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zhivago duncan: review words: sheyma bu ali
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ZhivAgo DuncAn 
brought hiS 
pArticulArly 
trAnSnAtionAl 
perSpective to 
chAllenge iDeAS 
About culturAl 
Difference for 
hiS exhibition AS 
the jungle weepS 
At jAmm Art 
gAllery, DubAi roduced during 

his travels 
with Bedouins 

through Jordan, Zhivago 
Duncan’s latest collection 
of works looks to dispel 
myths of cultural difference 
and investigate ideas on 
physical and moral truth. 
Duncan, born in Indiana in 
1980 to Syrian and Danish 
parents, grew up between 
Saudi Arabia, France, Malta, 
Bulgaria, the United States 
and England, and is currently 
based in Berlin. This 
international upbringing is 
what informed the premise 
of the recent exhibition of 
his works entitled As the 
Jungle Weeps.

Upon entering JAMM 
Art Gallery in Dubai’s 
Quoz district, one was first 
confronted by a friendly 
looking mechanical pony 
with a red mane and a royal 
seat. As Duncan describes, 
“It speaks Mandarin, when 
you put a coin in it, it sings 
in Arabic. I wanted to do 
a photo shoot with it out 

t“Duncan grew up 
between Saudi 
Arabia, France, 
Malta, Bulgaria, 

the United States 
and England, 

and is now based 
in Berlin”

in the desert”. And that is 
exactly what he did. Right 
behind it hangs Patina of 
Time, a surreal photograph 
that places the pony in the 
middle of the soft sand 
desert, its background is a 
landscape of mountains and 
sweeping blue sky.

This seemingly playful 
aesthetic continued in the 
series entitled Folklore. 
Spray paint cans were 
placed in front of white 
panels which Duncan and 
his fellow travellers shot at 
using AK-47’s, which Duncan 
describes as, “The main tools 
of civil war”. Reminiscent 
of William Burroughs’ 
‘shotgun art’ of the 1960s, 
the results were abstract 
splashes of colour. These 
technicolour bursts were in 
dialogue with Titan, a seven-
video work that shows a 
JCB truck spilling sand at 
different speeds. A loop of 
an explosion from a 1960s 
Warner Brothers cartoon 
is projected on the veil of 
sand. “Both Folklore and 
Titan are made by machines 
that destroy and expand,” 
Duncan points out. The 
mirroring by the projection 
of colourful animated 

explosions with the static 
reality of the colourful 
sparks on the boards drew 
a relationship between 
American popular culture, 
destruction, production and 
the reality of the war not 
too far in neighbouring Syria. 

Duncan’s aim to 
illustrate misconstrued 
conceptions about the 
isolation of each culture 
is expressed through 
the dialogue he sets up 
between his relational 
works, which highlight 
the abstract yet palpable 
connections between 
iconography, language and 
the movement of objects 
through time and place.  
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hussein madi: review words:  india stoughton

t
oday he’s one of 

the Middle East’s most 
renowned artists, but in 
the 1960s Hussein Madi 
was an impoverished 
student who spent his days 
sketching animals at a zoo in 
Rome. A selection of these 
ably executed drawings 
greeted visitors to the 
comprehensive exhibition 
of his work at the Beirut 
Exhibition Center this 
spring. The visually engaging, 
sprawling show, entitled 
Hussein Madi: A Boundless 
Life, was curated by the 
artist’s long-time friend and 
gallerist Aida Cherfan and 
consisted of a staggering 475 
works. The pieces spanned 
Madi’s lengthy career, some 
dated as early as 1959 and 
others completed earlier 
this year. 

Born in south Lebanon 
in 1938, Madi has lived a 
life ruled by his enduring 
passion for art. He defied 
the dictates of his family 
as a young man to study at 
the Lebanese Academy of 
Fine Arts, before moving 

to Italy in 1963. What was 
originally intended to be a 
short visit became a stay of 
more than 20 years. Madi 
didn’t return to live in 
Beirut until 1986. Now 76, 
the artist works as feverishly 
as ever, Cherfan says. It 
was Madi, she reveals, 
who wanted the animal 
sketches to appear in the 
retrospective, a nod to the 
artist’s long journey from 
humble student to the man 
often referred to as “the 
Picasso of the Middle East.”

What is most striking 
about Madi’s work is his 
glorious eye for colour. 
Cherfan, who says she 
wanted the exhibition 
to appeal not only to 
those with specialist art 
knowledge, but to children 
and those with no artistic 
background, deployed his 
vibrant paintings to great 
effect, grouping hordes of 
sketches around one brilliant 
centrepiece. Forgoing the 
traditional chronological 
approach, Cherfan curated 
the work with maximum 

visual impact in mind, 
displaying works according 
to subject matter or media. 

Madi’s preferred 
subjects are horses, bulls 
and birds, flowers, trees 
and voluptuous women 
-“macho” preoccupations, 
as Cherfan terms them. 
The retrospective provided 
an insight into the ways 
in which these classical 
subjects have appeared 
and reappeared in Madi’s 
work over the course of six 
decades, attesting to the 
artist’s seemingly endless 
capacity for reinvention. 
From simple pencil sketches 
to realist portraits, adeptly 
shaded charcoal drawings 
to acrylic and oil paintings, 
Madi’s works on paper and 
canvas run the gamut from 
realist to abstract to the 
figurative works for which 
he is best known, elegant, 
geometric compositions 
consisting of shapes formed 
by a straight and a curved 
line. His sculptures also 
formed an integral part of 
the retrospective. Angular, 

origami-like shapes made 
from galvanised steel, they 
capture birds, animals and 
human figures, echoing the 
distinctive lines and subjects 
of Madi’s paintings.

Those familiar with 
the artist’s more recent 
output were given a rare 
chance to glimpse some 
examples of his earlier 
work. These included a 
couple of beautiful tempera 
pieces, framed works on 
paper made by painting 
in a mixture of egg and 
pigment, which date from 
the 1960s and were on loan 
from private collections. 
Capturing flocks of birds, 
the works attest to an early 
propensity to experiment 
with different media and 
a lifelong interest in the 
subject matter that still 
forms the base of the artist’s 
work today. An exhibition 
bursting with colour and 
joie de vivre, Hussein Madi: 
A Boundless Life was a 
fitting tribute to an artist 
whose love of beauty is a 
pleasure to behold.  t
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A retroSpective 
SpAnning Six DecADeS 
of the prolific ArtiSt’S 
work DemonStrAteS hiS 
verSAtility AnD viSion


