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FILM

‘The Big Bad Fox’
Orphanage of the Sisters of
Good Service, Jabbouleh
July 25, 8:30 p.m.

Cine Caravne continues with
a projection of Benjamin
Renner’s animated feature
about a fox who thinks he’s
a chicken, a stork that wants
to be a bunny and a duck
who wants to replace Santa
Claus. (Free entrance.)
MUSIC

‘Guy Manoukian and Friends’
Shkif Castle, Tyre
July 26, 9 p.m.

ticketingboxoffice.com
The Tyre International Festival opens with a show from
Lebanese-Armenian composer
and pianist Guy Manoukian,
alongside flamenco masters
The Gipsy Kings.

‘Stabat Mater’
Bacchus Temple, Baalbeck
July 27, 8:30 p.m.

ticketingboxoffice.com
The Baalbeck International
Festival continues with a
concert to mark the 150th
anniversary of Rossini’s
death, featuring the Italian
composer’s “Stabat Mater,”
and the finale of Verdi’s
Requiem “Libera Me,” composed for Rossini.

‘Rendez-vous with Marlene’
Beiteddine Palace, Chouf
July 25, 8:30 p.m.

ticketingboxoffice.com
The Beiteddine Art Festival
continues with Ute Lemper’s
tribute to Marlene Dietrich.
ART

‘Rhythms of a Different Time’
Dar El-Nimer, Clemenceau
Through July 31,
11 a.m. to 7 p.m.

This retrospective aims to
suggest a new narrative for
the work of Toufic Abdul-Al
and his art, presenting a
selection of videos focusing
on the artist’s relatives and
friends and his muse, the
ancient city of Acre.

‘Past Disquiet’
Sursock Museum, Ashrafieh
Opening July 26, 6 p.m.

Curated by Kristine Khouri
and Rasha Salti, this group
show comprises a documentary and archival exhibition
centered on research conducted into and around the
story of the International Art
Exhibition for Palestine.

‘Against the Grain’
Saleh Barakat Gallery,
Clemenceau
Through Aug. 25,
11 a.m. to 7 p.m.

This selection of paintings by
Oussama Baalbaki is mostly
grounded in the artist’s observations of contemporary life.

‘Classic Reloaded’
Villa Audi, Ashrafieh
Until Sept. 2, 9 a.m. to 6 p.m.

This collaboration with
Rome’s MAXXI Museum
thrusts a selection of contemporary art against Villa
Audi’s surprising collection
of Hellenistic- and Romanera mosaics.

‘The Space Between’
Galerie Tanit, Mar Mikhael
Until Aug. 1, 11 a.m. to 7 p.m.

Visual artist Kevork Murad
displays a series of drawings
created in situ at the gallery,
looking at the struggles of
Syrian refugees.

Just a thought
The worst feeling in the world is
the homesickness that comes
over a man occasionally when he
is at home.
E.W. Howe
(1853-1937)
Novelist, newspaper
and magazine editor

Gaza, seen up close and from afar
Batniji’s works at Arles
look at life on the
move, and in the strip,
for Palestinian artist
By Lisa Golden
The Daily Star

A

RLES, France: “The first
time people see me, before
they know me, they think
I’m black,” said a teenage
Safa Batniji, who was born and
raised in the U.S. to a Moroccan
mother and a Palestinian father.
“Most people don’t know where
Morocco is. Most people don’t
know where Palestine is. In terms of
having to describe, like, what Palestine is, I have to ask, ‘Do you know
what Israel is?’ and then I have to
ask, ‘Do you know the conflict?’ and
then I have to say, ‘The other side. I
am the other half.’”
Taysir Batniji’s “Gaza to America, Home Away From Home” is the
France-based Palestinian artist’s
largest solo show to date, and perhaps the biggest surprise in the
“America Great Again!” section of
this year’s Rencontres de la photographie in Arles.
One of the winners of the Abraaj
Capital Art Prize in 2012 for “To My
Brother” and widely exhibited internationally, including at the Venice
and Sharjah biennials, Batniji works
across a variety of media, including
installation and performance.
Naturally the show at the Rencontres focuses on his photo and
video practice.
In it, he draws on people and
experiences within his family or
Palestine to explore broad themes
such as cultural identity, memory
and displacement.
The ground floor of Arles’
Chapelle Saint-Martin Du Mejan is
dedicated to “Home Away From
Home,” a project centering on Batniji’s extended family in the United
States. The questions of roots and
identity are at the heart of the project, the artist told The Daily Star
during the festival’s opening week.
“The idea of exile, displacement,
it’s a topic [that’s] very current in my
work, as I lived this situation personally,” he said, “leaving Gaza and
going to Europe, and then this backand-forth between Gaza and Europe
and this life in-between.”
The work includes video pieces
that cut across perspectives – from
older relatives talking about their
past and their political views, to
young Safa discussing the complex
challenges she has in defining her
identity, to young boys reciting verses of the Quran.
Taken when the artist stayed with
his cousins in Florida and California, the still images include insights
into his relatives’ daily lives and
neighborhoods. He’d had little to do

Courtesy of the artist and Sfeir-Semler Gallery Beirut/Hamburg

LE BAN O N

R E VI E W

From the “Fathers” series by Batniji, 2006.

with them before the “full immersion” of the project.
“I wanted maybe somehow to see
how they lived the situation ... being
Palestinians from a Muslim culture,
Arab culture, living in America,
especially with the American context today ... what trajectory, what
journey they made from Gaza to
America,” he said.
“If there is a transformation,
what kind, and to which degree.
“I’m still ‘digesting’ the work
because it’s really very fresh,” the
artist added. “I think in an indirect
way, unconsciously, it was for me a
kind of introspection into my [own]
life, seen maybe through my
cousins, a kind of mirror effect.”
At times it feels like the viewer is
gently leafing through someone’s
family album – simultaneously
voyeuristic, and not, due to the
accompanying video presence of
some of the characters.
Perhaps the cross-generational
aspect of “Home Away From
Home” is the most striking, painting a complex picture of journeys
and hybrid identities in a setting that
is at once intimate yet unfamiliar to
both artist and viewer.
On the venue’s first floor, the
focus is on Palestine, introducing
audiences to several series of works,
mostly produced in 2006 or earlier.
Israel controls access to and from

the West Bank and Gaza, routinely
restricting Palestinians’ movement
within the territories, and “it
became totally uncertain [for me] to
go and to travel to Gaza” after
2006, the artist noted.
The works on this floor, he added,
“are mostly questioning photography as a medium and the representation by the photography.”
Entering the space, this becomes
apparent. The viewer is greeted with
images strongly resembling the
famous “Water Towers” series of
Bernd and Hilla Becher – but quickly discovers that they are in fact
images of Israeli surveillance structures in the occupied West Bank.
The photos for “Watchtowers,”
2008, were taken by a young local
artist commissioned by Batniji.
They aren’t as technically rigorous as the Bechers’ series, “but I discovered later that this was even
more interesting,” the artist
observed, “because it reflects somehow the [difficult] conditions in
which the photographs have been
taken and, indirectly, the situation
concerning these watchtowers –
their function and the context concerning this displacement and movement for Palestinians.”
Similarly, the backlit images of
“GH0809 #2,” 2010, seem at first
glance to be real estate ads.
A closer look reveals they are pic-

tures of houses in Gaza, destroyed in
Israel’s Operation Cast Lead in
2008-2009. The photos are accompanied by descriptions of the original size of the dwellings, the number
and type of rooms, and the number
of inhabitants.
Drawing on predefined, formal
visual representations (in one case
art history, in the other advertising
convention) to create these two
works was important, Batniji said,
“because it’s hard to deal with the
problems you are involved in – to
talk about Palestine, about the context, without falling into the pathos
and political discourse and emotional situations – and at the same time,
for the work not to become ironic.
“So I had to reflect, think more
and more, many times, and finally I
decided this is how it should be.
“It is a way for me to place the
Palestinian problem in a more
human and universal context.”
There are several other series
from
Gaza
here,
including
“Fathers,” 2006, and “Gaza
Diaries,” 1999-2006, which explore
“in-between” spaces and paint a
quiet picture of daily life in the strip.
Batniji’s personally driven work
opens up quite a different dialogue
with the audience than most of the
other shows in the “America Great
Again” category, which focus on
U.S. society more broadly (at times

from several decades ago).
The Gaza section seems somewhat out of place within this theme,
but provides a welcome chance, in
the context of the festival, to go
deeper into a single artist’s practice.
The different approaches Batniji
has taken to his Gaza subject matter
make for varied, engaging viewing,
and prompt the audience to reflect
on how Gaza itself is usually seen, on
notions of home country and host
country, and the internal leaps that
accompany the geographical ones.
The whole exhibition is extremely current, as the issues of immigration and the Israel-Palestine conflict
are key pieces of the policy puzzles
of the EU and the U.S.
Batniji pushes away from the idea
that the show tackles these directly.
On “Home Away From Home,”
he reflected, “I hope that this work
could offer a kind of insight, a personal contribution ... [a] better
understanding of this phenomenon
[immigration].
“I don’t think that art is the thing
that solves problems,” he added,
“but it could only open questions –
and this for me is very important.”
Taysir Batniji’s “Gaza to America, Home
Away From Home” is up at the Rencontres de la photographie in Arles, France,
until Sept. 23. For more see www.rencontres-arles.com/en.

U.S. art dealer ‘finds’ six de Koonings in storage unit
NEW YORK: When an American
art dealer dropped $15,000 on what
he thought was “junk” in a New Jersey storage locker, he never imagined it could be the deal of a lifetime.
He now believes the unit held six
paintings by Dutch-American
abstract master Willem de Kooning,
which could be worth millions of
dollars. The auction record for a de
Kooning is $66.3 million – set for
large canvas “Untitled XXV” at
Christie’s in 2016 – while another
sold privately for a reported $300
million in 2015.
Another piece of luck, according
to New York gallery owner David
Killen, is a painting by Swiss modernist Paul Klee that he says was also
found in the unit.
The works originally came from
the studio of Orrin Riley, a superstar
in the art restoration business who
died in 1986. He left all his property to his partner, Susanne Schnitzer,
who was herself killed in a traffic
accident in 2009.
Her executors – friends in New
Jersey – say they spent years trying
to find rightful owners for the art,
but no one came forward to claim
the 200 pieces languishing in the
storage unit, near the Ho-Ho-Kus
township.
“Honestly all I knew was [an]other auction house passed on it, so my
feeling was it was a bunch of junk,”
Killen told AFP by telephone.
“All these things are boxed up. I
said, ‘Look, I’ll give you $15,000 for
it. I’ll take a chance.’”
If nothing else, he thought the
items would pad out auctions he
holds every two weeks.
While the items were being
unloaded, however, he spotted what
he believes to be pieces by de Kooning. The work is not signed, but
Killen said a Long Island-based
restorer, who used to work for both
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Killen, right, and art-restoration expert Castagna examine a painting that both believe is a de Kooning work, in New York.

Riley and de Kooning, also believes
they are genuine.
“I can see in his eyes, he’s shaking,” Killen said. “He said, ‘This is
exactly what de Kooning was doing
in the ’70s, one after the other.’”
Art
conservator
Lawrence
Castagna says he “absolutely”
believes the six oil-on-paper works
to be de Koonings, but stressed it

was “just my opinion.”
“I’m just blown away by the
whole discovery to tell you the
truth,” Castagna said.
Castagna said he did “minor
repair work” but otherwise the
works would be sold as they were
found, anticipating significant interest when they go on display for the
first time publicly in nearly 35 years.

Killen is hosting a party Tuesday
to unveil the paintings, which he
believes could fetch anywhere from
$10,000 to $10 million when he
offers them for auction later this
year and next January.
“I’m excited. Believe it or not –
and people will laugh when they
hear this – it’s not about the money,” he claimed. “I want some pub-

licity for my auction house.”
The New York Post first reported
the story Sunday.
Since then, the telephone has been
ringing off the hook, he said. “The
reaction’s been tremendous.”
Killen said he intends to use any
proceeds from the sales to acquire
new doors for his gallery and a
“really nice apartment.” – AFP

