	



	


ART REVIEW

Palestine struggles are `The Subject'

Artists interpret themes differently depending on where they live, studied
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By Alan G. Artner
Tribune art critic

April 14, 2005

"The Subject of Palestine," at the DePaul University Museum, so cogently presents the work of 16 contemporary Palestinian artists that even the least informed of viewers are likely to come away with the sense that they have seen and grasped something important.

The art itself is variable in quality, as is usually the case in thematic group shows. But without having recourse to overly much text, guest curator Samia Halaby so clearly explains the artists' backgrounds, aims and references that little stands in the way of the works' broad humanity.

Anyone interested in an art of struggle and protest will certainly find it here, for that is the dominant subject matter of Palestinian art, no matter the style or medium. Differences, however, come from two main trends shown by Palestinian artists, which depend on where the artists live and were educated.

Those who attended Arab schools and live in Palestine Halaby calls "liberation artists"; they represent the feelings of Palestinians under occupation in an art that generally is two-dimensional and popular in character. Those who were educated and live in the West she calls "explicatory artists"; they explain the situation within Palestine to people outside, making use of temporary installations as well as new technologies favored by Western artists.

The exhibition is valuable because it presents works from both camps, which turn out to share an emotional response despite differences in medium and treatment. This means the most overtly contemporary pieces by the explicatory artists grow from a language familiar to us, though they retain the point and urgency of works in more traditional media created by liberation artists.

Rana Bishara's "Homage to Childhood" installation, for example, invites viewers to recline on a mattress in the midst of balloons and suspended fabric "clouds." Yet the mattress is wrapped with gauze used for bandages, the balloons contain photographs of suffering and each "cloud" has a halo of barbed wire.

So what began as a site for contemplation ends by being as charged as drawings of beatings by Fayez Sersawi or massacre by Adnan Yahya.

Similarly, the poetry of Alexandra Handal's "Sea Songs," a group of headphones made from seashells, finds a counterpart in the delicacy of Tayseer Barakat's ink drawing of a martyr. And there are other instances of, say, a photo or video piece reflecting the directness of popular prints and drawings, for little here is distant. No matter the medium, the art communicates strongly, immediately on the level of feeling.

A number of exhibitions in Chicago that recently dealt with the theme of war showed the difficulty of sustaining feeling on a subject so often treated. The same difficulty arises with the present exhibition, and not all the artists succeed in dealing freshly with eternal themes of resistance and human tragedy.

Still, these artists have voices that need to be heard, especially at an institution dedicated to the free play of thought. Congratulations to DePaul on its incisive presentation.

----------

"The Subject of Palestine" continues at the DePaul University Museum, 2350 N. Kenmore Ave., through May 6. 773-325-7506.
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