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Ernst Gombrich' "Style", The Art of Art History, ed. Donald
Preziosi, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998, p. 150.

Jas Elsner, "Style" in Critical Terms for Art History, eds.
Nelson, Robert S. and Shiff, Richard, Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 2010. p. 103.

In the course of the preparations for this exhibition, Asad

and I engaged in many conversations about his biography
and artistic beliefs. Unless otherwise noted, the statements
by Asad Azi quoted in this article are from these
conversations. I thank Asad for generously sharing his time
and knowledge, as well as for his friendship.

Edward Said, Orientalism, New York: Vintage, 1979.

See Leslie P. Hartley, The Go-Between, London: Hamish
Hamilton, 1953.

Biographical Notes

Text in Preparation
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of different styles, themes, techniques and historical
or cultural characteristics within the same painting

( ). This innovative approach

ruptures the painterly unity, while using the tools
of the medium itself: it is a form of painting that
deconstructs itself, pointing to its own status as a

construct, a fiction, an intentional creation.

The multiplicity and stylistic and formal changes in
Azi's oeuvre must also be examined in light of his
personal and professional biography, which plays a
decisive role in the understanding of his oeuvre as a
whole. He was born and raised in Shefaram, where
he still frequently returns to visit his family. This large
rural town in the Galilee is home to several different
communities, which have lived one alongside
another for hundreds of years: Christians, Muslims,
Druze, Bedouins, and a tiny Jewish community. "It's
my mother's fault,” he notes with an ironic smile.
"It was because of her that I transferred to a school
in KiryatAta, where I was exposed to Western art, to
modernism."> The immanent intersection between
cultures, traditions, beliefs, styles, themes, languages
and tastes (in the wide sense of the term "taste" as
a subjective experience of preference for a certain
stimulus) underlies Azi's artistic infrastructure as
a poet, critic, teacher, and above all a painter. The
tension between close and intermingling elements
and reciprocal influences and between isolation,
particularity, and separation is evident both in his
modes of actions and in the themes lying at the heart
ofhis oeuvre; it can be equally detected in the sources
of inspiration and points of reference to which — or
against which — he turns.

In his groundbreaking study Orientalism, the

Palestinian intellectual Edward Said analyzes how
the European West and its north-American extension
fantasized about, wrote about, painted, fixed,
presented, marketed, and of course conquered and
exploited the East, and especially the Muslim, Arab-
Turkish-Persian Near East. The East, as Said argued,
is constructed not only a subject of research and a
commercial destination; no less importantly, it serves
as a source of inspiration for fantasies and phobias
characterized by distinct forms, patterns, metaphors
and illusions, fixing a system of images that are

perceived as truths and often even as scientific facts.

“The Orient and Islam have a kind of extrareal,
phenomenologically reduced status that puts them
out of reach of everyone except the Western expert.
From the beginning of Western speculation about the
Orient, the one thing the orient could not do was to
represent itself. Evidence of the Orient was credible
only after it had passed through and been made firm

by the refining fire of the Orientalist’s work.*

This world view, which paralleled the expansion
and deepening of Western colonialism, reached its
apogee in the course of the nineteenth century. The
expansion of Orientalism was given expression,
among other things, in the creation of academic
disciplines devoted to studying countries, religions,
communities and cultures in the Arab-Muslim
East, as well as in an active mixture of longing and
repulsion that gave rise to journeys of discovery,
tourist excursions, and tens of thousands of books,
articles, poems, paintings, photographs, plays,
musical compositions, choreographies, and at the
end of the period in question even films.

This movement was (and regrettably still is for

many in the West) almost entirely one-directional

and unequivocal: the West created, produced, and
consumed images of the East predicated upon the
principle of otherness and on human, material, and
cultural polarizations. The Orientalist approach
brands the East as backwards, static, driven by
unbridled urges, suffused with superstitions and fixed
in the past. The West, by contrast, is characterized
by progress and is dynamic, rational, scientific and
oriented towards the future. The arts of the East are
seen as anchored in intriguing traditions and marked
by moments of glory, yet also as fixed in the ancient
past. This view is embodied in the unforgettable
opening sentence of British author L. P. Hartley's
The Go Between:"The Past is a Foreign Country:
they do things differently there." The book, which
was published in 1953, at the end of the colonialist
period, reveals the tenacious hold of the Orientalist
worldview.?

Azi's painting returns the East to the East, while
introducing into its arena of action the campaign
tools of Western culture, its artistic canon, Greek and
Roman myths, the masterpieces of European and
American art. Azi does to the West what the West
did to the East for hundreds of years: heorientalizesit.
When the subjects of his paintings are Western

( ), the ornamental palette

surrounding the figures, or the various details planted
into the scene, broadcast on the frequency which
the West has come to fantasize about as Oriental.
Sometimes the entire scene is transplanted into
an environment or set impregnated by an Oriental

atmosphere ( ); in other

cases, Arab figures are planted into scenes familiar
from the world of Western classicism. Venus is not
a goddess but rather a woman from Jaffa. Adding
insult to injury, her name in written English with an

intentional, ironic spelling mistake (Venous), the

kind made by a simple villager unfamiliar with the
sophisticated world of high culture.In other cases,
the Western canon servesas the mere background for
an Arab story: Mark Rothko's iconic triangles, or the
light-blue expanses and naive palette of Joan Miro,
become a platform supporting the tired rider on his
donkey. The parodyhas come full circle as theexclusive
iconography of Western modernism replaces Arab
ornamentality as a "mere" stylistic backdrop, while the
center is overtaken by the narrative, orOrientalized
scenes. These scenes familiar themes of gleaners
in the fields of France; frolicking in the thicket of
the forest; the portrait of the artist in his studio; or
another image in which this same artist (naked - for
heis, after all, a noble savage) vies to compete with the
masters of European painting beside an unfinished
portrait of a venerable Druze man, which seems to
be asking or wondering: Where have you come from

and where do you belong? ( ). The

questions that Azi raises about identity and history
arepresented within and by means of painting. Just as
he does not argue for a painting that is one, he does
not tell one story or point to a single, unified identity.

A painting within a painting, a style that touches
upon or effaces another style, the deconstruction,
reconstruction, and combination of languages,
materials, and themes — Azi's painting never ceases
to surprise. You might not immediately identify a
painting as his, yet you will undoubtedly identify Azi
as a painter: a painter who has dared, and continues
to dare, changing once again precisely when he seems
to have "finally found his language.” He is an artist
who demands of the Western canon to cede to Arab

painting and culture their rightful place.
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Gilad Melzer

This Painting Which Is Not One

Asad Azi's paintings are a journey. This journey is
not defined by a fixed trajectory from a stylistic or
thematic starting point to a clearly defined finishing
line, whose roots and branches can be identified from
the outstart. They are a garden of forking paths that
one can enter through numerous thresholds, only
to be swallowed up by its intersecting trajectories —
repeatedly reemerging in new directions. A goal that
is not defined a priori, yet is nevertheless achieved.
In some instances, the paintings seem to be organized
around a temporal axis, so that the viewer finds
himself delving into the artist's private, familial, and
collective biography; in other instances, while we
are still traveling along this same axis, a sharp turn
in the road directs us towards the history of art —
above all that of Western art. At timesAzidraws our
attention to the painting's narrative dimension - that
of telling a story; in other series, and sometimes
even in the same series, hesimultaneously focuses on
deconstructing and reconstructing the underlying
features of the medium. In some instances the
journey is directed westwards, to Europe and the
United States; in other instances its roots are in
the East, in the homeland extending between the
Mediterranean Sea and the Jordan River, as well as
in Syria, Lebanon, in Persia, and even the Far East.
Azi's canvases expanses of canvas or paper most often
circumscribe a liminal sphere, an intermediate zone
that lies between this and that while simultaneously
encompassing this and that — a painting within a
painting, a story within a painting within a story

that does not hesitate to hesitate, to stutter out loud,

to move backwards and sideways just as much as it
thrusts itself forward.

In the course of this wide-ranging journey, which
has shaped Azi's art-making since 1980, when he
graduated from the University of Haifa and began
exhibiting his works, the central axis has remained
his allegiance to the path of painting. Yet painting,
in this case, is not a coherent, essentialconstruct;
rather, it is a medium with historical and cultural
breadth and - a sphere composed of a rich range of
practices, materials, supports, and themes; a mode
of action that involves continual investigation and
experimentation; a tradition that raises questions and
problems rather than priding itself on the provision
of decisive solutions. For Azi, eclecticism is neither
a weakness nor a chance development, but rather
a strategy stemming from a desireto delineate a
trajectory, embark on a quest, explores possibilities of
othernessand transformation.

Style is a "distinctive manner which permits the
grouping of works into related categories.”* Asad Azi
is an anti-stylist. Traditions, techniques, and styles
are for him a toolbox or a set of possibilities, rather
than an aspiration to be attained or an imprint to be
followed. Overflowing expressivity makes way for —
or is presented alongside — a precise, calculated form
of ornamentality. Impressionistic brushstrokes share
the surface of canvas with aconceptual parody on
the painter's palette. A collage of quotations follows
upon family portraits. In contrast to most painters,
who search for their own artistic truth (both with

and without quote marks), for a single vanishing

point that will be identified with their name (Van
Gogh, Pollock, Rothko, Warhol, Rafli Lavie, Moshe
Kupferman... the list is long), Azi enjoys making use
of a given style only in order to deconstruct it, expose
its underlying components, and move on. For Azi,
any style, technique, or subject is an entry point into
a painting or series; moreover, as the work process
evolves they often undergo some form of mutation or
become entangled within an entirely different order
of expressive forms, so that the final result is always
surprising.

In addition, as Jas Elsner, argues, "the notion of
personal style—that individuality can be uniquely
expressed not only in the way an artist draws, but
also in the stylistic quirks of an author's writing (for
instance)— is perhaps an axiom of Western notions
of identity”.2 As an artist, poet, and citizen moving
endlessly between different cultures, languages,
worldviews, and traditions, Azi demonstrates an
incredible mastery of numerous styles, while refusing
to be mastered by them. Like his personal identity, his
painting is demonstrably hybrid and multifaceted.

For more than a decade, beginning in the 1970s,
the Israeli art world was dominated by two main
forms of conceptual art — the so-called "poverty of
matter” and post-Minimalism. In the 1980s a number
of artists — including Yaakov Mishori, David Reeb,
Larry Abramson, Assam Abu Shakra, NuritDavid,
and Moshe Gershuni turned to figurative, narrative
painting — "aligning” themselves with the international
return to a rich, expressive and seductive mode

of painting that is most often also figurative and

narrative. Yet even this process of (another) return to
painting in Azi's work may be seen as unfolding in the
space between different artistic trends or movements:
in some instances, it seems to bridge the gaps between
them, while in others it underscores their differences
and distinct identities, so that "bad" expressive
painting at its best exists alongside a conceptual and
critical mode of painting that deconstructs the very
possibility of expressivity and figuration.

The methods used by Azi to deconstruct and
reconstruct the art of painting are multivaried,
changing not only from one painting, series, or
period to the next but even within individual works.
His mode of operation, as I would like to argue,
seeks not only to create a unified artwork shaped by
the illusion of a representational whole, but above
all to underscore the various options for treating —
as well as reading — the painterly surface.Azi paints
embroidery samples ( ) and embroiders into
the painting (). he sews together "readymade”
bits and pieces — fabric, reproductions, photographs,
pages taken from books, calendar pages, tablecloths
( ) or intentionally unravels the edges
of the canvas, transforming them into a sculptural
element ( ). Above all, Azi's work may be
affiliated with the modernist tradition of collage and
montage- a tradition that originated with Cubism and
evolved in the art of the historical avant-garde, and
later in Jasper Johns' complex paintings and Robert
Rauschenberg's assemblages. Yet he also points to
an additional possibility, which I will describe as a

collage of paintings: an encounter between a number
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female. This, the children would whisper, meant he
had neither a dick nor a pussy.

Maybe he was both, the boy fantasized to himself.

This fact seemed to explain his vin face, his soft,
slow movements, the special pronunciation with
which he flattened and drew out his words.

Salah was often seen in the company of women
walking in a slow, measured procession as they
headed for a celebration — an engagement party, a
wedding, or, God forbid, to pay a condolence visit
or attend to someone who was bedridden. He would
walk along with them shoulder to shoulder, every so
often whispering something or other in one of their
ears.

Itwas said that he gave advice on intimate manners,
offered appeasing words to end disputes, doled out
recipes and even prescriptions for remedies; above
all, however, he knew how to listen and keep secrets.

Nobody ever entered the spacious liwan (living
room) he had been given by the mukhtar to accuse
him of gossip or slander.

Years went by, and his back, like those of many
others, began to bend over. His eyesight diminished,
his poor hearing became even poorer, and his legs no
longer carried him very far. More and more, he chose
to savor his own solitude.

The boy became a young man and removed his
costume and mask. His hair was cut, and the vow
his mother had made to the saint from Tiberius in
return for his sparing her son's life was annulled. His
true being was now restored to him, and he began
discovering a sense of self, of maturity and manliness.

Many things in his life changed demonstrably.

New paths were paved in all directions, carrying
him beyond the limits of his small, self-enclosed
paradise.

He did not take man things with him, yet

promised not to leave behind Salah's story. He always
felt towards him a sense of empathy, and often asked
and attempted to understand. Whatever he found out
he sought to put into words.

Salah al-Atrash died on the morning of the Feast
of the Sacrifice, on an especially rainy day. People
were angered somewhat by the inconvenient timing,
yet their anger mingled with deep thoughts and awe,
for it is not every day that a person undergoes such a
mysterious experience.

The brother of the mukhtar (who was receiving
guests that morning at the mayor's house) and his
cousins made their way into the deep, high-ceilinged
liwan, where the body lay bundled up on a mattress at
the far end of the room. They carried in pails of warm
water, towels, sheets, soap and perfume, preparing to
wash and purify the body.

Not many people gathered outside on that cold
and rainy morning. Yet he was among them, crying
silently like the universe shedding its teardrops, when
cries of anguish and prayers for salvation were heard
suddenly from inside. Several seconds later, the heavy
wooden doors opened and the frightened men rushed
out of the dimly lit interior as if Salah had arisen from
the dead and attempted to rob them of their souls.

The small group gathered outside was equally
frightened, and moved away from the door of the
liwan.

Nobody dared to draw closer. Since they did not
understand what exactly had happened, they stood at
a safe distance, waiting tensely for the Angel of Death
himself to appear in the doorway. A group of the
mukhtar's female cousins and sisters- in-law appeared
suddenly and began approaching, surrounded by
a cloud of worry. Muttering words of supplication
and asking for mercy, they slipped in with evident

hesitation and angst.

Several minutes later, like a stopped watch that
began ticking again, things resumed their course. The
sounds of splashing water and scrubbing could be
heard from inside along with snatches of conversation
and instructions delivered by the women to one
another. Paying careful attention to their words, he
thought he heard them talking about her as if she
were a woman, but he could not swear that this was
so.

From that day on, nobody ever again mentioned
Salah and his mystery.

Years later, when he wanted to visit his grave and
recite a prayer there, nobody could tell him where
he was buried. Even the members of the mukhtar's
family had forgotten him. The remaining members of
his own generation hardly remembered anything of
that tale.

And the members of the new generation? They
will have to read about it all as if it were a story - a
story about did or perhaps did not take place, or even
a figment of someone's imagination.

Even the writer, who himself often believes in the
reality of what he writes, knows that he is telling a
story belonging to those days in words of these days.
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Asad Azi

That War Wrought Terrible Destruction

That war wrought terrible destruction; countless
victims on all sides, hundreds of destroyed and
abandoned villages, tens of thousands of people
walking across fields and mountains without a past
present or future.

One of these many exiles was Salah al-Atrash
[the deaf man]. A refugee, the shadow of a man, a
ghost enveloped in silence and surrounded by an air
of mystery. Nobody knew where he had come from.
Some said that even his host, the village mukhtar
Salim, did not know who he was and what ruin he
had emerged from. Perhaps he had come from Kafr
Damon, or Mimon, or perhaps Yanon or some other
village, one of those places of which there remained
nothing but stuttering mounds of stones that had
once formed hillside terraces, and a tangle of prickly-
pear bushes that tightened around the walls of what
were once houses, suffocating what, for a thousand
different reasons, had been transformed overnight
into piles of rubble. And since the mukhtar himself
had accepted this fact, the others followed suit. He
lived alongside them his entire life, and no questions
were ever asked.

Among them, alongside them, there also lived
that boy with the long, carefully combed hair tied
with a ribbon, which changed with every change of
the girl's dress enveloping his body. He was silent and
shy.

He spoke little with the other children yet talked
at length with himself, while carefully following,
observing, and reflecting on everything that took

place around him.

Later on, he carried with him fragmented
memories from that life, which he attempted to
knead them into a form of spiritual nourishment.
At times it even seemed to him this nourishment
was in fact also bodily, since so many sentences and
experiences have continued to resurface in his adult
life. His being is still impregnated by the memory of
the neighborhood women gathering every morning
in his mother's courtyard as he clung to her, laying
his head in her lap like an innocent baby prolonging
his night's sleep. The women would carefully watch
every word coming out of their mouths, speaking
in metaphors that remained impenetrable to the
surrounding toddlers. Did the wasp sting you last
night, Sister? One of them would inquire with
blushed cheeks, while the other hastened to answer
that her wasp had no sting the previous night. In
the name of Allah, interjected a third one, Mine
stung me twice, and I hadn't pretended to faint he
would have stung me again and again. In my home,
interjected a third neighbor, the babur (alarge cargo
ship) cast its anchor and stayed all night, unloading
rivers of sour cheese. I, intervened yet another
regular , was last stung two months ago, and have
since stopped doing the washing, for my basin is dry
and longing for water.

More than once, he almost jumped to his feet
to discharge his rage and demand proof of all those
darned wasps and bees that were stinging so many of
the women without leaving a single red mark. How,
he wondered, could that liar swear that she hadn't

washed a thing for two months while her laundry line

was heavy with wash every morning? And that one
with her babur - they are all crazy, he would mutter to
himself, nodding and continuing to listen in the hope
of capturing something of greater interest.

The shadow of a man, Salah al-Atrash would tiptoe
about, wearing a black woman's robe and a scarf tied
around his head.

Half deaf, ensconcedin an almost monasticsilence,
he responded only to the greetings of passersby, and
even this only when they conspicuously raised their
arms and moved their lips. Regardless of what they
said, he would respond with the appropriate greeting
for the time and circumstances.

Clinging to the side of the path, he would wait
for Salah to walk by with the large, rusted metal he
carried on his head laden with garbage, food scraps,
and rags, close enough so that he could hear him, far
enough so that he could run off if something went
awry.

Marhaba Ami Salah (Hello, Uncle Salah), he
would say, and then raise his hand with a crude,
hesitant movement. Sometimes he reversed the
order. There was never any certainty about these
encounters, as Salah deliberated tensely as to how to
respond. Sometimes he would open his mouth and
"Hello, girl" in his hoarse, throaty voice, while his
exceptionally large, bovine eyes delivered a warning
that if there was any childlike lust involved, she would
receive a stone to her head, as was sometimes the lot
of naughty children.

He would often continue to scrutinize him with

his gaze until he had disappeared among the fruit

orchards, in the direction of the neighborhood
garbage dump, wondering why this man was dressed
that way, wearing women's clothes and talking and
behaving like them? And why did he have no family?

Salah did not like the company of men. He came
into contact with them only when he was truly
required to, when he was almost constrained to be
among them. On these occasions he would enter the
gathering wearing new clothes provided by one of the
women in the extended family, and sit in silence. Even
on those rare occasions when someone turned to him,
he would respond with vague, general statements
such as "May you be blessed," "God will keep your
secret and preserve you from the wicked," "God will
preserve your dear one's life," and so forth. He never
said anything else. He would often pretend not to
hear the questions direct his way. Gradually, the men
would begin tointroduce subtle mockeries when they
turned to him, provoking loud bursts of collective
laughter at his expense. When these moments of
derision became too much to bear, he would rise,
turn to the mukhtar, and silently ask and receive his
permission to leave, accompanied by a merry round
of affectionate goodbyes.

In the company of women, by contrast, Salah
was totally at ease. His body swayed lightly as if
dancing when he met them, his gestures twisted into
arabesques, and his conspicuous physical closeness to
them was incomprehensible to outsiders. The women
of the hush (neighborhood) and their husbands had
learned from the mukhtar and his wife that Salah was

in fact (alie) a sort of androgynous, neither male nor
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previous night. In the name of Allah, interjected
a third one, Mine stung me twice, and I hadn't
pretended to faint he would have stung me again
and again. In my home, interjected a third neighbor,
the babur (a large cargo ship) cast its anchor and
stayed all night, unloading rivers of sour cheese.
I, intervened yet another regular , was last stung
two months ago, and have since stopped doing the
washing, for my basin is dry and longing for water.
More than once, he almost jumped to his feet
to discharge his rage and demand proof of all those
darned wasps and bees that were stinging so many of
the women without leaving a single red mark. How,
he wondered, could that liar swear that she hadn't

washed a thing for two months while her laundry line
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Text in Preparation ------------- terrible destruction;
countless victims on all sides, hundreds of destroyed
and abandoned villages, tens of thousands of people
walking across fields and mountains without a past
present or future.

One of these many exiles was Salah al-Atrash
[the deaf man]. A refugee, the shadow of a man, a
ghost enveloped in silence and surrounded by an air
of mystery. Nobody knew where he had come from.
Some said that even his host, the village mukhtar
Salim, did not know who he was and what ruin he
had emerged from. Perhaps he had come from Kafr
Damon, or Mimon, or perhaps Yanon or some other
village, one of those places of which there remained
nothing but stuttering mounds of stones that had
once formed hillside terraces, and a tangle of prickly-
pear bushes that tightened around the walls of what
were once houses, suffocating what, for a thousand
different reasons, had been transformed overnight
into piles of rubble. And since the mukhtar himself
had accepted this fact, the others followed suit. He
lived alongside them his entire life, and no questions
were ever asked.

Among them, alongside them, there also lived
that boy with the long, carefully combed hair tied
with a ribbon, which changed with every change of
the girl's dress enveloping his body. He was silent and
shy.

He spoke little with the other children yet talked
at length with himself, while carefully following,
observing, and reflecting on everything that took

place around him.

Later on, he carried with him fragmented
memories from that life, which he attempted to
knead them into a form of spiritual nourishment.
At times it even seemed to him this nourishment
was in fact also bodily, since so many sentences and
experiences have continued to resurface in his adult
life. His being is still impregnated by the memory of
the neighborhood women gathering every morning
in his mother's courtyard as he clung to her, laying
his head in her lap like an innocent baby prolonging
his night's sleep. The women would carefully watch
every word coming out of their mouths, speaking
in metaphors that remained impenetrable to the
surrounding toddlers. Did the wasp sting you
last night, Sister> One of them would inquire
with blushed cheeks, while the other hastened to
answer that he on all sides, hundreds of destroyed
and abandoned villages, tens of thousands of people
walking across fields and mountains without a past
present or future.

One of these many exiles was Salah al-Atrash
[the deaf man]. A refugee, the shadow of a man, a
ghost enveloped in silence and surrounded by an air
of mystery. Nobody knew where he had come from.
Some said that even his host, the village mukhtar
Salim, did not know who he was and what ruin he
had emerged from. Perhaps he had come from Kafr
Damon, or Mimon, or perhaps Yanon or some other
village, one of those places of which there remained
nothing but stuttering mounds of stones that had
once formed hillside terraces, and a tangle of prickly-

pear bushes that tightened around the walls of what

were once houses, suffocating what, for a thousand
different reasons, had been transformed overnight
into piles of rubble. And since the mukhtar himself
had accepted this fact, the others followed suit. He
lived alongside them his entire life, and no questions
were ever asked.

Among them, alongside them, there also lived
that boy with the long, carefully combed hair tied
with a ribboave continued to resurface in his adult
life. His being is still impregnated by the memory of
the neighborhood women gathering every morning
in his mother's courtyard as he clung to her, laying
his head in her lap like an innocent baby prolonging
his night's sleep. The women would carefully watch
every word coming out of their mouths, speaking
in metaphors that remained impenetrable to the
surrounding toddlers. Did the wasp sting you
last night, Sister? One of them would inquire
with blushed cheeks, while the other hastened to
answer that he on all sides, hundreds of destroyed
and abandoned villages, tens of thousands of people
walking across fields and mountains without a past
present or future.

One of these many exiles was Salah al-Atrash
[the deaf man]. A refugee, the shadow of a man, a
ghost enveloped in silence and surrounded by an air
of mystery. Nobody knew where he had come from.
Some said that even his host, the village mukhtar
Salim, did not know who he was and what ruin
he had emerged from. Perhaps he had come from
Kafr Damon, or Mimo with himself, while carefully

following, observing, and reflecting on everything

Later on, he carried with him fragmented
memories from that life, which he attempted to
knead them into a form of spiritual nourishment.
At times it even seemed to him this nourishment
was in fact also bodily, since so many sentences and
experiences have continued to resurface in his adult
life. His being is still impregnated by the memory of
the neighborhood women gathering every morning
in his mother's courtyard as he clung to her, laying
his head in her lap like an innocent baby prolonging
his night's sleep. The women would carefully watch
every word coming out of their mouths, speaking
in metaphors that remained impenetrable to the
surrounding toddlers. Did the wasp sting you last
night, Sister? One of them would inquire with
blushed cheeks, while the other hastened to answer
that her wasp had no sting the previous night. In
the name of Allah, interjected a third one, Mine
stung me twice, and I hadn't pretended to faint he
would have stung me again and again. In my home,
interjected a third neighbor, the babur (alarge cargo
ship) cast its anchor and stayed all night, unloading
rivers of sour cheese. I, intervened yet another
regular , was last stung two months ago, and have
since stopped doing the washing, for my basin is dry
and longing for water.

More than once, he almost jumped to his feet
to discharge his rage and demand proof of all those
darned wasps and bees that were stinging so many of
the women without leaving a single red mark. How,
he wondered, could that liar swear that she hadn't

washed a thing for two months while her laundry line
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was thrust into a state of crisis, an ongoing experience

of grief, pain, and torment.

We remained without protection, completely
vulnerable. I became alocal hero following my father's
death. At night, I would wake up to the sound of my
mother's quiet crying. [ ...] That is how I remember
her, at night, sitting on the edge of the mattress,
looking at her five young children, all sleeping on the
same mattress huddled under a single blanket. She
cried bitterly, frightened by the terrible solitude. All of
a sudden - there was no father and no husband.

My mother obviously felt charged with a great
responsibility and an important mission. Due to
her experiences of fear and loneliness, she devoted
herself entirely to her family and became its sole
authority figure. The passage of time, the distress
and shaking events we experienced strengthened
my mother, and she became opinionated and
independent. She stood up like a protective wall, she
was everything for us. We never disobeyed her. In
fact, she was the only authority figure to raise and

educate me.

Asad was the oldest son. Given the family's changed
reality, he was the one destined to lead it. He was
sent to a Jewish school "to get a good education'; at
a very young age, he was thus introduced to another,
different culture — an open, modern world:

A world in which there was room for everyone
and it was ok to voice your opinion and be different.
I was enchanted by this, but also frightened. It was
different than the world I grew up in.

This was the turning point that made Asad Azi's
move into the big world, to study art and live outside
the family home, a clear and obvious choice. Like his

parents, who immigrated to the country from Lebanon

and Syria, Asad left his mother and four brothers
and departed from the world of his childhood. A
number of his family members and those in his close
environment describe his new choice as "turning his
back on them"; Asad, on the other hand, says: "I set
off to discover my own world and realize myself."

Asad refused to play the role of the oldest
brother, and dared to choose instead to confront new,
personal challenges. The big world called out to him
and provided him with new experiences. This was the
beginning of a new and important chapter in his life.

Presence and absence, memory and oblivion,
foreignness and estrangement, East and West —
these are some of the many themes given expression
in Asad's oeuvre as he strived to set off to explore
universal realms and create a longed-for balance
while casting a true anchor in reality.

Despite the significant similarities between the
process he underwent and those undergone by all
Arab artists (a process I myself experienced in the
course of my life, enabling me to understand the place
from which Asad came and the world he choose to
make his life), I remained without clear answers to
many questions, which will continue to resonate
within me in the future.

Has Asad Azi arrived in the sublime world
towards which he strove, or does he continue to be
imprisoned, as if in the course of a continuous siege?
Is he aware of the existence of this siege, and is this
reality given expression in his work? Is he trying
to purify himself of the whirlpool of identities
welling up inside him, or rather to contain and give
expression to all of them?

Is art, for Azi, a powerful tool for vanquishing
the sense of estrangement and loneliness? Finally, at
the end of a significant chapter in his personal and

artisticlife, doeshe feel thatart hasbeen vanquished,

despite its struggle to triumph over such a complex
reality?

Even without clear-cut answers to the difficult
questions, there is no doubt concerning Azi's
significant contribution to the world of both Israeli

and Palestinian art.

1 Mahmoud Darwish, "As If I Rejoiced," in: Almond Blossoms
and Beyond, translated from the Arabic by Mohammad
Shaheen, Northampton, MA: Interlink Books, 2009.
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Said Abu Shaqra

| am an Arab Artist. Period.

As If I were Joyful

As if T were joyful, I returned.

Irang the doorbell more than once, waited...
Perhaps I was late. No one opened.

Not a sound in the corridor.

I remembered I had my keys.

Iapologized to myself—

Iam sorry, I forgot you. Go on in.

We entered... I was guest and host

in my own home. Ilooked at everything in the empty
space, I searched and found no trace of myself,
perhaps... perhaps I wasn't there.

I'found no image of myself in the mirrors.

So, I thought, where am I?

I cried to wake myself from delirium,

but could not. I was broken,

a voice rolling on the floor.

I'asked, Why then did I come back?

And I apologized to myself—I forgot about you,
go away! But I could not.

I walked to my bedroom, and the dream

came at me in a rush and embraced me, asking,
Have you changed?

I'said, I have changed. To die at home

is better than to be crushed by a car

in the street, in an empty square.1

Asad Azi's comprehensive exhibition reflects the
evolution of his oeuvre over four entire decades. The
joint realization of this important artistic project by
the Um el-Fahem Art Gallery and the Museum of Art,
Ein Harod is far from coincidental; the friendship and
collaboration between Galia Bar Or, Azi, and the Um
el-Fahem Art Gallery was forged with the founding
of the gallery in 1996. Naturally, the decision to
present this exhibition strengthened my relationship
with Azi; in the course of our many conversations, an
entire world opened up to me.

Asad Azi is an artist blessed with a world full of
contradictions. His personal story and that of his
family represent multiple aspects and identities.
His story and his art carry a highly significant
intellectual charge, alongside a truly fascinating
emotional and personal charge.

In addition to the great curiosity awakened by
his personality and art, I have also attempted to
understand the trajectory he has undertaken. Is it
different than that of other artists such as Assam Abu
Shaqra, Abed Abdi, Ibrahim Nubani, or Walid Abu
Shaqra? These four artists were all twenty when they
moved to "the big city," to Tel Aviv. All four left the
landscapes of their childhood, a traditional lifestyle,
memories, and a warm, loving family to enter a new
and estranged world, foreign and other, but also
open and permissive, one in which you could just be
yourself, as you choose to be, far from the scrutinizing
gaze of your family and of a close-knit society. In this
foreign and estranged world, their work developed

and became charged with added value due to their

ways of mediating the many worlds and identities they
encountered. Today, at age sixty, Azi is more sobered
and decisive than ever. In answer to the question I
asked him about his multiple faces and identities, his
answer was clear: I am very decisive. I am an Arab
artist and represent Arab culture as a whole. Period.
Later on in the course of our conversation, Asad

reflected as if recalling a memory from the past:

My roots are in Syria, in Jabal al-Arab. My grandfather
is Fares Azi. He and our extended family are highly
respected and honored. During the Great Syrian
Revolt against the French colonial forces, my
grandfather Fares and many of his family members
joined the ranks of Sultan al-Atrash, the mythological
hero who fought for the liberation of Syria from the
French occupation. My grandfather Fares was killed
in battle. In its immediate aftermath, French soldiers
arrived to burn down his house and burn his fields
and crops to the ground, so that others would see and
fear. Grandfather became a sacred figure, a symbol
and a true hero. That is where I come from. I come

from Jabl al-Arab and am the grandson of Fares Azi.

The artist's father, Siah, was sent to Palestine to watch
over his married sisters, who lived in Shfaram, in
the Galilee. On his way from Syria to the Galilee he
passed through the village Kafir Hasbaya in Lebanon.
There, by a local spring, he was captivated by a girl
named Akaber. Once he had decided to marry her, he
went to the village head, the mukhtar, to ask for her

hand in marriage. The mukhtar, who knew he came

from an honorable family and was familiar with the
story of his grandfather, agreed to the marriage. After
amodest wedding in the village, the couple continued
to Shfaram, where they settled close to the home of
Siah's sisters. The young couple had four sons, and

Asad is the oldest one.

When I was five years old, while I was playing outside
with the neighborhood children, I heard the news of
my father's death. "Your father is dead," I was told.
I had no idea, back then, of what it meant to lose a
father. The death of my father made me into a local
hero. I was pointed at, spoiled, and became the

neighborhood's favorite child.

Asad's mother, Akaber, was pregnant at the time.
Immediately after losing her husband, she gave birth
to her fifth son.

Throuout my life, I only knew my mother. I don't
remember my father. Today, I can't say anything about
the kind of relationship we had. I don't know what a
father should be or look like. I myself made the choice
not to take on this role. The role of a father was, and

still is, completely foreign to me.

The tragic loss disrupted the family life. Akaber
and her five children remained in a small house,
in a foreign and estranged village, living in a reality
marked by animosity and hostility between Israel and
between Syria and Lebanon, with a border running

between them and their families. The entire family
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with a ribbon, which changed with every change of
the girl's dress enveloping his body. He was silent and
shy.

He spoke little with the other children yet talked
at length with himself, while carefully following,
observing, and reflecting on everything that took
place around him.

Later on, he carried with him fragmented
memories from that life, which he attempted to
knead them into a form of spiritual nourishment.
At times it even seemed to him this nourishment
was in fact also bodily, since so many sentences and
experiences have continued to resurface in his adult
life. His being is still impregnated by the memory of
the neighborhood women gathering every morning
in his mother's courtyard as he clung to her, laying
his head in her lap like an innocent baby prolonging
his night's sleep. The women would carefully watch
every word coming out of their mouths, speaking
in metaphors that remained impenetrable to the
surrounding toddlers. Did the wasp sting you
last night, Sister? One of them would inquire
with blushed cheeks, while the other hastened to
answer that he on all sides, hundreds of destroyed
and abandoned villages, tens of thousands of people
walking across fields and mountains without a past
present or future.

One of these many exiles was Salah al-Atrash
[the deaf man]. A refugee, the shadow of a man, a
ghost enveloped in silence and surrounded by an air
of mystery. Nobody knew where he had come from.
Some said that even his host, the village mukhtar
Salim, did not know who he was and what ruin he
had emerged from. Perhaps he had come from Kafr
Damon, or Mimon, or perhaps Yanon or some other
village, one of those places of which there remained

nothing but stuttering mounds of stones that had

once formed hillside terraces, and a tangle of prickly-
pear bushes that tightened around the walls of what
sent or future.

One of these many exiles was Salah al-Atrash
[the deaf man]. A refugee, the shadow of a man, a
ghost enveloped in silence and surrounded by an air
of mystery. Nobody knew where he had come from.
Some said that even his host, the village mukhtar
Salim, did not know who he was and what ruin he
had emerged from. Perhaps he had come from Kafr
Damon, or Mimon, or perhaps Yanon or some other
village, one of those places of which there remained
nothing but stuttering mounds of stones that had
once formed hillside terraces, and a tangle of prickly-
pear bushes that tightened around the walls of what
were once houses, suffocating what, for a thousand
different reasons, had been transformed overnight
into piles of rubble. And since the mukhtar himself
had accepted this fact, the others followed suit. He
lived alongside them his entire life, and no questions
were ever asked.

Among them, alongside them, there also lived
that boy with the long, carefully combed hair tied
with a ribbon, which changed with every change of
the girl's dress enveloping his body. He was silent and
shy.

He spoke little with the other children yet talked
at length with himself, while carefully following,
observing, and reflecting on everything that took
place around him.

Later on, he carried with him fragmented
memories from that life, which he attempted to
knead them into a form of spiritual nourishment.
At times it even seemed to him this nourishment
was in fact also bodily, since so many sentences and
experiences have continued to resurface in his adult

life. His being is still impregnated by the memory of

the neighborhood women gathering every morning
in his mother's courtyard as he clung to her, laying
his head in her lap like an innocent baby prolonging
his night's sleep. The women would carefully watch
every word coming out of their mouths, speaking
in metaphors that remained impenetrable to the
surrounding toddlers. Did the wasp sting you
last night, Sister> One of them would inquire
with blushed cheeks, while the other hastened to
answer that he on all sides, hundreds of destroyed
and abandoned villages, tens of thousands of people
walking across fields and mountains without a past
present or future.

One of these many exiles was Salah al-Atrash
[the deaf man]. A refugee, the shadow of a man, a
ghost enveloped in silence and surrounded by an air
of mystery. Nobody knew where he had come from.
Some said that even his host, the village mukhtar
Salim, did not know who he was and what ruin
he had emerged from. Perhaps he had come from
Kafr Damon, or Mimon, or perhaps Yanon or some
other village, one of those places of which there
remained nothing but stuttering mounds of stones
that had once formed hillside terraces, and a tangle of
prickly-pear bushes that tightened around the walls
of what Preparation ------------- terrible destruction;
countless victims on all sides, hundreds of destroyed
and abandoned villages, tens of thousands of people
walking across fields and mountains without a past
present or future.

One of these many exiles was Salah al-Atrash
[the deaf man]. A refugee, the shadow of a man, a
ghost enveloped in silence and surrounded by an air
of mystery. Nobody knew where he had come from.
Some said that even his host, the village mukhtar
Salim, did not know who he was and what ruin he

had emerged from. Perhaps he had come from Kafr

Damon, or Mimon, or perhaps Yanon or some other
village, one of those places of which there remained
nothing but stuttering mounds of stones that had
once formed hillside terraces, and a tangle of prickly-
pear bushes that tightened around the walls of what
were once houses, suffocating what, for a thousand
different reasons, had been transformed overnight
into piles of rubble. And since the mukhtar himself
had accepted this fact, the others followed suit. He
lived alongside them his entire life, and no questions
were ever asked.

Among them, alongside them, there also lived
that boy with the long, carefully combed hair tied
with a ribbon, which changed with every change of
the girl's dress enveloping his body. He was silent and
shy.

He spoke little with the other children yet talked
at length with himself, while carefully following,
observing, and reflecting on everything that took
place around him.

Later on, he carried with him fragmented
memories from that life, which he attempted to
knead them into a form of spiritual nourishment.
At times it even seemed to him this nourishment
was in fact also bodily, since so many sentences and
experiences have continued to resurface in his adult
life. His being is still impregnated by the memory of
the neighborhood women gathering every morning
in his mother's courtyard as he clung to her, laying
his head in her lap like an innocent baby prolonging
his night's sleep. The women would carefully watch
every word coming out of their mouths, speaking

in metaphors that remained impenetrable to the
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Text in Preparation ------------- terrible destruction;
countless victims on all sides, hundreds of destroyed
and abandoned villages, tens of thousands of people
walking across fields and mountains without a past
present or future.

One of these many exiles was Salah al-Atrash
[the deaf man]. A refugee, the shadow of a man, a
ghost enveloped in silence and surrounded by an air
of mystery. Nobody knew where he had come from.
Some said that even his host, the village mukhtar
Salim, did not know who he was and what ruin he
had emerged from. Perhaps he had come from Kafr
Damon, or Mimon, or perhaps Yanon or some other
village, one of those places of which there remained
nothing but stuttering mounds of stones that had
once formed hillside terraces, and a tangle of prickly-
pear bushes that tightened around the walls of what
were once houses, suffocating what, for a thousand
different reasons, had been transformed overnight
into piles of rubble. And since the mukhtar himself
had accepted this fact, the others followed suit. He
lived alongside them his entire life, and no questions
were ever asked.

Among them, alongside them, there also lived
that boy with the long, carefully combed hair tied
with a ribbon, which changed with every change of
the girl's dress enveloping his body. He was silent and
shy.

He spoke little with the other children yet talked
at length with himself, while carefully following,
observing, and reflecting on everything that took

place around him.

Later on, he carried with him fragmented
memories from that life, which he attempted to
knead them into a form of spiritual nourishment.
At times it even seemed to him this nourishment
was in fact also bodily, since so many sentences and
experiences have continued to resurface in his adult
life. His being is still impregnated by the memory of
the neighborhood women gathering every morning
in his mother's courtyard as he clung to her, laying
his head in her lap like an innocent baby prolonging
his night's sleep. The women would carefully watch
every word coming out of their mouths, speaking
in metaphors these many exiles was Salah al-Atrash
[the deaf man]. A refugee, the shadow of a man, a
ghost enveloped in silence and surrounded by an air
of mystery. Nobody knew where he had come from.
Some said that even his host, the village mukhtar
Salim, did not know who he was and what ruin he
had emerged from. Perhaps he had come from Kafr
Damon, or Mimon, or perhaps Yanon or some other
village, one of those places of which there remained
nothing but stuttering mounds of stones that had
once formed hillside terraces, and a tangle of prickly-
pear bushes that tightened around the walls of what
were once houses, suffocating what, for a thousand
different reasons, had been transformed overnight
into piles of rubble. And since the mukhtar himself
had accepted this fact, the others followed suit. He
lived alongside them his entire life, and no questions
were ever asked.

Among them, alongside them, there also lived
that boy with the long, carefully combed hair tied
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