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A fresh look at the city
Veteran artist Samia Halaby takes on a new challenge in her abstract depictions of urbanity

Samia Halaby is a pioneer and 
innovator of abstract painting 
in the Arab world. The New 
York-based Palestinian artist is 
known for her vibrant, monu-
mental paintings and her path-

breaking experiments with abstraction. 
Her latest work, titled Trees and the High 
Rising City, indicates that the 75-year-old 
artist continues to search for new ways to 
interpret the world around her. The paint-
ings capture the ethos of a modern me-
tropolis by combining the hard edges and 
angular perspectives of architecture, the 
softer textures of trees and other greenery 
and the movement of people and cars. This 
combination of elements is rarely seen in 
abstract art and this is the first time Halaby 
has explored these simultaneously in her 
work.  

“I have taken a new direction in both sub-
ject and form. These were difficult paint-
ings to create and they are hard ones to 
contemplate — devoid of sentiment, soft-
ness or ornament. I painted with a com-
bination of intuition and intellect, bold 
impulsiveness and careful deliberation. I 
combined soft and hard and broke many 
of my own rules. I felt I had no historical 
precedent and it was the first time in a long 
painting career that I proceeded with a fear 
of failure,” Halaby says.

Born in Occupied Jerusalem in 1936, Hal-
aby has lived away from her homeland as 
an exile for most of her life. She moved to 
the United States in 1951, where she studied 
design and fine art. She has taught at vari-
ous American universities and was the first 
full-time female professor to teach at Yale 
School of Art. She has also been a life-long 
activist, supporting the Palestinian cause 
in various ways. Weekend Review spoke to 
her about her life and work. Excerpts:

Why did you choose to be an abstract artist? 
I was emotionally and intuitively drawn 

to abstract art. As an art student, I com-
mitted myself to abstraction because I felt 
it was the art of our time. The 20th cen-
tury was a see-saw between forward-look-
ing and backward-looking art. I saw that 
the Materialists of the Soviet revolution, 
the Cubists and all the artists who moved 
forward in that century were abstract; and 
that abstraction abandoned illusion and 
all the subject matter of praising the rich 
and the ruling class and religion and every-
thing that came with illusion. Abstraction 
has contributed to imaging in science, to 
graphing ideas and other areas. I still feel 
abstraction is the language of the future. 

Has your work been influenced by Islamic art?

When I studied Arab architecture and 
geometric abstraction, I discovered at-
titudes that were close to my heart and 
which moved me. I feel an emotional iden-
tification when I enter a mosque and see 
the Islamic art. And I am shocked when 
this art is called decorative, because I think 
it is as profound as the art of Mondrian or 
Michelangelo. Islamic art is idealist in the 
sense that it is about religion and contem-
plation. My art is not about religion but it 
builds on the abstraction of both Arab art 
and the Soviet constructivists.  

Despite living abroad, how did you maintain this 
strong connection with your roots? 

I was 14 and strongly aware of my Arab 
identity when I moved to the US. And I 
am connected to my roots, because when 
you live abroad and experience the racism 
and rejection, it gives you a different and 
clearer perspective. But I do not like this 

talk about roots, because it suggests that 
an artist’s only history is the art from their 
region. This puts everybody into cubby-
holes, preventing artists from aspiring for 
the highest. I rejected this from the begin-
ning and tried to understand all art history, 
how painting developed and what it means 
to society. 

Why did you feel fear while working on your latest 
paintings?

Abstract paintings are usually homog-
enous, but when I look around the city I 
see high-rise buildings, some trees behind 
them, chunks of sky and people walking 
around. I wanted to show all these things 
together and did not know how to do it. To 

achieve this I broke many of my own rules 
regarding perspective and shading. Instead 
of my usual free brush strokes, I had to be 
controlled and I used intuitive measure-
ments rather than precise geometric logic. 
I felt fear because I did not know how this 
experiment of combining the hard and the 
soft would turn out. But I am happy with 
the result. 

What motivated you to write ‘Liberation Art of Pal-
estine’?

The art of the intifada was a home-grown 
school of art, which developed in the 1970s 
and the 1980s in Beirut, Gaza and the West 
Bank. The Israelis have been destroying 
the paintings and hence it was important 
to document them. I interviewed 46 artists 
based in Palestine and gathered 62 pictures 
of the paintings, so the book documents 
the art of the intifada like never before.  

You have often moved away from abstraction to do 
powerful, figurative paintings about Palestine. Tell us 
about the inspiration for these works.

Paintings come from the heart and there 
are two significant series that I have done 
on Palestine. In the first I documented the 
olive trees, because what they do to the ol-
ive trees is the same as what they do to us. 
So there is the refugee tree, the beheaded 
tree and others painted in an Illusionistic 
way. The other set documents the Kafr 
Qasim Massacre. 

I interviewed witnesses and did a careful 
essay of every aspect of the massacre. I got 
a roster of names of the victims and based 
my drawings on their photographs. I pre-
tended to be a camera and used a Renais-
sance style to draw not dead bodies but the 
people just a few seconds before they died, 
so that viewers are confronted by their fac-
es and humanity.

In your painting, ‘Gaza’, you wrote about your desire 
for the intifada to be globalised and about Gaza’s re-
sistance against all odds rescuing the dignity of the 
Arab world and giving hope to humanity. As an activ-
ist, how do you feel about the present uprisings in the 
region?

Gaza was a symbolic and an optimistic 
work. But my activism is not expressed so 
much in my painting as in more practical 
ways. I have organised demonstrations, 
worked with pro-Palestine groups in New 
York and held exhibitions of Palestinian art 
in the US. What is happening in the region 
is a good beginning and gives hope for hu-
manity. But it must go a lot further.

Can art make a difference in politics?
No, not at all. The best contribution art-

ists can make to Palestine is to be the best 
artist they can be, so that people can say 
“here’s a great artist and they are Palestin-
ian”. The rest is contribution to art and to 
international human culture.  

How do you feel about exhibiting your work in Dubai?
Exhibiting my work in the Arab world is 

very special and Dubai, being a meeting 
place for the East and the West, is becom-
ing an important international centre for 
art.

Trees and the High Rising City will run at Ayyam Gallery, 
Dubai, until April 28.
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Samia Halaby felt the fear of failure for the first time in her career and broke some 
of her own rules to bring out the right blend of harsh and soft in a metropolis

Loai Salah Al Deen is interested 
in exploring the thoughts and 
emotions that we are often not 
conscious of or are afraid to 
confront. His first solo exhibi-
tion, Life, is a contemplation of 

our unacknowledged fears, desires and in-
ner conflicts. 

Interestingly, the Sharjah-based Syrian 
artist encourages his 4-year-old daughter 
to work with him on the canvases and her 
simple, spontaneous strokes add another 
layer to his philosophical paintings. 

“There are many important things in our 
society and within ourselves that we dis-
regard or do not notice. I believe that it is 
the role of art and artists to pinpoint these 
things and make us aware of them. These 
could be simple things such as a mother 
getting so used to the colour of her child’s 
eyes that she does not notice it anymore 

or people being so busy that they do not 
even notice the beauty of the sky outside. 
Or they could be more complex, such as 
subconscious thoughts and feelings that 
can affect our inner balance. I am trying to 
focus on such details from our daily life in 
my canvases,” the artist says. 

“I call this series my infra-red and ultra-
violet collections because, like the infra-red 
and ultraviolet light waves, which fall be-
yond the visible spectrum, my palette and 
compositions also cover 
areas beyond the familiar 
and normal range of our 
vision,” he adds. 

Salah Al Deen uses col-
ours and symbolic im-
agery to convey complex 
states of mind and atti-
tudes in a simple manner. 
In a painting titled Bird, 
he deals with the concept 
of freedom through the 
image of a woman reach-
ing out towards a bird. But 
one cannot tell whether 
she is letting go of the 
bird or trying to catch it. A cat lurking in 
the shadows represents the danger that the 
bird might encounter if it is set free and a 
cage suggests the horror of captivity. 

The word “light”, written in calligraphic 
strokes on the bird, suggests that it sym-
bolises the soul and the perennial human 
conflict between setting the soul free and 
keeping it imprisoned by our fears, norms 
and attitudes. 

In a painting titled Concern, the artist 

invites us to reflect on our inner demons, 
which we constantly struggle with. He has 
used ferocious-looking beasts and other 
symbols to represent the irrational fears 
and thoughts that sometimes flash through 
our minds and scare us. A person playing 
with these mystical, frightening creatures 
alludes to the various ways human beings 
respond to their fears. In another piece he 
depicts a person who seems completely in-
different to these creatures. The painting 

is titled The Prince, as a 
salute to a human being 
who has conquered his 
fears. 

The artist takes the idea 
further in The Breakdown. 
Here he depicts a king 
surrounded by all the 
symbols of wealth, pow-
er and good fortune, yet 
looking tired and unhap-
py. “Human beings have 
everything, yet we weigh 
ourselves down with fears 
and expectations and find 
reasons to feel broken, 

needy and exhausted,” he says.  
Many of the paintings are very personal. 

Cigar is a tribute to a person who believed 
in the artist and has always encouraged and 
supported him. And Princess is a loving 
portrait of his wife. Next to this painting 
he has placed a portrait of himself. “I call 
this painting Guard, because I see myself 
as a spiritual guardian watching over her so 
that she can feel relaxed and free,” he says 
with a smile.  

The artist employs different ways to en-
sure that his message is heard. A painting 
titled Whisper says it subtly and softly. But 
in some of the paintings he has deliberate-
ly painted the figures sideways or upside-
down to make viewers stop and think.

Salah Al Deen’s firm and deliberate brush 
strokes and his vibrant colours contrast 
sharply with the random black strokes 
made by his daughter. “I love the way her 
light, carefree strokes contrast with the 
scary imagery and heavy content of the 
artworks. My daughter has been painting 
alongside me since she was two years old 
and I leave her strokes on my canvases be-
cause I want to preserve the innocence of 
the touch of a child in my work,” he says.

A unique feature of Salah Al Deen’s paint-
ings is the button that is seen prominently 
in every composition. The artist has an 
interesting explanation for this recurring 
motif. 

“Once when I wore a new shirt I noticed 
that one of the buttons was fixed with a dif-
ferent coloured thread. When I looked at 
myself in the mirror the button just seemed 
to jump out and catch the attention, over-
shadowing everything else, including my 
own reflection. I still have that shirt and 
the button has become my signature. It is 
something that binds together all my ide-
as,” he says.

Jyoti Kalsi is a UAE-based art enthusiast.

Life is organised by Vindemia art, antiques and collectibles 
gallery and will run at the Aspen café in the Kempinski 
Hotel Mall of the Emirates until April 6. 

Pictures that transcend  
the visible spectrum

Loai Salah Al Deen 
goes beyond what 

the eye sees to reveal 
details hidden in our 
nature that we tend 
to leave unnoticed
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GuardThe Prince

There are many 
things within ourselves 
that we do not notice. 
I believe it is the role 
of artists to make us 
aware of them.
– Loai Salah Al Deen


