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Hardly any other Arab country has as many
artists as Lebanon. Those interested in art

have the choice of innumerable galleries and

exhibits in Beirut and won't want to miss

visiting the Nicolas Sursock Museum of
Modern Art opened in 1961. Not only the

museum itself with its some 5,000 exhibits

(paintings, sculptures and Islamic art from
many centuries) and magnificent architec-

ture is worth a visit, but the whole district of
Achrafieh is, as well, with its 18th and 19th

century villas beionging to Beirut's aristocra-

tic families. Nicolas Sursock, a famous art

collector, had dictated that after his death

the villa should be turned over to the city of
Beirut and made into museum.

Hardly any up and coming artist has ever

drawn so much attention as has Zena Assi

Farah, a young Lebanese artist bom (1974) in
Tripoli, who lives and works today in Beirut.

She is maried to Wassim Farah, and speaks

fluent Arabic, English, and French. In Beirut
she creates works of art that immediately cap-

tivate the viewer because the concerns that
motivate her are immediately evident. Paint-

ings in mixed media show lanky, often
melancholy figures staring sadly and scenes

of towns with a jumble of houses, wires and

fences are the artistic expression ofthe effect

Beirut's recent history has personally had on
her. "I used to hate it. Now I love it, this

chaos we have here," saysZena.

Zena Assis' success can be explained with-
in the context of the development of art in
the last 20 years in Lebanon. Art critics all

over the world love to declare the death of
painting, in cycles that probably follow
financial fluctuations more closely than any-

thing else. Many young people in Beirut were

caught up by this as early as 15 years ago,

with more videos and installations being

produced there than perhaps elsewhere in the

Arab world. This earned the ciry an interna-

tional reputation for critical and creative vita-
lity born of a wrecked economy and a dere-

lict infrastructure. The current contemporary
art scene in Lebanon is an entity that emerg-

ed fully formed from nothing. When 15

years ago the conceptual artists, Ziad Abilla-
ma, W'alid Raad, Akram Zaatari andWa\id
Sadek crafted their installations of rubbish
and the remains of the war, they were more

or less producing aesthetic documentations,

gemischte Materidien und Collage auf Leinwand/mixed medta and collage on canvas

Center : Manday,Tuesday, Wednesday, Thursday, Frtday, Satu rday, Sunday

150 x 30 cm - gemischte Matertalien und Collage auf Leinwand/mixed media and collage on canvas

Below: Head over heels

22O x IOO cm - gemischte Mateidien und Collage auf Leinwand/mxed media and collage on canvas
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Manla Karzouns Beitrag zur B. Biennale in Sharjah, VAE
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Marya Karzoun's wark at 8th Btennale in Shaqah' UAE
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but there were no institutlons to support

their efforts, no gallery that wanted to exhibit

these works, and not even art collectors who

normally are interested in such art. This

meant these artists as well as the performance

artists were left to find their own channels to

produce and present their work. Critics are of
the opinion that it was, on the one hand, the

indifTerence of the commercial galleries and,

on the other, the overwhelming desire of the

artists to break with Lebanon's artistic tradi-

tions that prepared the ground for their own

art, which is worlds apart from the painting

and sculpture that traditionally dominated

artistic life in Lebanon.

An example of a Lebanese performance

artist, who has since become internationally

known, is Marya Kazoun. Born in Beirut, she

studied at the renowned American Universi-

ry of Beirut AUB and earned her BA in Inte-

rior Architecture. She was the recipient of the

AUB's Zayed Painting Award. At first, she

migrated with her family to Canada, then

larer to rhe USA. Today 'he commute: be-

tween Beirut and New York. She first started

to participate in numerous group exhibitions

in 1997 in the Sursock Museum Beirut, then

in various galleries in Beirut, followed by

exhibits in Italy, USA, Taiwan, Sweden, and

Holland. She had one-man exhibits in Italy,

USA, and UAE. Biennales are events well

suited to present her performance art; for

example, at the 5ist Biennale in Venice

(2005) or the Sth Bienr"rale in Sharjah 2007,

where her perfbrmance drew some of the

largest audiences. "It is my goal to think in
new ways and make contributions that pro-

mote creativity. In doing this, I corrsciously

take radical paths and use offbeat methods. I
like pushing the boundaries of art and art

practice," says the versatile artist, who likes to

dress up extravagantly for her perfbrmances.

Her subject matter is physical and emotional

pain, fear, ecstasy, and social taboos that she

brings to expression in visual metaphors. A

bit of all of these themes were embodied in

her performance in Sharjah, in which she

l'rerself took center stage: an iconic white

figure in a costly white gown floating above

the floor in the center of a spider's web with

black, hairy creatures crawling on the floor

beneath - good constantly being threatened

by evil. "I am always in search of a new ico-

nography of the human reality." To achieve

this, she also uses, along side experimental

performances, installations of glass and other

materials to convey her ideas and concepts,

evoking associations without limitations in

the viewer that serve to share knowledge and

the experience oflifb.
The new Beirut Art Center (BAC) was

only first opened in 2008, and serves as a

platfbrm for contemporary art with separate

Marya Karzoun bei der Biennale in Venedtg

rooms fbr video, computer, installation and

performance artists. The non-profit faciliry

was fbunded by the artist, LamiaJoreige, and

the curator, Sandra Dagher. The BAC is a

two-storey building in an industrial area.

The unconventional and often technically

orientated perspective of the recent history

of art in Lebanon is, of course, fictive.

Naturally, painting has not disappeared

under the shadow ofthe civil war and recon-

struction in Beirut. Many young artists have

fbllowed in the footsteps of their art teachers

and mentors in the last 20 years and have fil-

led the galleries with paintings. Today there

are countless paitrters in tl'reir twenties and

thirties, both male and female, who are

expressing themselves figuratively and

abstractly - socially critical and with politi-

cal concerns. Like Zena Assi, they are bring-

ing their lives. tinte.. attd experiettce\ to cdn-

vas in a style stripped bare of nostalgia,

which explains the dominating image of the

country's dark and ugly reality. Like her

peers working in other media, they create

their work in an atmosphere of isolation and

in dialogue only amongst themselves These

young painters are exhibited by some of the

best galleries in Beirut. They are confronted

with local, regional, and international mar-

ket forces that are much stronger today than

in the 1990s - and perhaps more of a threat

''ril,j';,i 
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Marya Karzoun at the VenEe Biennale

to their careers. The interest in Arab art has

dramatically increased in recent years and

some artists are spoiled by the proceeds from

auctions by the larger auction houses like

Sotheby's arrd Christie's and the success in

selling at art fairs like the most spectacular

ones in Dubai and Abu Dhabi - if one only

looks at the Near East.

Since 2000, Zena Assi has had a number of
different group shows, primarily in Beirut

and Dubai. Her first solo exhibit was in Bei-

rut's Galerie Alwane inJuly 2008. "City and

Citizen" was the theme of the exhibit with 25

paintirrgs in rnixed media on canvas that

\u\tJined remark.rble 5tylisti( consistenry.

Lanky young men slurping down coffee and

smoldng cigarettes, young women noticeable

for tl'reir thin, bony hands, and hundreds of
buildings stacked on top of each other be-

tween electric lips. arrd television rnlenlld\.
'When .asked about her career until now,

she answers, "I earned a degree in advertising

at the Acadömie Libanaise des Beaux-Arts

(ALBA) ln 1997 and spent two years working

lor the Beirut branch ofthe ad agency Saatchi

& Saatchi. i left my job in 1998 and returned

to ALBA, this time as a teacher, and stayed

until 2004 when I decided to concentrate on

painting. I paint every day and am in my stu-

dio just befbre Bam every mornit'rg. I simply

need that; I cannot start my day otherwise."
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Sitting in front of an empty can- magazine L,Agenda Culturel,vas, grounded with acrylic, she and another wai featured on themakes no preliminary sketches .or,., of ti. irgr*L_l"rgurg.but begins immediately to create literary journal, Banipal.,, ,W.hen
her painting. She uses different ,rk.d;;;; ,h. io.a ,,Egor,,, o,materials like textiles, 

. 
rissue one of her O"r;;rr$ means, shepaper, brush hairs - anything to replied, ,,I ;;_,.; rhe name inbe found in her studio i, ur.d.to thanks 

' 
,. ;;;; Schiele, ansuit her mood. She finishes. the Ausffian priö*fro has been awork with a layer of oils, which great influence ;; _..-gives it its peculiar luminosity. - 

U., i",*"l,ilrr.t ,ir. to fameOdile Mazloum discovered fir"lly b.gno;ith h.. l"t.rt ,olothe artist's talent in 2006. Odiie .*Hbit lrr'ü. ä.l.rr. Art Sr*.Mazloum, who is an artist as weil in Dubai, ,nrJ iffil::::-: f Jas owner and director of the converted 1,200 sqm warehn,,"" Irenowned Galerie Alwane,s, has in the Al ar";;;;r;;;; Ibeenseltinsarrsince 1964. Sheis ter. 
".;^;;;;;ä. äTä t

ffiff0",^,
;f:::'_.1::"i:fllounsartils .10, zoog,' *;ti tt,, motto, sharya 8 Biennate

il

j

who come to her, she accept onty ,,pubiic 
Space.,, ,;,J;r,Tr:.j 

J ettv v u

one or two The artists whose - set during the Art.Dubai art group exhibitions. ,,I am verywork she exhibits must be credi- fair thri 
--u;,r. 

in March. ir"rä .u"r, being able to pre_table' zena is very shy and will att s,*" i"i "^t r^ay secured sent my work in a soro exhibit in
;fi,'f'1|j:i- il.äil"ff ;:T::';f.,.ntation right, Dubai. r know that nor many
work has appeared in ,rr. *."',,1 ;"":J;:,::jit 

for the united voung artrsts get the chance to

**r**Jlf;::';'J'Ä :::l!T,A 
"::'T,ä1.ä,.*:T;:r; 

*i,.:ffi:l.
hos,ed by 

". ^,,,u..i"i,I'ä iä,:#Jllj.iljä.:"j: li ;l?r'lffl1t,r#'f:one of my paintings was on the Galerie as ';;;;;", artist,, and Middre East,,, said zenaAssi. ,,Icover of the FrenchJanguage createcl works for the gallery,s iiL. ti. gallery also because

M"ryu Kunoun in n**.n".fr'ff,
Sharya g Btennale

since its opening in October, it
has organized permanent exhi-
bits in these unusual suround-
ings, which very much sulr my
work. It was a great honor for
me that I was able to hold
workshops paraliel to my exhibit
in the gallery." e

Text and photos:
Barbara Schumacher
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