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A 
patchwork of angular grey faces stares 
out of the canvas in Raffi Yedalian’s 
Claimants for Peace. The horizontal 
lines formed by rows of hooded 

eyes are crossed by the vertical lines of 
the noses that bisect each face down the 
centre, splitting it neatly into two halves. 
The striking composition is 
not just for aesthetic effect. 
Yedalian’s paintings and 
sculptures aim to transmit 
his vision of the world.

“My artwork is rooted 
in humanity and human 
beings are always present 
in my figurative works 
because human emotion is 
what inspires me,” the artist 
says. “All my expressive and 
uncommon figures have a 
line that divides the face, 
which represents the line between earth 
and sky, the link between God, man and 
his destiny.”

The Armenian Lebanese artist, born in 
1973, works in a variety of media, producing 
intricate drawings and colourful paintings in 
oil and acrylic, as well as sculptures in wood, 
bronze and upcycled materials.

“Sculpture and painting are two different 
forms of artistic expression, but for me they 
complete each other, and both are equally 
important in my artwork,” Yedalian explains. 
“It is important for an artist to work in 
multiple medias and I think there is a richness 
there – the ability to fully discover your 

subject matter.”
Yedalian says that the 

inspiration for his work 
comes from his relationship 
with God. The most 
significant milestone in his 
career to date, he says, was 
during Pope Benedict XVI’s 
visit to Lebanon in 2012. 
During his visit to Bzommar, 
the pontiff inaugurated 
and blessed Yedalian’s 
bronze monument, entitled 
Meghabard, a miniature 

replica of which now forms part of his private 
collection in Vatican City. 

“We have two powers: the power of the 
mind and thought, and the power of human 
emotion,” the artist says. “The two can lead to 
understanding. My role as an artist is to find 
the facts and the meaning of life and to apply 
them in my work.” 

Art in search 
of understanding
Words: India Stoughton

Armenian Lebanese artist Raffi 
Yedalian’s work is rooted in humanity 
and inspired by God, as a recent 
exhibition of his work helped reveal
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A
mong the few experimental art spaces that have appeared in Beirut in 
recent years – outside the circle of traditional galleries – there is a new 
substantive addition: Ayyam Projects. 

A twin space to the Beirut branch of Ayyam Gallery, one of the 
leading galleries in the region, the gallery is best known for its relentless 
championing of modern and contemporary art from Syria. Now operating 
in London as well and being visible in offsite projects and art fairs, Ayyam 
celebrated its fifth anniversary in Beirut on 30 October with an exhibition 
of established artists Nadim Karam and Safwan Dahoul. The anniversary 
exhibition was held in parallel to the inauguration of the projects space. 

While the format is not new, Ayyam does challenge the ecosystem of art 
in Beirut by being the first commercial gallery to launch and support a non-
conventional space. 

The driving force behind the project, it would seem, is a need to alter 
the perception of what is considered art by both the public domain and 
the collecting community. This isn't something necessarily without an 
aim to expand the margins of the art market itself, but in a region where 
contemporary art is so young and the model of cultural institution largely 
traditional, these experiments are in for a very long term bet if the aim is to 
change the mindset of collectors educated by auction houses and galleries, 
rather than merely expand the scope of sales. The operational mode, however, 
of a project space supported by a gallery, however, isn't too different from that 
of a non-profit and that's something Ayyam Projects is keen on stressing. 

The project space, located in an area adjacent to Ayyam Beirut that 
formerly hosted a now defunct art gallery, opened with the exhibition 
Postponed Democracy by a Syrian artist resident in Beirut, Abdul Karim 
Majdal Al-Beik. Featuring a main installation piece alongside a number 
of objects and images, the exhibition lies at the final boundary between 
photography, painting and installation and runs until 10 January. 

The show is, first of all, in the spirit of a projects space, a significant 
departure for the artist in his practice, who had previously earned a 
reputation for his semi-abstract paintings in the tradition of social realism. 
Albeit not conceptually distant, the new work is engaged with the lack of 
political participation among the new generation across the Arab world.

With a fragile and almost invisible public space, people retreat into 
the private sphere where the invisibility becomes synonymous with their 
identities. With political participation, the artist refers to the polling and 
voting mechanisms, highlighting the need to expand the field of politics 
from law and order into community building and socialisation. Almost 
obsessed with these mechanisms, the work in the exhibition attempts to 
simultaneously define, debate and criticise the tools that make it possible 
to exit invisibility in times of turbulence and revolution. The work, while 
consistent, is still somewhat open-ended and not yet in possession of its 
own symbols, but it remains conceptually ambitious and open to different 
readings, doing justice to the new space where it is hosted. 

A question 
of space
Words: Arie Amaya-Akkermans

The Ayyam Gallery has opened a new experimental 
space that challenges the ecosystem of art in Beirut 

Ayyam Gallery latest addition


