasbani since childhood. She embodies it in making an
interactive performance, Tell Me a Story (2014), where she
sitsin a chair, blindfolded, with a mirror in front of her. She
comibs her hair continuously with a wooden comb that
belonged to her mother. Beside her, there isan empty
chair for whoever wishes to sit near her and tell a story
from memory. Hasbani says: ‘In that comb there isa
memory of the stories that my mother used to tell while
combing my hair. The dress is an image of my mother's
dress” The other person sits down and tells a story. The
voice is not the mother’s voice but that of the storyteller.
The voice s lived by listening only. The story is new and
private, itis not retold and it ends with the end of the
story telling and the performance. It can only be remem:-
bered via memory. The time of vision differsin front of a
picture, or a sculpture.

We stop here in front of a cluster of faces, embalmed
with transparent resin and hands covered with black
see-through fabrics, done by Nour Asalia. According to
her, sculpture is associated primarily with the nature of
the material used as well as the sense of it. Her emotion-
al background is charged by inner memory. Her works
represent the immortalisation of a certain moment; an
attempt to preserve an eternal state of the shape as a

resistance against human fragility and the easiness of its
passing away. “The emotional motivation of my works

is memories from my childhood directly connected to
my father's work in mummifying birds and animals,”
says Asalia. "My father also used resin to embalm small
creatures like scorpions and butterflies. However, the
material was not totally transparent or pure. | renember
how he used to display it to me in the sun so that the
body would appear more clearly. Thus, light had a big
role inillustrating the shape, as is the case in the series
Memory'.

As s the case of Asalia and Hasbani, the world of mem-
ories and personal stories is manifested in the works of
several female artists. It suffices to see the work closely

Azza Abo Rebieh
Hindmost
Mixed media on carton, 70 x 100 cm, 2014

Collection of Atassi Foundation

and search for the source of the picture. With the femi-
nine time sequence, the stories are inexhaustible. They
are related to a grandmother’s blouse as in Nagham
Hodaifa's paintings as well as the constant presence of a
mother's picture as in Shada Safadi's collection of works.
The topic of these works, even though it drowns into the
self, intersects with others, it being human testimony.

In the collection of works of Azza Abo Rebieh, accom-
panied by a text originating from lived memory, we
observe one of the stories of war, destruction, arrests and
arememlbrance of the place where the ‘female ogre’
takes her little ones and flies to another safer space. In
another space, drawn by Reem Yassouf, a swallow flies
by and we see a kite in the hand of a child where the
dream is manifested. The horizon becomes very light,
as seen from a window in a demolished house in the
village of Ain Fit, one of the occupied villages in the Golan
Heights in the South West of Syria. A video by Randa
Maddah shows her cleaning the floor of her house in an
attempt to create order in the midst of tragedy and de-
struction. Women are pioneers in video art production
and this also applies to the Syrian Fine art scene. Some
examples must be noted such as the works of Bissane
Al Charif and Nisrine Boukhari, Khadija Baker, Madonna
Adiband Alina Amer.

Despite the fact that many works of art in the contem-
porary Syrian scene deal with the bloodiness of current
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events to the extent of direct expression sometimes, the
artistic vision however usually stems from the individual
memory of each artist and his/her reaction to reality. Art
might be a means of protest, an expression of interaction
with the current events, and a documentation of the
eventwhose source is the daily tragic scene. Sense and
human conscience instinctively condemn the absurdity
of warand destruction and this could lead to an ideo-
logical commitment to the event and the nature of the
situation forcing everyone, in one way or another, to ad-
here to a moral commmitment towards what is happen-
ing. The picture then becomes a means of expressing a
political stance and art becomes a way of conveying the
idea. There are many diverse works of art in the actual
Syrian artistic scene, such as the works of Hibba Al Ansari
or Sulafa Hijazi's sarcasm of the dominance of physical

masculinity and her military uniforms sewn from the
skulls and souls of people. In addition to that, the emer-
gence of feminine movements like ‘Estaygazat’, which
talks about the body, sex and gender. The particularity
of handling these topics by female artists lies within a
violentemotional expression causing a shocking impact
on a male culture society. Men, unlike women, are not
negatively affected.

We are in need of a holistic vision through holding ob-
jective and retrospective exhibitions that provide us with
the opportunity of having a larger and more specialised
historical outlook on the presence of female artists and
their roles in art. Some common characteristics might
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Pablitais the feminine name of Pablo Picasso, a personality imagined by Linda Nochlin. Cf. Linda Nochlin, “Why have there been no
greatwomen artists?’ ART news, 69/9, January 1971, p. 22-39, 67-71.

Virginia Woolf, A Room of One's Own, London, Hogarth Press, 1931,
Linda Nochlin, op. cit, p. 67 sq.

Jacqueline Lichtenstein et Griselda Pollock,'Criselda Pollock: Féminisme et histoire de l'art, débat avec Jacqueline Lichtenstein”,
Perspective, La Revue de ['INHA, 4/2007 (Etude de genre et I'histoire de 'art), p. 568-584.

Kirsten Scheid and Octavian Esanu, The Arab Nude: The artist as awakener, Beirut, The American University of Beirut, 2016, p. 75.
See:"Jami'yat Dohat al-Adab al Nisa'iyah’,in al-Thaqafa al-Sdriya journal issue 9, Apr. 15,1934, p. 916-918.

Kirsten Scheid, “The Drawing Lesson-Cenesis of an Artistic Field”, in Painters, Picture-makers, and Lebanon: Ambiguous Identities in
an Unsettled State (dissertation), Princeton University. Department of Anthropology, 2005, p.79-108.

To know the quantitative number of students at Syrian schools and universities, see: “Nabtha tarikhiya (al-jumhuriya al-Striya)’,
Hawliya al-thagafa al- arabiya, (Historical Brief-Syrian Republic-Annual of Arabic Culture), issue no.1,January1,1949, p. 76-87.

Tarek Al Sharif, “al-Fananat al-nisa’ fi al-qutr al-arabi al-stri” (Women artists in the Syrian Arab Republic), Majalat al-hayat al- tashkiliya
(The Artistic Life), issue no. 5, December1,1981, p. 28.

We can refer to the artist Jean Carzou (Karnik Zouloumian) (Aleppo 1907 - Perigueux “Dordogne” France 2000). His family worked

in photography and his mother was one of the first females who practiced photography and she comes from Harriton Touloumian
family. We believe in the importance of conducting a serious research about the Armenians and Aleppo at the beginning of the pre-
vious century and that requires mastering the Armenian language as a significant part of what was written was in Armenian. Then

a field study should be conducted. The names of Armenian female artists can be found in the text of the article by Maya Al Rahaby,
‘al-Mar’a fi al-mashhad al-thagafi al-sari” (Woman in the Syrian Cultural Scene), on ‘Musawa'welbsite, Centre of Women Studies.

Charbel Dagher, “al- Unutha al-muhajaba fi al-tashkil al-arabi” (Veiled femininity in Arabic art), in Tashkil al-funun, issue 25, January
2003.

exist between artists who were born in the same place
with a similar vision of reality. But we believe that itis

not possible to confer on art the quality of patriotism
because experiences are individual and the history of
artis rich with examples that indicate the importance
of individuality in creativity. The essence of real creativity
is based on fleeing from familiarity and frames. This
essence is boundless and sexless. It can neither mix with
biology nor distinguish between male and female. Itisa
symbol of freedom and universality.m
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Art in Daily Life

The artist and photographer, Odile Demonfaucon, was
born in Versailles, France, in1955. She studied art at the
Higher National College of Fine Arts in Paris and later re-
ceived a Diploma for Higher Studies in Ethno Aesthetic
studies from the Sorbonne University under the supervi-
sion of Professor ‘Louis Boudra' Her thesis entitled ‘Water
Urnsin Syria’ was very informative about the Syrian
South and the suburbs of Damascus. She lived in Syria
between the years1978 and 1986 when she returned to
France. She neverstopped her long term visits to Syria,
and she resided there intermittently until 20T1.

The artist Demonfaucon says: ‘During my residence in
Syria to prepare my specialization thesis, | wandered

all over the country, from the north east to Houran and
the Syrian south; | also went to the countryside of Hama
and Aleppo and lived with the nomads. | was fascinat-

ed with the women's crafts and the power and beauty
of their achievements and that's why | started photo-
graphing. The crafts of those women, whether building
brick walls and decorating them, painting tattoos,
making urns and weaving rugs and fabrics and many
more handicrafts, were all very strongly connected and
related. Through those creative abilities, they conveyed
to us the fragrance of the entire history of the region. We
can say that these brave women who welcomed me
with all the hospitality, generosity and joy were artists in
every sense of the word”

During the year1979 and while she was in Syria, her
brother, the Christophe Demonfaucon, born in 1962,
visited herthere and photographed many works done
by women and male engineers. We find here some of
these pictures.m
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Loujaina Al Assil with collegues
from the Academy of Fine Arts

. arts centres in Syria. By the beginning of the 1970s, they

A O u t Sy r | a n were able to join the Faculty of Fine Arts. This led to the

creation of a generation of academic female artists, who
. possessed the potential and the skill in painting, and a
continuous production of artworks emerged. Special
e | I I a e rt | S t S and diverse artistic personalities, each of whom contrib-

uted to the growth, structure and subsequent identity of
the ‘Syrian artistic atelier, materialized.

Ree m AI Kh ati b It should be noted here that the political and social

contexts that prevailed during this period cannot be set
aside, in so far as they shaped the studies and subse-
quent artistic characters of this generation of artists.
These include the 1967 war, the political changes of 1970,
the subsequent 1973 war, the upheavals of the 1980s
right through to the more stable period of the 1990s
and, of course, the Syrian war today. These social chang-
es have been strongly reflected in theirworks, especially
those practicing in the 1960s and the early 1970s, when
their pursuit of audacity and their rebellion against the
prevailing values and social taboos became apparent.

The founding female artists of Syria followed the path of

“ dsd a
Roa S O nOt en art steadily and unwaveringly, despite the many difficul-

ties they faced. This was accomplished by the dedicated
W h ere th ey StO p, foa d S refining their talents both through academic studies

aswell as the passionate and tireless practice of their

ale Crea te d as We ke e p art-the latter being the key to self-realisation and the

creation of a personal artistic identity. It is these pioneer-

0 n
WAa | k| N g onN th em .. ing women who have forged the path for today's artists,

and have asserted their strong presence on the Syrian
Werner Sprenger, artscene.

Alles ist 'Jetzt’ ist Alles Towards the end of the 1950s and the beginning of the
1960s, female artists began studying in ateliers and fine

Loujaina Al Assil with collegues
from the Academy of Fine Arts
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The topics of this generation's works varied between
painting the local environment and nature and personal
and private subjects and styles with highly distinctive
techniques. Reference must be made to the growing
role of the official interest in plastic arts in Syria in general
and also to that played by private art galleries, who
supported the many experiments of female artists and
helped them to set up solo exhibitions. One Must also
mention the arts critics who followed and wrote about
this growing part of the Syrian arts scene and docu-
mented the works and exhibitions of the female artists
who were at its forefront.

All these aforementioned factors contributed to the
emergence of several artists who we now recognise

as pioneers, forexample but not limited to: Laila Nseir,
Hind Zalfa, Durriya Faknoury, Igbal Karesly, Hala Al Kuatly,
Asma Fayyoumi, Khalisa Hilal, Greta Alwani, Duha Kodsi,
Shalabiya lbrahim, Zuhaira Al Roz, Amal Mraywid, Emily
Farah, Shireen Mulla, Laila Mraywid, Hala Mahayni, Lu-
jaina Al Aseel, Italb Hreib, Hala Al Faisal, Sawsan Jalal and
Arpina Foskian.

In the following text, | would like to highlight the features
of some of their experiments:

Asma Fayyoumi

‘In the beginning, | drew abstract portraits. | wanted to
construct different abstract shapes and try to get close
to music through various colour notes. My art used to
be abstract, and then the faces of mothers and children
started appearing in my works!”

The works of Asma Fayyoumi are based on a pictorial
language with its own vocabulary and configurations.
She uses solid vertical lines that intersect with other
horizontal or curved ones. They might turn into wild lines
forming faces rich with expressions, overflowing with
feelings and emotions and hands that twist and sway
sweetly. Often, the other parts of the body fade away as
they merge into other elementsin the portrait.

Fayyoumi relies on a particular formulation for her
paintings by which she mostly draws with black or dark
colours, with some color blocks which at times seem to
overlap with each other, broken like rocks. She imbues
them with an immensely emotive dimension by the
drawing eyes of different sizes and expressions. Itis as if
she wants us to open our eyes to the inside of her artistic
world, built from tangled lines; a world that resembles a
city filled with arches and windows and houses, strong
structures stretched over the whole canvas.

The faces seem a part of the very falbric of the painting;
asif the canvas represents a land teeming with faces,
sometimes round and other times elongated. They are
the faces of women and children that the artist draws
with intimacy and in unity with the earth; as if she had
brought them over from ancient Syrian legends. Other
elements come into this configuration too, such as birds,
fish and other symbolic elements.

Fayyoumiworks mostly in oil and acrylic on canvas but
sometimes resorts to collage with threads and paper
thatare compatible with the special fabric used in her
portraits. She then paints using colour grades, whereby
she makes use of the expressive significance of colourin
order to enhance a particular emotional state that she
wishes to convey. The thickness of the colour and the way
itisapplied (with a brush or a knife) are harmonious with
heremotional bursts, making her artistic portraits seem
like poems brimming with sensations and feelings.

Bornin Ammanin 1943 Fayyoumi graduated with the
second batch from the Faculty of Fine Arts in Damascus
iN1966. Later, she worked as an interior decorator for
Syrian Arab Television for 35 years. She has held several
solo and group exhibitions in Syria and abroad.

Artist Assma Fayoumi
at her studio
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Asma Fayoumi
Untitled

5]

Acrylicon Canvas, 122 x182cm

Collection of the artist
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Shalabiya Ibrahim

“When | start working and entering into the realm of the
imagination, the world becomes affectionate and filled
with angels. It becomes a world without sins and evils.
When | start painting, | become affectionate and trans-
parent. | take from legend, but my imagination liberates
me from it and the two of them march together. Imag-
ination does not impose logical or scientific conditions
on the shape or movement of the body; imagination is
freer, it lies outside the frame of conditions’”

The artist Shalabiya lbrahim uses this ‘dreamy woman'
as a basic element in most of her paintings. Her body
appears free, full of life, soaring smoothly in space,
surrounded by placid creatures like birds, swans, fish
and horses, amongst plants and flowers. It is as if the
artist dwells inside a private paradise, the paradise of the

Collection of
Shalabiya Ibrahim

East, swaying and dancing to some enchanted melodly.
Ibrahim’s work seeks to synthesize the integration be-
tween humankind and nature and the characters in her
portraits live in a magnificent cosmic dream.

In her portraits, woman appears as the Venus of the
East, nude and translucent. We can even see her hand
through the other hand. The viewer gets mixed up
between reality and the fanciful stories of the Nile and
its bride, which the artist's father would often relay to her
asachild. lbrahim re-formulates the myths that she has
stored in her memory in a simplified spontaneous style,
where man is sometimes present to be with woman

in the bliss of her dream paradise. It is the spontaneity
that great artists like Matisse and Picasso had always
sought. In fact, just as Picasso worked to formulate a
spontaneous line, so too Ibrahim seeks to draw with a
child’s free and impulsive imagination; an imagination
unhindered by rules or boundaries.

To quote the artist Nazeer Nabaa (and lbrahim'’s hus-
band): ‘Despite the passage of time, | still emember the
movement of her hand over the papers that | offered
her as a gift, after seeing her paint on the walls of her
country house. Perhaps, she had previously drawn on
the sands of the Nile or the dust of the road. The move-
ment of her hand was as free as that play, as genuine as
that first smile”.

Maybe lbrahim'’s works contain this unique and partic-
ular quality precisely because she did not study artinan
academic way, which provided herwith a freedom from
the rules and frames that might limit and bind the artist.

Shalabiya lbrahim was born in Jazi, Egypt in 1944. She
left when she got married and spent most of her life

in Damascus. While she remained loyal to her place

of birth, fromn Damascus she picked up elements that
reminded her of her village, such as the pigeons, plants,
the sky and moon. She started drawing in 1961 and went
on to become a prominent name in the Aralb and Syrian
plastic arts field. She became known for her ability to
draw the poetry of Nizar Qabbani in her special way. She
alsoillustrated a book by Zakaria Tamer as well as a big
collection of books using various techniques to execute
her portraits like water colors, acrylic, oil and batik (paint-
ing by wax on silk). she started exhibiting in 1970 and she
still paints till now.

Shalabiya Ibrahim

Auto portrait

Oil on canvas, 45 x 45 cm, 1983
Collection of the artist
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Hala Mahayni

“What | draw is not something definite; itis a new vision
of a number of things that | see and always think about.
| make them available in the way | want and they rep-
resent a special vision. Itis not a summary, but ratheran
internal integration of what is visible. What | draw is not a
natural view; it's a wide world filled with colours, a place
where the inner self and the soul feel comfortable”

Hala Mahayni draws on her abundant stock of pictures
of houses and views of the Damascus countryside,
which she had always painted in watercolours alongside
her mentor Naseer Shoura, the pioneer of Syrian Impres-
sionism (they also exhibited togetherin1978). Mahayni
draws, shapes and drafts places based freely on her
memory. She loads her paintings with worries and huge
sentiments; as if emnbodying a saying by Al Mutanabbi
“Worried as if the wind was below me” Itis as if the wind
was blowing the colours on the surface of her portrait at

noon, as light has a major presence in her portraits, mMak-
ing reds glow, yellows bright and blues clear as the sky.
She rebuilds and reconstitutes her visual stock of forms
so that masses and colour spaces appear in equilibrium,
flowing over the surface of the canvas in harmony, like
an epic musical recital, so much so that we can almost
‘hear the sound of their delightful colours.

We seldom find visible lines or details in Mahayni's
portraits. Her works are based on hidden geometry,
with a balance between shape, space and void. To draw
a two-dimensional portrait she draws things not as she
sees them, but as she feels them. It looks as if everything
in herworld is mobile, diverse, and full of contradiction.
The lightisinspired by the glowing light coming from
the stained glass windows that she had always contem-
plated in Damascene houses. She evokes the colours

of the flowers of those houses and their gardens, full of
plants and citrus trees, allowing us to inhale their smell
without seeing them. By working in oil, she can evoke
the harmony between bright translucency and viscosity.
She reconstructs buildings, plants and rocks with config-
urations adjacent to each other, in order to resemble the
alignment of the houses at the foot of Mount Qasion.

By drawing places in the way she does, she deftly con-
veys to us an image of a world full of sensations. Mahayni
was born in Damascus in 1947 and graduated from the
faculty of Fine Arts with specialization in interior architec-
ture in1970. She exhibited inside and outside Syria and
she still practices drawing daily.

Hala Mahayni

Untitled

Oil and mixed media on carton,
46 x60cm, 2000

Collection of the artist
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Loujaina Al Assil

‘My passion s illustrating children’'s books... For many
years, | have felt that | wanted people to love and appre-
ciate the portraits in children’s books just like they do ‘ar-
tistic' ones. | cannot describe the joy and childish passion
that overcomes me when | start drawing pictures fora
new book. Itis exactly like a child eager to browse their
new book. | am proud to say out loud: | am an illustrator
of children’'s books”

Lujaina Al Aseel has coloured the lives of several gener-
ations of children and contributed in broadening their
imaginations through painting and designing many
characters and illustrations in children's books. Her work
in ‘Oussama Magazine  had a great impact on her from
the start. She drew and participated in designing the
identity of the magazine in1970. She had approached
the magazine by chance, without realizing that her
passion lay therein, and that this particular work would

Lujaina Al Aseel

Untitled

Mixed media on carton, 39 x 57
Collection of the artist

transform the course of her life entirely. WWhen one of its
writers, Adel Abu Shanab, asked her to create a two-
page illustration for the magazine, she fell in love with
the work and went on to become the art supervisor of
many Arabic books for children.

Al Aseel bases the design of her characters and their
realms on her local environment. She invents and draws
charactersin a simplified formation, which gives them

a nicely impulsive quality. Her paintings come from a
place of honesty and innocence, giving her work its
particularly effortless appearance, and making the work
look easy. But in fact, many artists are not able to do the
same. Al Aseel gives her characters Arabic characteristics
and features and the colours and tones of her drawings
reflect the sun and the colours of a world that is famil-
iar to us. In doing this, she has changed the identity of
children'sillustration, transforming it from something
considered commercial work into a higher art form.

Lujaina Al Aseel

Untitled

Mixed mdia on carton, 30 x 50
Collection of the artist

BOLOGNA
LLUSTRATORS
EXHIBITION '

DREDS OF TABLES

Artist Loujaina Al Assil
at the Bologna lllustrators Exhibition

Herwork is based on her experience in the field of plastic
art, for she was mentored by the artist Nazem Al Ja'afari
at the Adham Ismail Center for four years. She became
skilled in drawing bodies in charcoal and was one of the
early graduates from the Faculty of Fine Arts (from where
she graduated in 1969 with a specialization in interior
architecture). Born in Damascus in 1946, to this day, Al
Aseelworks on her children's book illustrations across
Syria and other Arab states. She has held many exhibi-
tions of her oil paintings and the books she has illustrat-
ed inside and outside Syria.
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Itab Hrieb

Untitled

Mixed media on canvas, 80 cm
Collection of the artist

Itab Hreib

‘I draw with my emotion and when I do, 'min love, as if
itis thefirst time. | draw every day and at any time and
place. | resorted to watercolours because they satisfy
that urgent need. While teaching, | used to say to my
pupils: Are you afraid of the colour? Be bold! The waterc-
olour needs boldness and freedom”

The richness of Itab Hreib's spatial memory is reflected
in the surface of her portraits. Her eyes soaked up the
beauty of nature in many Syrian towns and villages
because of her father's work, which saw the family move
around Syria fairly frequently. As a result, she discov-
ered the sea, the rivers, the mountains, the planes and
the desert. This diversity is also apparent in her colour
memory; at times, her portraits are saturated with light
and heat, at others, with melancholy and fog. In her
paintings, colour flows like water on the surface with an
audacity and honesty that is due to the singular rhythm
of her quick, light brushstrokes, through which she
conveys her true feelings and emotions. In her portraits,
she draws flowers and oases of anemones that look

like fancy Euphrates gowns. She is the ‘daughter’ of the
Euphrates and had often drawn the houses slumbering
onits banksand the boats floating on it between the
blue of sky and sea.

Hreib lost her son during the war in Syria in 2014. As a
result, she was no longer able to paint with watercolours,
instead turning to acrylics and collage. Her portraits are
now filled with the sad faces of women, though they are
still colourful, for she abhors black and remains faithful to
life. The artist says: ‘After losing Mazen -my son - started
drawing women, more because they have endured

the greatest burden and they are the oneswho have
suffered most because of the war. | cannot use waterc-
olours any more bbecause that requires a clear mind and
I am not the same as before. The war has affected me
tremendously and | now draw the drowned, the injured,
the seaand the children’

Bornin Al Mayadeen City in 1954, Hreib graduated from
the Faculty of Fine Arts in Damascus with a specializa-
tion in engraving,in 1978. She has held several exhibi-
tions inside Syria and outside it. She moved to Chicago
in 2013 where she now lives and participates in exhibi-
tions and workshops.m

Artist Itab Hreib with artists Fateh Moudarres
and Mahmoud Hammad
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Blessing with Infection
Video 2018

Alina Amer

Alina Amer's performance piece, Blessing with Infection,
is a meditation on the Russian Orthodox Church’s public
ritual of blessing weapons of mass destruction. In doing
so, itinvestigates the political situation in Russia and

its military involvement in Syria.In the work, this ritual is
accompanied with a sound collage of politicians using
hygienic and medical jargon in their speeches about
war on the Middle East. The body in this ritual is used as a
neutral vessel that absorbs and gets rid of Holy Water to
bless a weapon of mass destruction, a ritual in a defense
of the claim that artists like Pussy Riot are infecting the
soul of the nation with their foreign liberalism.
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Book of Mathematics
Installation, 2017

Hilba ANnsari

Mathematics Book: To Noura Bazkadi

In the spring of 2014, Hiba Al Ansari returned to Syria
after time spent in Germany, travelling to the village of
Kfarnalbel in the Syrian north, which was not dominated
by Assad regime.

While roaming the ruined neighborhoods, she came
across a newly-built but demolished and bombed
house. The cement was still dark grey and she glimpsed
the corpse of a mathematics book under the roof. Al
Ansari grabbed the book, ‘like someone stealing the
memory of the place” and took it back with her to Mu-
nich. I felt an immense hatred of mathematics and fear
from the book, which was stretched like a dead body in
my house. When | turned the pages, | saw the name of
the owner of the book (Noura Bazkadi) who was killed
when her house was bombed”

Working with the concept of 'systematic destruction’is
intentional. Syrians saw their buildings and houses turn
into geometric shapes; disembodied rectangles, parallel
rectangles, squares, circles and half circles, or sometimes
simply ashes in the airand on the ground, following the
daily shelling. Similarly, in Mathematics Book: To Noura
Bazkadlj the artist worked on rearranging geometrical
shapes and repeating shapes to mimic the impact of
these absurd and irrational explosions. This is comprised
of three parts:

- Thefirst partis defined as The document’ that s, the
maths book itself of Noura Bazkadli, sixth grade, 2013-
2014 edition. The second s

The Destruction, the maths book of Hiba Al Ansari,
2016-2017 edition. This is an art book containing pho-
tographs of kitchen utensils that serve as symbols to
explain a mathematical process that has no relation at
all with any real mathematical logic. The book encom-
passes fabric and paper layouts and damaged pages.
The third and final part is titled

- ‘The Construction, and comprises a collection of
sculptural formations of cement and sponge that
bring to mind the many concrete structures that have
been destroyed during the war, including the house of
Noura Bazkadi.
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My Little Voice Can't Lie performance
2012

Khadija Baker

My Little Vioice Can't Lieis a live spoken word perfor-
mance during which Khadija Baker stands silently and
allows people to listen to spoken text through head-
phoneswoven into her braided hair. After collecting the
stories of displaced women who have experienced loss,
the artist wrote a text based on their stories (including
herown). As in much of her work, she uses her body-in
this case, as the main source of the sound installation.
The main objective is to encourage closeness: in order to
hear the soundtrack, viewers must come close to Baker
and touch her hair. This evokes an intimacy between
people, particularly as, in the artist's cultural background,
strangers are normally forbidden from touching a wom-
an's hair. When participants are able to physically touch
herhairand listen to the story, Baker allows these stories
to become part of theirown memory. The viewer now
too owns the story: they become witnesses. Her goall

is to create acomplex connection, where she and the
viewers interact through the work on various levels.

OlalS e Giso <l Jac 9o «03S ol gdaiay 3 yuall iguo»

Olelaw dawly Eigo pai G Olaidl Goll) Wyily ooy ol
525 sl pauad ges Caod Ol 22 (520 ilas g0 Sgimo Loy
309 gauad)l Al Ll il bas caiS «Olhlus) esies a2
Sl yuanll o 52 sz Caorsiwl duasill Guad lgias
e dnlodl Gladl ol Golll sl Jivg uexil 13g)
S glowdly Oleliull Juuod) sy2d Oluas Guels Olyid3l
owlag cladl dhaiS s Corsinl 5T Joiy dsigiall gblaal
iyl o Gl 8yLidl go g laiwdl Uadye i Jluedl Clazg
oo 130 JSg cludl y2i pueb cbyall zlowwdl 93 Jo=u dudladl
vasadll &)l 4 @5 Cdy L8 gl Gu duases 1gs Gl
(0420

W5 8« panal) laiwdly xeill Guel uS)lival) Eail Lo
Lol 0 « @15 (30 Isj easait) gl peuadl s 0 dliay
Dogid lgmuol duadll loSLiol

09a0linally U Jelos Cos ity Juail gl o dlgdl L3 Lol
B3¢ Obgiae Lo Josl 130 i

67/



68

Nightgown
Mixed techniques on canvas,
133 x 81cm, 2012

Nagham Hodaifa

The Nightgown

Nagham Hudaida's painting Chemise de Nuit (‘The
Nightgown) has its roots in the memory of a nightgown
gifted to her by hergrandmother a few months before
she travelled to France. The Nightgown becomes a time
traveller. through the memory of her grandmother,and
the item itself, it becomes a kind of feminine time that
travels through past to present.

The first of Hudaida's paintings to explore this subject
goes back to 2012. The dimensions of that painting emu-
late herown size, the size of the artist's body, but without
a head or face. The Nightgown came to symbolize dual
realities: the evocations of daily, intimate family life, as
well as a sort of cosmic material reflecting the human
condition and all the big questions that go with it. This
nightgown cannot be seen or observed by or shown ex-
cepttoaveryclose person. Itis an intimate moment that
could sometimes be glimpsed, as if through a mirror.

A guestion arises: What do we hide whenwe are in the
dark?The curves of a body and the folds of desirel What
can this picture create in the layers of the painting?
Something as simple as a nightgown can encompass
tangible memories but also symbolize so much more: it
canrender the invisible, visible.

P9l vased

38 vz SIS pei parad 8)SI3) Z1)lS ilog) 8 gardeall in gl
0ol Jiiiy G Lu® G 5y (30 il B35 b ol o]
agll 03 yic soidl

GSdg PV ale Ul gl s cadle Gl Glodl izg) 3923
09l 093 09 Sz p2> «(RBlgll azo doglll 03n sla]

dagdye ddile dl> 3 dibled dbasd Gladl dads ColS .dazgll ol

J¥5 (50 8516 1dlolis digS B3lo L Jgill &lSel L3 duasasn
2bg iple JSidn diluidl Al sbadiuly i Gl st s
1568 4515 of duigs of duunld (95 of (Sanll (0 doyrg> Al

T3> 3o pasi) 3] oo of (uls of (58 of oSer 3 Glell el
Gill 8ylaill 030 Bpall JM5 (yo Sl ULt ()5 38 duowas dasd 4l
o0 Gl G0 90 Lo Jaxd Wygn Laisiw kel pas Lis (53

LS9 duar> LU § pdall 8 (2 Laig 39 3lo 1 5lss (34 Lig
§ doolll Olads 8 8y0uall 030 (315 )T Sy lo 194,

69



70

A poem that doesn't heal
Photo on fine art paper,
10 x 732018

Laila Muraywid
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The female body represents the cornerstone of my work.
Itis where contradictions, paradoxes, double standards
and social and cultural conflicts all come together. Itis
also the external embodiment of feelings and emo-
tions. Itisa symbol, a fagade, for the female body is also
reflective of society's image of what a woman should

be and how she should look like - at once desirable, and
atonce ataboo. Ifwoman is a battlefield exposed to all
sorts of violence, then the female body is also a priceless
vital force.

My works have their origin in this most raw of materi-
als-the body-as though | could launch her-woman
-from an organic chaos and thereby create a work that
contradicts all these prevailing ideas. It effaces the bor-
ders between life and death, memory and absence, the
sacred and profane, ugliness and beauty.

How do we highlight the poetry and beauty of ruins?
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Separation
Photomontage installation
50x39cm, 2017

man Hasbani

The Separation

The scene: Itis the winter of 1989, at Iman Hasbani's fami-
ly home in the far south of Syria; a big house with a large
garden, there were many olive trees and one big lonely
eucalyptus as ancient as Hasbani's family tree.

That winter, she was 10 years old. The snow fell heavily
over hervillage of Amtan, until everything was covered
inwhite and in total unity with the sky. The silence and
whiteness ‘made me feel like standing in the heavily
falling snow to look up at the sky and let the snow fall
quietly over me like it was falling over everything else/
says the artist. However, when she told her motherwhat
she wanted to do, the answer was great caution: “You
cannot do that. If you stand in the snow, something bad
will happen toyou!”

For Hasbani, the horror of that moment, when she was
pulled firmly inside after standing barefoot outside the
house became a galvanizing moment, terrified by the
idea that her body had decided to do what it wanted
despite her mother'swarnings..

In the years that preceded her subsequent travel to Eu-
rope between 2014 and 2015, now living in a modern flat
in a relatively modern building overlooking the road that
leads to Damascus airport, she woke up several times

to find her body stretched on the floor, in the corridor
between bedrooms, without cover. [t was as if Hasbani's
body had decided that the house had become a pas-
sageway or had shrunk to one space: rectangular, white
and cemented butstill fragile.

During her time in Berlin, in her dreams she would fly
and visit unknown places. Hasbaniwould return to that
garden of her childhood.

She still dreams of that first house. In the artist's dreams,
sheisagain 10 years of age, amonstgst those trees, with
her grandfather. she remains trapped there amidst
many specifics that happened at that time. Thisis the
story of Separation.
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Couture
Mixed Media,
120 x150 cm, 2019

Nour Asalia
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[tis attractive to sing the praises of the visual - that is, of
the eye-in art. | could evoke the Neolithic statues of Tall
Barak' (Barak Hill, known as ‘Statues of the eyes) and
dating back to the fourth millennium B.C. Or we can also
stand before the fantastic composition of the eyes of the
monks of the Syrian Kingdom of Mary, as well as those
famous stylized eyes associated with the statues of the
Pharaohs. Then thereis the ‘Lover's Eye’ which appeared
in the Victorian age in Britain; the glorious eye designed
as a pendantworn mostly by women, inlaid in a frame of
precious stones.

My sensitivity to the eye was gradually aggravated after
my mother’s eyesight started to deteriorate, and she
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had to endure the pain of injections in the center of the
eye. | used to accompany her during those procedures,
which were then followed by a lengthy surgery for my
own daughter's eye. It was suffocating to think that |
had personally delivered her to the surgeon to operate
on hereye. During those long hours of surgery, | used to
think of a way to endure the piercing instead of her. No
doubt, | must have remembered at the time the story
of the nun ‘Rafga’ who decided to undergo a long eye
surgery without any anesthetic, based on her belief in
the sufferings of Jesus Christ.

One year later, | was able to extract that motherly
self-flogging. | printed pictures of my eye on fragile rice
paperand sewed stitches on them. This process allowed
the experience to metamorphose into an artistic formu-
lation, and gradually the degree of violence applied to
the pictures decreased. | began weaving lines and circles
on the eye and around it. For me, today, this repetitive
manual work is kind of psychedelic. Thus, I simply
named the collection Couture, (sewing).
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Dress
Print on Fabric,
220 x130cm, 2019

Sulafa Hijazi

Dress

In this interactive work by Sulafa Hijazi, we are presented
with 372 versions of Quick Response (QR) codes. Togeth-
er, they form a decorative mosaic not dissimilar to those
seen in traditional embroidery styles of the Levant-in
particular, Palestine.

On one hand, this style of traditional embroidery is
loaded with political and historical significance: through
its ability to preserve cultural memory and heritage, it
has become an act of resistance against occupation. On
the other, this particular style of embroidery has become
one of the most popular local industries and commer-
cial products; both made and designed by hand or
manufactured by digitally-programmmed machines.

Adigital dress, like a traditional dress, is a variable prod-
uct. Where physical material can wear out over time, so
too digital links might be discontinued due to the disap-
pearance of their pages on the Internet, ora changein
their content. Women used to spend months weaving
one single dress and embroidering it. During that period
oftime, they chatted and exchanged stories. With the
passing of time, these kinds of gatherings started to van-
ish because of the accelerating rhythm of life, shortage
of time and replacing many handicrafts with technical
alternatives.

Within Dress, viewers can scan each of the codes with
their smart phone. Each code leads to a different link,
such asan article, picture, video or artistic experiments
and sketches. These feature digital or key words and
symbols, or even personal features. Together, these
various links create a mental picture that brings together
the many different signifiers represented by traditional
Levantine embroidery: women'’s collective narratives
and their social and regional connotations, as well as QR
codes as a global visual language with different modern
interpretations. Itis within this space that Hijazi seeks to
examine the intersection of individual and collective,
local and international identities.

Dress wgi
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In View
Video, 2017

Randa
Maddah
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Shot from the rooftop of Randa Maddah's house in
Majdal Shams, this video connects, through a complex
construction of moving mirrors, both sides of the border
line which have cut through the Syrian Golan Heights
since Six-Day Warin 1967 Majdal Shams itself is located
on the cease-fire line, and has played witness to tragic
separation, with the majority of the local population
deported to Syria and unable to return to their homes
and reunite with their families. By using mirrors, Madd-
ah puts both Israeli and Syrian military installationsin
the sameview line. In doing so, she reminds us that he
population on both sides of the border are subject to
the same opypression. They share an equal sense of lost
identity and erased memory. For the artist, the mirrors
represent a fragmented vision of her fragmented self, in
a beautiful landscape that she feels her own.
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Peace is Green
Triptych ink and pigment on rice paper, 100 x 70 cm each, 2013

Ola Abdallan

The unique colour palette of Ola Abdalla work is influ-
enced by the quality of Syrian light, in which she finds
sweetly contrasting and complimentary opposites: at
times sombre, and at others, intense and bright. For

the artist, it is all about “the right colour and balance of
space’, and she finds the most inspiration at dusk. Within
herchosen palette is a focus on ochre, brown and gold

- colours she associates with the Middle East, and desert
sand or water. “The Mediterranean coast in northern
Syria is flamboyant with fields of wheat and cotton. Itis

a fluorescent green in spring, with houses of terracotta
brown contrasted against the deep blue of the sky and
sea!’ For Abdalla, this creates a sense of purity, and her
works pay homage to the grandeur of pastoral and nat-
ural settings and humankind's place within them.
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Place of Memory
Mixed media on canvas,
100 x200 cm, 2018

82

Reem Yassouf

Place of Memory

We traverse silent places and spaces through the layers
of memory between the past and the present. Then

a storm blows and tears off their silence, shuffling the
papers of our letters before we affix a permanent geo-
graphic address on them. Hence they become remains
of a collective memory that we recount as witnesses on
each past story. We take refuge in the present in an effort
to protect our belonging to the past like a thin fragile
thread that we tenderly safeguard to assert our existence.

Reem Yassouf's Place of Memory represents a scene that
has become imprinted in the artist's memory. She has
spread it over two spaces, using collage and transparent
oropaqgue papers to indicate the various layers of mem-
oryinscribed on a single surface. A monochrome palette
represents a cityscape - however, this city, with its regular
geometric shapes, delicate windows and transparent
walls has aborted itsinhabitants and birds and turned
them into shadows, leaving only traces etched on a white
piece of paper to preserve their soulless beauty:.

For the artist, this encapsulates how we traverse the
silent places and spaces that are the layers of memory
that float between past and present. Imagine, she says,
that these layers are represented by sheaves of papers:

a storm blows and tears away the silence, shuffling the
pages before we are able to affix a permanent geo-
graphic address to them. Disordered, they become the
remains of a collective memory; they become witnesses
ofthe past. We take refuge in the present in an effort to
protect our belonging to the past, like a thin fragile thread
that we tenderly safeguard to assert our existence.
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Rami Al Al

Born in Deirez-Zor, Syria, Rami Al Ali's love of refined
aesthetics began at an early age. Being the only boy

of five children, Al Ali took an early interest in style and
fashion, with his curiosity of the arts eventually leading
him to Syria's capital city, Damascus, where In 1991, Al Ali
joined the College of Fine Arts to study Visual Communi-
cations. Inspired by the institute’s freedom of expression,
Al Ali's decision to design and produce a fashion show
for his final graduation project astounded his professors,
who were impressed at his portrayal of fine arts through
fashion. Today, Al Ali is a renowned fashion designer.

One may wonderwhy Al Ali's creation is part of a show
on Syrian women artists. \WWomen have always been a
source of inspiration for Rami and his eponymous label
seeks to empower women through fashion. It felt fitting
that he present this unigque design piece as an ode to
the women artists of his homeland.
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