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AMTURE

' Ralph Hajj's “Ship of

. - Fools, Feeding and
Maintenance of

‘Identity” is a limited

-edition print from

- 2003 (122 by 155
centimeters, priced
at $2,500), on view at
Agial

Free of physical constraints, art jumps
from the digital ether to canvas

Cyber artist seeks Beirut gallery for serious exhibition

Kaelen Wilson-Goldie

Doy Sar staff

BEIRUT: The latest exhibition
onview at the Agial Art Gallery
in Hamra is in many ways an
emblem of the information age.
Thanks to the speed and dis-
tance-eating convenience of
electronic correspondence, the
show merges the work of an
artist based in Canada with the
vision of a dealer based in
Lebanon. In person, Ralph Hajj
—a Lebanese artist and art his-
torian who is presently finish-
ing his doctoral dissertation in
semiotics at the University of
Quebec in Montreal - has nev-
er met Saleh Barakat - the own-
er and director of Agial, a stal-
wart Beiruti gallery devoted to
modern and contempo art
in the Arab world. But both
men maintain highly function-
al and information heavy web-
sites, and so they ultimately
found each other online,

“We met on the internet ac-
tually,” says Hajj, who is 35. %1
was interested in doing a show
and wanted to collaborate with
a reputable  organization.
Saleh's gallery enjoys a very
good reputation fE;Emfessian-
alism and the quality of the
work he shows." Barakat has
built that reputation on his ef-
forts to show different facets of
modernity in Arab art, and he is
always on the lookout for new
talents and intriguing ideas.
Haijj's art appealed to him in its
complicated exploration of such
issues as identity, emigration,
and exile, all of which hold acute
relevance to local audiences and
art ;cfencs in Lebanon.

ter many emails
back nndzfgﬂl yth,e dig-
ital ether, Hajj and Barakat set-
tled on the dates and specifica-
tions for an exhibition. From
now throughAugust 21, one can
find 17 examples of Hajj's very

tactile paintings on view in
Barakat's very concrete gallery
space on Abdel Aziz Street
And, in addition to these elec-
tronic machinations that helped
facilitate the show, Haijj's exhibi-
tion marks a high-tech coup for
Barakat in terms of content as
well. As solid as Agial's presti
may be, the gallery is sliﬁi tradi-
tional in that it typically shows
paintings, drawings, .'mcii om0~
casion, sculptures. Hajj’s show
marks a break into more con-
temporary and experimental
material, as Hajj generates all of
his artwork on his computer,
The tools that shape Hajj's
compositions  include pho-
tographs he takes and images he
finds, along with paintings,
drawings, and onpoing attempts
to Enggﬁsual em Emﬂnl..s Fﬂr
fragments of memory, distant
recollections, and the germina-
tion of ideas. Hajj feeds all of

)l ' am trying to find
that balance between
the dangers and ne-
cessity of identity”

this into his computer, manipu-
lates the material into densely
layered images, and then trans-
fers those images onto a specif-
ic kind of canvas with the help
of a professional printing press.

“] sometimes take pictures
in order to include them in the
artworks,” he says. “Other
times [ look for pictures of
times and places or of events [
went through - for instance, im-
ages of Beirut, Achrafich, or
Hamra, Other times [ look for
pictures reproducing a certain
organization of reality in my
mind. For instance, the image of
a city taken from above or the
image of a Ei.ne tree that is just
50 ... [ think that these are frag-
ments of memory [ am trying to

i T e et o B

reproduce in the artwork. Their
place in the painting, the role
they play in the narrative is
never obvious tome when 1 am
in the process of doing the
work. It only becomes some-
what understandable - al-
though far from obvious -
when the artwork is over. Then
a sort of narrative emerges.”

It is significant that Haijj
speaks of an artwork being
“over" as opposed to an art-
work being “finished.” There is
an interesting element in the
process of dgigitally rendered
imagery that is when to deem it
complete. Using computer sofi-
ware, an artist can retool his or
héer compositions - —endlessly
without havin%;cn deal with an
unruly aceumulation of paint, a
dv-indling chunk of cl:g, or ﬁ?-
per disintegrating under the
weight of smudged charcoal.
But this makes™the end” of an
artwork ever more subjective.

“My problem is two-fold,”
says Hajj. “MNot only do I not
know the answer to that ques-
tion, | don’t even know what
“finished’ means to me.Alll can
say is that there comes a time
wlg&n I say ‘nothing more needs
ta be added,’ that's it. [ never
know more than that.”

Hajj was bomn in Beirut but
has been ‘studying in and
around Montreal for more than
a decade. He eamned both 2 BA
and an MA in art history from
the University of Montreal. He
has been awarded a number of
travel and research grants, and
has lectured extensively on
such topics as the ethics of iden-
tity and the relationship be-
tween culture and collective vi-
olence.And he has written thick
essays on Gauguin and the
Parisian avant-garde for acade-
mic journals like Third Text and
Contagion. Although he has
had exhibitions throughout
Canada, he showed his artwork

only once before in Lebanon, at
the Sursock Museum in 1998,

Still, Hajj's artwork, for all its
references to Mietzsche (as in
the image “Ecce Homo: Auto-
Portraits through the Death of
Identity”) and high-minded
philosophical fare {as in the
statement “l am exploring iden-
tity as a fundamental mecha-
nism, the cosmological nature
of its birth, the violence under-
lying its maintenance, and the
properly apocalyptic dimension
mvalved in its destruction™), is
rooted here and in his relation-
ship to the idea of here.

“In my lifetime,” he says, “1
ha\remet;wuma;;lifegppﬁqgs_q_f
identity. I met battling identity
and I met embattled identity.
Battling identity I met during
the Lebanese civil war, where
the confessional identity of
each party was maintained by
the violence it directed against
its adversaries: During that pe-
riod I saw the dangers and per-
versions of identity in mas-
sacres such as Sabra and Shati-
la and that of Damour. When [
left Lebanon I met embattled
identity. That is identity in cri-
sis, in danger of disappearing.
In that period I saw the neces-
sity of identity. 1 am still trying
to find that balance between
the dangers and necessity of
identity, ldentity is necessary
but dangerous,”

To view Hajj's artwork is to
see that struggle for balance
made visible, In trying to depict
through art what is ultimately
an invisible entanglement of
forces — ideas, feeli:ﬁ, philo-
sophical conceits — Hajj is not
alone. To take just two exam-
ples, such well-known contem-
porary artists as Matthew
Ritchie and Julie Mehretu -
both abstract painters based in
New York, the former British,
the latter Ethiopian - endeavor
to make visible those things in

the world that we know to ex-
ist but cannot see. For Ritchie,
it's ‘an almost scientific quest,
dealing with entropy, the laws
of physics, and quantum me-
chanics. For Mehretu, it's the
energy and viclence and
rhythm of urban living, and re-
vamping the ideas of an active,
anarchic city put forth by the
situationists. But the difference
may be in the texture and zest
of the final product. Paintings
by Ritchie and Mehretu are gor-
geous without the back story -
massive, demanding, and invig-
orating works that can take
your breath away on the basis
of gesthetics alone, and then
keep you rooted in front of
them; as-you start tracing the
narratives, uncovering the
ideas, and digging into the con-
tent. Without Hajj's back story,
his images can seem, and in fact
alr;‘lphysicaliy, uite flat. The vi-
sual framework here doesn't
guite contain or enliven its in-
tellectual content.

The image on the invitation
card for Hajj’s show is called
“First Question: Should [ Re-
turn?” [t features a fragment of
a photograph of a woman
standing in front of a typical
storefront in Hamra, juxtapos-
ing the word “Orient,” for the
brand of watches, with Arabic
script. A portrait of the artist
lingers in the glass facade that
the woman peers into. It is a
hazy and shifting image, faint-
ly pink, though its poignancy
could very well be lost without
the meaning that is embedded
in the title. But it highlights the
crux of the issues at stake in
Hajj's artwork. Should the
artist stay in Canada or return
to Lebanon? Maybe posing the
question is enough to start.

Ralph Hajj's exhibition s at the
Agial Ant Gallery in Abdel Aziz
Street, Beirut until Aug. 21,
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« Ship of fools : The feeding an
Haij (93x12] cm),

Des compositions colorées
foisonnantes de personnages,
grouillantes de formes hu-
maines, d'éres hybrides,
d’objets divers, de faune, de
flore... Des tableaux, qui évo-
quent quelque part les pein-
tures de Jérdme Bosch, sont
accrochés, jusqu'au 22 aodt, 2
la galerie Agial, rue Abdel-
Aziz. Signées Ralph Hajj, un
photographe libanais vivant au

ces ceuvres (raitées
sur Photoshop expriment es-
sentiellement les préoccupa-
tions identitaires de I'artiste.
Ecce Homo: autoportraits
through the death of identity ;
The Birth of Identity ; The ship
of fools, feeding and mainte-
nance... Des ti (uniques
ou en éditions limitées) collés
sur toiles, ol se mélangent, se
superposent, s'interpénétrent,
et émergent progressivement
au regard des éléments du
quotidien, des signes et sym-
boles, des fragments photogra-
. phiques et de mémoire. Haute-
ment  émotionnelles, les
constructions photographiques
de Ralph Hajj distillent des in-
dices sur un univers singulier
fait de nostalgie, d"hypersensi-
bilité, de révolte et de quéte
des sources. Quéte qui se per-
goit également dans une autre
série d'images, & la composi-
_tion nettement plus laconique,
ot le portrait de femme et
I autoportrait, retravaillés, dé-

formés, ou encore jouant sur

les flous partiels, dégagent une
subtile perplexité. Celle qui
ressort des questions que se
pose Ralph Hajj: « Suis-je to-
talement intégré dans le pays
ot je vis? Dois-je retourner
aux racines, au bercail 7 »
Des interrogations existen-
tielles que cet artiste libanais
¢cartelé entre deuyx cultures
« développe » en photos.

11

EXPOSITION
Les tableaux photographiques de Ralph
i@

la galerie Agial

<

« Ecce Homo : Auloporirails through the Death of Han.'ﬂy » ou d
autoportraits « maquillés » disséminés aux qualre coins de la foile.

Une ceuvre intitulée « First Question : Should i Return 2 » {50 x
50 cm)
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ewers who have, for what-
wWer reasom, stayed away
Toin the i art seene for
y mumber of vears might
i shock on their return 1o
leries.
a long time, no doubt in-
by the meteoric Bnancial
5 i the 19805 of New York
Tulian Schnabel, it seemed
wdents were turning out
own Schnabels pulsing
arbed lines and, arguably;
ing the trivmph of serious
IT‘EP'. -.".H!I":.':'Z:;iiii'lljb]]l oOver
ation, calculation or even
ndead, signs of skill or for
atter, obvions concern for
v materials were consid-
arminally gauche by self-
avant-gardists,
rminly, the work of Ben
aow at la fabrig, one of the
Interesting new gallevies
m, is not exactly the pic-
if eraftsman-like perfec-
et in contrast to the work
ung artists in the 1990s.
is an increased focus on
ye accuracy in terms of
4+ matier and, above all, on
iesze of the paint finish.
ibsession with the finish
wared by most Renaissance
IS,
ially, Klein's oil on canvas,
y titled Daddy You're a
eems designed for the vi-
ompositional stability we
associate with slow-burn
owder, On one side of the
. we get a leering jester; his
an eves looking like a mu-
agment shibered oux am
i Odilon Redon's fetid
ngsof dreamscapes.
vever, the orue jester is the
- figure, the whites of his
ooking as big as dinner
Interestingly, this cartoon
ach toa befuddled, bearded
vho may represent all the
sears in the world, also re-
the good old days of a
ibuckling, to-hell-with-
ness style once popular in
eo called Funk Art. Anoth-
igsihility, this one the evil
ny of 1960s cynicism at ifs
zest, is brought home to us
: big, fat feet. which recall
ant clodhoppers in some of
1 Philip Guston's oddly in-
jalant.
5e feet are anatomically
if the jester, but also float-
ee radicals, orbifing in a
ositional galaxy that also
lgs a carefully painted dog
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VISUAL ARTS

FOR SOME OF TODAY'S YOUNG ARTISTS, THE SURFACE OF THE WORK IS OF PRIMARY IMPORTANCE.
PERHAPS THAT'S WHY SOME LOCAL ART-SUPPLY STORES CLAIM INCREASED SALES OF VARNISH

It’'s all on the surtace

Benjamin Klein's oil on canvas titied Daddy You're a Fool.

and & small turtle, [n many cul-
tures, the turtle is symbolic of
the functions of the universe.
Here, trailing unexpectedly
cheery dashes of red, this crea-
ure may be more a reference to
roadkill, Yet between the Iines
flowing around the turtle, the
current of paint and brushwork
is anything but murderous,
with the careful and aesthetic
application of the pigment ap-
parently being a priority
“Surface sells,” savs Jesh
Hanspal, director of the gallery;
but, then, it sold for Leonardo as
well, at least when he finished a
work. Of course, it should be
underscored here that la fabrig,
which is now 13 years old - ear-
Iy old age for an art gallery -
specializes in the work of
emerging young artists recently
graduated from art school. The
gallery is divected by the highly

knowledgeable team of
Hanspal, for whom art is a plea-
sure and a business, and Lau-
rence Cailbeaux, who recently
studied art in Paris.

This iz, in the best sense, a
commercial gallery, and they
have so far benefited from no
government grants. There is a
major price for total self-re-
lianece in an art scene such as
ours that seems almost entirely
dependent on life-support sys-
tems like the Canada Counecil.
Hence to survive, la fabrig
must, to use a dirty word, sell
and sell again. Yet till now the
quality of the art exhibited has
almost never descended to the
kind of pure commercialism
that puts general taste - or art-
world taste — ahead of quality as
a consideration.

Maybe Schnabel can still zet
away with his semi-tough, shoot-

from-the hip *masterpieces”
with scabby surfaces. But these
days, for voung artists such as
those often selected by 1a fabrig,
the surface of the work - that
which separates viewer from the
illusions created in the pictures
— is of primary importance. The
surface funetions both as win-
dow onto that alternative realm
of images and, paradoxically, as
eternal barrier —at least until
the art conservatears have a go
at the work and decide to strip
the varnish.

{There must be deeper mean-
ing in the fact that some local art
supply stores claim increased
sales of varnish, which can be-
come just more added makeup
for a picture.)

In the mixed-media works by
the other artist in the current
show, Ralph Hage -now complet-
ing a PhD in semiotics at the

. ,
COURTESY OF LA FABRIQ

Université du Québec a Mon-
tréal after getting his MA in art
history from the Universite de
Montréal - transforms whole
sheets of canvas into what might
be described as skins - or, per-
haps skeins.

In one such piece, titled
Flights and Repose, it seems
we're peering into some Kind of
translucent erystal substance,
facetted and fractured. What
meets the eve, in terms of sub-
ject matter, is a series of vi-
gnettes, one depicting what
lpoks like an all-out battle involv-
ing a couple, another consisting
only of distant hills:

And firmly posted at the lower
centre of the composition is
what might be an artist, who,
like Hague, is in love with the
natural corve and the tension of
pure line. Certainly, the handful
of sacred pengils clutched in one

F=

hand by thissomewhat nerdy fig-
ure should do fine, even for the
visually bristling line-fest in the
work in queston. And the care
ful handling of the man’s con-
tours and proportions sugeasis g
concern for both subject matter
and anatomical decorim that a
while back was thought to havy
been permanently tossed out the
window:

This beautiful and oddly
strange work is possibly meani
as visual commentary or sketch
on the life of an artist.

Admission to the cheery and
professional gallery, with the tra-
ditional white walls of a conter-
porary art space, is free, and the
guality of the art itself makes a
visit even more worthwhile,

Paintings and multimedia
works by Benjamin Klein and
Ralph Hage in a two-man show
titled Beauty ls Hard to Define
and Power Is Elusive is at |2
fabriq, 4467 Earnscliffe Ave.,
until Aug. 28. Call (514) 956-
0435 or po to www.ls
fabrig.com

EXHIBITIONS

St Peter and the Vatican: the Legacy of
the Popes, at tha crypt of the Notre
Dame Basilica in Qid Montreal. Daily, 10
a.m. to 6 p.m., until Sept. 18, Tickets: $6
to 515, Call (514) 790-1111 or vislt the
websie www alicanmoniresl.ca,
Centra communautsine Elgar, 260 Elgar
St.Works by Shelley Freeman, until Sept
23.(514) 165-7270.

Maison Beaudry, 14675 Notre Dame
5L E. Nés & nez, continues until Sept. 10.
(514) 872-2240.

Malson de Ia culture Chte des Meigas,
5290 Cite ges Neiges Rd. Works by
Leopold Plotek, ends today. Figue-Nigue,
until Oct. &, (514) 872-6889,

Malson de la culture Fromtenac, 2550
Ontario St. E. Art & D dans Iie, muttime-
dia exhibition; plus drawings and poems
by Danied Guilbeautt, until Aug, 27,
(514) B72-T882.

Maison de la culture Marle-Uguay,
BO52 Monk Blvd, Roches Nomades, an
installation by Lise Létoumean and Wan-
da Campbel, continues until Aug, 27.
(514) B72-2044.

Maison de la culture Notre Dame de
Grice, 3755 Botrel St Works by Martin
Bureau; works by Thierry Arcand-Bossé;
Along the Roads of the Cambrizn Shieid
Present and Past, by Paul Belly, afl wntil
Aug. 27, (514) §72-2157.

Maison de la culture Plateau Mont Roy:
al, 465 Mount Royal Ave. E Dépayse-
rrients de‘sens, ends day,

Call{514) BT2-2266,

Maison de la cutture Pointe aux Trem-
bles, 14001 Motre Dame 5t. E. Farades,
Lkl Sept. 4, (514) B72-2240.,

Stewart Hall, 176 Lakeshare Rd. in
Poime Claire. East-West Odental/ Occl-
dental Landscapes, until Aug. 28, Call
(514} 830-1254.
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W] Arab artists’

E abstract
Images

LORRIE BLAIR

istorically, Muslim aesthetic

tradition was based on the

belief that only God is worthy
of worship. From that, Muslims
derived notions that only God's word
was to be embellished and living crea-
tures were not to be imitated. For
artists, there was a reluctance to repro-
duce the human figure because doing
so replicated God'’s act of creation. In
response to this dilemma, Islamic
artists adopted a highly intellectual
and abstract visual vocabulary.

In the exhibit Arts arabes actuels,
four artists both pay homage to their
roots and address issues spawned by
their immigration. They celebrate
their ethnic heritage as well as their
shared experiences in Montreal.

Joseph Chahfe’s three large mono-
chromatic canvases are pure abstrac-
tion. One is textured to simulate a
brick wall. Another resembles news-
print, but the ink has been smeared
and the words are illegible. Clearly,
Chahfe paints in his own language.

Charles Gros’ cloud-gazing
elegance

Ralph Hage’s four untitled plexi-
glas boxes extend the traditional use
of calligraphy in Arab culture. The sur-
faces of his clear boxes are covered
with code-like symbols - a kind of per-
sonal, implied alphabet. Moving from
left to right, the symbols covering
each box become increasingly com-
plex and, layer upon layer, magnify in
volume; it's like being in a foreign
country surrounded by strangers, all
shouting at vou in language you can't
understand

Charles Gros is represented by
three small, elegant prints and a larg-
er, mixed-media triptych. In one print

there appears to be a couple embrac-
ing, but seeing it is not unlike using
one's imagination to find images in
clouds. The triptvch, Histoire d'un peu-
ple, with its painted ominous clouds
and sex ads from a Quebec newspaper
glued to the centre of the canvas,
reflects an immigrant's experience.
Immigration can cause artists to lose
their place in the world, and they
must work hard to reconstruct it.
Nothing, not even classified ads, can
be taken for granted.

Ali Kichou's enigmatic instaliation
Yama Akrilla consists of a large wall-
hanging made from burlap and a tall,
free-standing wooden totem. Tightly
spaced symbols that read like a crvptic
alphabet have been painted on the
burlap's surface and, from a distance,
give an overall appearance of mud-
cloth. The totem, which stands on the
floor directlv in front of the wall piece,
is also covered with burlap and at its
top is an African-like mask. The two
parts are linked by unravelled burlap
and black and white eggs. The work is
mysterious and visually stunning.

Arabs are heir to a legacy of more
that 30 centuries of art, but Arab
artists are an unfamiliar and seldom-
heard voice in the West. Chahfe,
Hage, Gros and Kichou are about 10
change that. ®

Arts arabes actuels
at Maison de ki culture Cote-des-Neiges
3290 Cote-des-Neives fill Nov. 23
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€5 Arabes Jonment un univers rés

diversifié, La quatriéme édition
d'fmages du monde arabe qui se dé
roule & compter du 17 octobre’d
Muontréal est susceptible, si besoin
est, d'en fournir une interprétation
nuanoie.

Sur 1Trak. on peut supposer que c&
sont les séquences de CNN qui ont
marqué nos rétines, avec les bons
soins du penéral Schwarzkopf! Les
six films avant trait 4 I'lrak ne chan-
gent rien 3 limage de "autocrate Sad-
dam Hussein; s nous en dizent un
peu plus sur ceux et celles qui sont
les victimes méconnues de cette
guerre de Golfe, car il v a eu mag:
sacTe du «peuple des marais- par les
troupes de Saddam et Lo Chute J'us
Edew, qui en rend compte, ouvre le
volet cinéma du festival 2 la Maison
de la culture de Cite-des-Neiges, 16
samedi 18, pey avant le film retrouvé
The Broken Wings, basé sur uge
ceuvre de Kahlil Gibran, auteur du
Prophéte. B2t aussi dvoquée la vie de
sepl artiztes irakiens exilés en ltalie
(Armed the =Alien Corne) ot celle dune
artiste exlee 4 Londres, Nahida Ram-
meah, dans Fastelond,

Plusiewrs des 27 films a l'affiche —
500t s Plaison de la cuiture de Cae
des-Neiges, soit au cinéma de I'ONF,
rue Saint-Denis — constituent une
premigre pour le Canada ou pour le
Québec. Ces journées culturelles ci-
nématopraphiques se concluront le
vendredi 31 par Quatre Femmes d'B-
ople, laélus récente production de
Tahani Rached qui réalise un réve:
présenter la recette de tolérance dé
femmes qui auraient tout pour
s'entre-déchirer, mais qui arrivent &
tenir urn débat civilisé malgré leurs
brisures religicuses op idéologiques. -

Mohamed Fadel (Egypte) nous re
plonge quan: 3 ki dans Fannée de la ne
tionalsation du canal de Sues avec Mas
ser 56 (142 min, 4 FONF, 24 octobre). -

Liratiative est due au Centre d'éudes
arabes sur le développement (CEAD)
en collaboraton avec Alternatives. Cm
e renseigne 2u (514) SE2-6606,

Quelques-uns des documentaires
ou docudrames & Vaffiche touchent la
vie quotidienne des résistants palest-
niens, certains événements qui tou-
chent Bevrouth qui renait de ses
cendres et recouvre la mémaoire:
Chnce Upon @ Timse: Beirul

Un film tout récent du cinéaste
Omar Amiralay (Syrie-France)
evoque le souvenir d'un scientifigue
séquestré et assassiné par be Djihad
islamique: Par ux jorr de violence or-
dingire, mon ami Mickel Sewrat. Sev-
rat fut enlevé en 1985, ie méme jour
gue be journaliste Jean-Paul Kauffman
— refiché, lui, aprés plus de rois ans
de captivité!

L'un des peintres présents hier av
lancement officiel d'fmages du
argbe, Ralph Hage, récuse l'exotisme
ol une certaine criique entend confi-
ner bes artistes arabes contemporaing
I zoulsaite que bes trods lieux d'exposs-
tion retenus (Centre Strathearn, Mak-
som de la culre Chre-des-Nejges o
il y a vernissage demain soir, et ONF)
sotent amplement fréquentéds pour
que solent connus les courants vrak-
ment actuels d'un art qui a lui aussi
recours & Pabstraction ef aux installa-
Lions POwr s expriuner.

Le volet musical d'ferages du monde
arabe repose sur deux récitals: celyd
du groupe Doula (21 octobre, Maison
de la culture Chledes-Neiges) avec né
pertoire de chants raditionnels arabo-
endalous, &t cehn du groupe Samad (6

novemnbre, Centre Strathearn)., et de

53 musique arabo-




