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Rafik Majzoub’s moving
interior landscapes

I Found Myself Growing Inside
an Ancient Olive Tree in Galilee,
Surfing the Golden Dome in
Jerusalem, Inside a Tunnel
in Gaza, 2015, acrylic on
canvas collage, 76 × 61 cm

The raw, sarcastic and tense paintings
of Rafik Majzoub were recently
exhibited at Art on 56th in Beirut
by India Stoughton

NEW YORK

Samia Halaby as
she sees herself
An exhibition at the National Academy of
Arts in New York explores the urges that
drive artists to create self-portraits
by India Stoughton

For millennia, humans have been creating likenesses
of themselves through art. Since the Renaissance,
these have taken the form of the self-portrait as we
know it today, in which the artist reflects on his or
her own visage as the primary subject of a painting,
sculpture or photograph. This year Palestinian artist
Samia Halaby is showing one of her self-portraits
at the National Academy of Arts in New York City,
as part of the collective exhibition ‘Self: Portraits of
Artists in their Absence’.
The exhibition, which runs until 3 May, aims
to explore the urges that drive artists to create selfportraits, thereby ensuring their presence even when
absent, and the ways in which self-representation has
changed over the past two centuries. The millennial
obsession with the concept of ‘selfies’ makes this a
timely show, and one with which a large audience
is likely to identify. It is no longer only artists who
have a relationship with their image and the way it is
crafted for public consumption – social media profiles
mean that billions of people are daily inventing and
reinventing their own portraits, striving to control the
way in which they are viewed.
Born in 1936, Halaby is recognised as a pioneer
of Arab abstract painting, despite having lived in the
United States since 1951. From 1972 to 1982, she was
the first full-time female associate professor at the
Yale School of Art and has exhibited throughout the
Middle East as well as overseas. As an academic, she
has made notable contributions to the study of art from
Palestine, from which country her family was forced to
flee in 1948. Her inclusion in the exhibition, alongside
artists such as Marcel Duchamp, Ai Weiwei and Shirin
Neshat, marks a deserved renewal of interest in her
work in recent years.
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far left:

Mirror, acrylic and pastel
on canvas, 145 × 145cm, 2014

left: Umbrella above the rain, acrylic
and pastel on canvas, 140 × 140cm,
2014. Photos courtesy of Art on 56th

below : My lungs are fine, acrylic
on canvas, 180 × 200cm, 2003

True to form, Majzoub exhibited a series of
harrowing self-portraits, which cast light on his inner
turmoil. His angular features were reflected back at
the viewer from all sides, picked out in vicious strokes
of pastel or smeary acrylic paint, over which the artist
had thrown water, causing his image to melt and
deform.
Mazjoub’s paintings are not portraits as much
as they are interior landscapes, conveying the artist’s
pain and self-loathing. Disturbing to look at, they are
also powerful and deeply moving, displaying a rare
willingness to lay bare the most private emotions and
experiences. A talented autodidact, Majzoub has been
creating figurative portraits for three decades, and his
work retains its rawness and energy as it matures. It’s
to be hoped that we won’t have to wait another half
decade to see more.
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In ‘Rafik Majzoub: Memoirs of a Screw’, the Beirutbased artist recalls his childhood in Amman. His
parents led a whirlwind social life, he says, and as a
child he would hide under the table when they threw
parties. Often, he recognised the figures dancing in
his house from seeing them on the television. Later,
it was he himself that danced and partied among the
bohemian crowd of artists living amid the carnage of
post-war Beirut.
A frank interview with Majzoub, who has been
based in Beirut since 1991, soon after the end of
the Civil War, forms the backbone to the five-part
documentary by Australian-Egyptian filmmaker
Ann Megalla. The film, which throws light on the
struggles the artist has faced ever since his isolated
teenage years, was recently screened at Art on 56th,
where Majzoub held his first solo show in Beirut after
a hiatus of five years. Entitled ‘Rain on me’, it paired
a series of paintings completed last year with older
works that shared the same thematic approach.
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