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The thread weaving the bulk of this issue together is CITIES.
Moving from Tehran to Jeddah, Palestine, Beirut and Syria,
Canvas looks at how artists are engaging with the urban
fabric in their practices. Some comment on the impact
of rapid urban transformation, while others lament the
destruction of heritage and the erosion of human dignities.
Meanwhile placing human beings centre stage in massive
metropolises is the focus of street artist-provocateur JR,
who gives Canvas an exclusive from NYC.
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BEIRUT

REVIEW

Installation view of Katya Traboulsi’s Perpetual Identities at Saleh Barakat Gallery.
Image courtesy of the artist and Saleh Barakat Gallery

THE BEAUTY IN
DESTRUCTION
In her bold paintings and sculptures, Katya Traboulsi has often focused on the use
of light and colour to portray the darkness of the Lebanese civil war. This conflict,
which she left while it was still raging in 1989 (when she moved to Dubai for 27
years, before returning to Beirut), has caught up with her again more recently.
For Perpetual Identities, her recent show at the Saleh Barakat Gallery in Beirut,
she intricately crafted 47 bombshells with the help of artisans from about just as
many countries. Unusually yet spectacularly adorned as new vessels of hope, they
assumed the role of diverse cultural iconographies representing different nations of
the world. India Stoughton takes a closer look.
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Katya Traboulsi. Lebanon. 2016. Hand-carved wood. 75 cm height.
Image courtesy of the artist and Saleh Barakat Gallery

Lebanon’s civil war had just erupted when Katya
Traboulsi turned 15 and her friends gave her an
unusual birthday present: the empty sleeve of a
mortar shell from the nascent battle that was to
plunge her homeland into years of violence. The
grisly souvenir remained in her home. “It was
like a trophy,” she recalls, “I kept it for 20 years.”
Four years ago, while reflecting on the
ongoing war in Syria, Traboulsi came up with
an idea for a series of sculptures exploring the
links between cultural identity and conflict. She
decided to shape each one like a bombshell,
tying the work back to her own experience
of war and the ways in which it has impacted
her as a person and an artist. “When the war
started in Syria, I had flashbacks to my war,
because my generation is the war generation,”
she says. “War is always coming, back again
and again, and for what purpose? Do we ever
learn anything?”
Considering the urge to wage war as a basic
human instinct, whether fuelled by notions
of geography, nationality, ethnicity or religion,

Traboulsi wanted to expand this idea onto a
more global scale. In Perpetual Identities she
exhibited the results of four years of research
and production: 47 sculptures of 46 nations,
all of which were derived from the structure of
a bomb.
Displayed in the vast basement space on
upended ammunition chests, the sculptures
explored the concept of cultural identity as
something that is both linked to the root
causes of war and yet which must survive
and transcend it. Each shell was designed
to represent a different country, except for
Lebanon, for which Traboulsi made two pieces.
The first is of carved wood and features a
pattern inspired by the Phoenician seafarers
and traders who settled the coast of presentday Lebanon millennia ago. The second is a
colourful collage comprising the emblematic
logos of the nation’s 18 distinct political parties.
“When I did my research, I found that the
Phoenicians are very much like us today,”
says Traboulsi. “They were divided. They were
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Katya Traboulsi. France. 2016.
Brass, patina

Katya Traboulsi. Uzbekistan. 2016.
Fabric, jewellery, resin

Katya Traboulsi. Austria. 2016.
Hand-painted resin, brass leaves

Katya Traboulsi. Palestine. 2016. Bronze

Katya Traboulsi. United Kingdom. 2016.
Collage on resin, brass

Katya Traboulsi. Oman. 2016. Handmade silver, brass.
All images courtesy of Saleh Barakat Gallery

travellers and traders. They were religious,
and they also had war. So I did the original
Lebanese piece on cedarwood and then, later
on, I had the idea to do a contemporary one
for the political parties that existed after the
war. People here though, mostly find that our
identity is much more affiliated with the political
sculpture than with the Phoenician reference."
Traboulsi’s focus is overwhelmingly on
the Middle East, but she was also careful in
choosing a broad range of countries outside
the region to give the exhibition more of an
international dimension. Her selection spans five
continents: Australia, Asia, Europe and North
and South America. “I researched each country
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I included, to find which image best represents
them, or what archetypal illustration I could use
that is historical and yet still perpetuates today,”
she adds.
Naturally, the act of characterising a country
through a single aspect of its history can be
reductive, but Traboulsi has skilfully avoided
gross oversimplifications by not resorting to the
glaringly obvious cultural stereotypes, focusing
instead on the local crafts and artisanal
traditions instead. She did this by travelling to
many of the countries in order to work with
artisans there, in an attempt to produce pieces
that were truly rooted in the local culture, rather
than mere facsimiles. The most striking thing

about the sculptures was the sheer diversity of
materials and styles. Works in wood, metal and
stone stood alongside others cast in resin and
then hand-painted, wrapped in embroidered
fabric, encased in tiny beads, or covered with
decorative ceramics.
“The purpose was to create a constructive,
positive and peaceful image on an object of
destruction,” says Traboulsi. “Aesthetics are
very important. It makes me angry when I view
a piece of art that wants to communicate with
ugliness. For me, art should be beautiful. It
should make you feel something positive. The
object here is violent, ugly, but each piece was
carefully chosen to become beautiful.”
Particularly poignant was the sculpture
representing Syria, which looked past the
current crisis to focus on traditional techniques
of wood inlay, featuring delicate, swirling floral
patterns of polished mother-of-pearl set into
dark wood. Palestine’s nostalgic representation,
essentially a shell of metal keys, also tugged at
the heart, evoking the house keys often worn
around the neck by the different generations of
refugees born in camps, most of whom have
never seen their ancestral homes.
For the UAE, Traboulsi was inspired by
the traditional mandoos (bridal chest) used
for dowry, in a wooden sculpture covered in
ornamental metal studs. Similarly, she turned
to a highly ornate tradition to represent Oman.
“They all wear a dagger – khanjar – and the
handle is made of silver with the same craftwork
that you see on the shell,” she explains. For
Iran, delicate miniature paintings were depicted,
inspired by the ancient Shahnameh or The
Book of Kings. India’s carved and inlaid white
marble sculpture bore designs inspired by the
Taj Mahal. Uzbekistan’s was embroidered with
beautiful, tribal Central Asian Suzani textiles and
finished with traditional jewellery. Nigeria’s shell
was a complex piece of beadwork with handles
in the shape of a bird, an ancient Yoruba
symbol. For Austria, Traboulsi evoked the
art and architecture of the early 20th-century
Secession movement, with painted panels
echoing the work of Gustav Klimt and a gilded

dome of laurel leaves representing national
symbols of victory, dignity and purity.
While it highlighted the multiplicity and
unique innovations of individual cultures, the
exhibition also revealed the extent to which
materials and motifs span centuries and cross
continents. Brazil, Portugal, The Netherlands,
Greece, Japan, China, Korea, Egypt, Algeria,
Tunisia, Turkey and Qatar were all encapsulated
by different kinds of ceramic work, each
executed in a distinctive style using a different
method. Other countries – including Yemen,
Iraq, Sierra Leone, Mexico, Peru and Canada
– were materialized through totemic sculptures
in wood or stone, evoking ancient gods or
kings. An interesting outlier was France, which
Traboulsi chose to represent through a gilded
bust of Marianne, a different kind of totemic
figure who became a symbol of the Republic
and its civic values after the 1789 revolution.
Accompanied by a book that delves into the
heritage of each country featured, as well as the
local customs or traditions that inspired each
sculpture, Perpetual Identities was an ambitious
exhibition that raised a whole raft of significant
questions surrounding identity and cultural
appropriation, individuality and nationality. The
concept of the modern nation-state and its
links to ancient cultures, and the connections
between individualism and conflict, were
challenged and called out. Traboulsi’s central
thesis was that a diversity of cultures should be
a source of enrichment, rather than of dispute,
but – as an artist shaped by civil war – she
acknowledges that culture and violence often
go hand-in-hand. “There is no creativity without
suffering,” she says.
By rewriting the history of a personal bomb,
she is aiming for her own contribution to a world
governed by nationalisms and intolerance, in
an act of transformation. While also depicting
a world in which heritage is the last victim of
war(s), she presented her works as sculpted
artefacts of entire civilisations, old and new.
Perpetual Identities ran at Saleh Barakat
Gallery in Beirut from 9 March–28 April.
87

