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An art emerging from the chrysalis

Fadi Chamaa'’s
media-manipulated
works take up the
death, or rebirth of art

By Chirine Lahoud
ut Specsl 10 The Dady St

EIRUT: Where does ant go

when it dies? Can ant die or

does it just transform itself

through the years? These are

guestions that we could ask ourselves

when visiting “Transformations,” an

unconventional exhibition of canvases

by Lebanese artist Fadi Chamaa that

opened at Gemmayzeh's Joanna
Seikaly Art Gallery Wednesday

Chamaa's exhibition combines

video installation and paintings, all 28

of them oils on canvas. What makes
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reside within a collection of exposed,
but undeveloped, films.

A Lebanese contemporary of Had-
jithomas and Joreige, Walid Sadek,
who trained as a painter but no longer
paints, has over the years felt com-

lled to absent image and object from

is practice. Yet his work obsessively

references individual art works that

can readily be seen, whether in art his-
tory books or via the Web.

One of the pieces in “Place at Last,”
Sadek’s debut soio at the Beirut An
Center last year, used text 1o provoke
dialogue with the spectator.

The subject of one exhibit was the
oft-rendered classical story of Cimon

and Pero ~ about a daughter who suck-
les her imprisoned father, who's been
sentenced to death by starvation. Sadek
cites 11 different depictions of the
Cimon and Pero myth (dating from the
16th-19th centuries) but the images

Chamaa's ant s0
stage process of
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inal is the two-
a-manipualation,

which effectively transforms his an
into something else
Entering the gallery, visitors are
abruptly confronted by a flat screen
showing Chamaa at work. A camera is
poised some meters behind him as he
stands, barefoot, painting quite blurred
portraits and landscapes. He then rolis-
up the canvases, knots them and hangs
them from the ceiling.
This is the art on display at Joanna
Scikaly. Chamaa’s paintings are not
set upon canvases streiched and
framed for consumption, representa-
tions of figures set against a horizon
line. They are spinning mobile art.
The walls of Joanna Seikaly have
been painted da immaculate white and
Chamaa’s works are accompanied by a
bghl,mn music. The space’s stark
provides a beautiful con-
trast with the canvases, which (even in
their rolled-up and knotted state) exude
a range of strong primary colors ~

H

Chamaa's untitled works now up at Gemmayzeh's Joanna Seikaly Art Gallery.

brig:n reds, blues, browns and yellows.
"I want to “represent art in its basic
shape, without any philosophical or
deep thinking,” Chamaa told The Dai-
ly Star. “It is *art is dead,’ or maybe a
re-birth of ar.”

As his works are rolled up and knot-
ted, it is impossible for the spectator to
know exactly what the subjects of
Chamaa's P‘"‘"‘:ﬁ;m' For some of

W at's what makes the
50 interesting.

“It has never been seen before,” as
one visitor said. “We can interpret his
e M o 5 b

of an obvious subj
doesn’t mean the works lu:cj‘f;
impact. When gazing the artist’s
works ~ hanging from the ceiling like

hypnotic pendulums — the visitor may
expenience a dreamlike sensation, as
though he or she is inside a vortex
where time has stopped.

Although Chamaa says he is address-
ing the death of art, his works are, iron-
ically enough .qumm;!cad.'[hqycon-
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and the sky, org:‘:sibly between reality
and what can be conveyed by art.
Assessing this art in the context of
the accompanying “Making-of”* video,
each comes o bear a more than pass-
ing resemblance to the chrysalid state
- that stage in insect development
when the larva transforms into an adult.
These works are like the cocoons with-
in which the caterpillar invisibly trans-

forms into a butterfly, or a moth.

In this, these works are reminiscent
of the latter-day experimentation of
Palestinian ahrclrml*l Samia gal?by -
specifically anging Sculptures
(g;cm 1990s) and lhc%’msmings reed
from Frames (post-2000).

Chamaa may not want to intellectu-
alize his work, but there is something
in the occulted state of the image in
this art that evokes older works in oth-
er media, including  significant num-
ber of works by highly intellectual
Lebanese artists.

Artist-filmmaking team Joana Had-
jithomas and Khalil Joreige, for
instance, have incorporated notions of
“latency” into their work — the photos
of wartime Beirut, for instance, that

themselves are absent. They are evoked,
rather, by 11 fictive aphonsms that the
artist ascribes to the back of each work.
Another work, “Love is blind,” takes
the form of a conversation with ten
works generated between 1933 and
1952 by Lebanese painter Moustafa
Farroukh. Here the absent subject is
Farroukh'’s romantic renderings of
Lebanese landscapes. The pamtings
themselves are missing, 6f course, but
their exhibition labels are ubiquitous, as
are Sadek’s image-skeptical rejoinders.
Chamaa's art obviously works with
more traditional media but it clearly
speaks a similar dialect as that of
image-critical artists like Sadek, Had-
jithomas and Joreige, whether he
intends to reference them of not.
The emphasis on practice over image
and the absence of cxplanation servesto
imbue the work with greater presence.

Fadi Chamaa's “Transformations” are on
display at Joanna Seikaly Art Gaflery in
Gemmayzeh until April 11. For more infor-
mation call 70776711




