
14

On the Lebanese-ness 
of Lebanese Art

In 1956, British art and architecture historian 
Nikolaus Pevsner wrote The Englishness of 
English Art, a series of lectures in which he at-

Eng-
lish. He analyzed the characteristics of English 
art through the lens of national identity, taking 
as examples four historical painters (Hogarth, 
Reynolds, Blake and Constable) and important 
architectural and artistic styles. Painstakingly 
looking for what constituted the essence of 
English art, he nevertheless failed to grasp it: 

linking English artistic production throughout 

throughout History eluded him; maybe such a 
thing just did not exist.
Through the journey that led to Rebirth, I found 
myself pondering issues surrounding the rela-
tionship between national identity and art, since 
the present exhibition is, after all, exclusively 
comprised of Lebanese artists working in Leba-
non or abroad. I wondered, maybe irrelevantly 
so, what made Lebanese art Lebanese, what 
constituted Lebanese art today, what “contem-
porary Lebanese art” even meant. I openly ad-
mit I still do not have answers to these interro-

gations, and might never do. 

art” would be: the body of art produced recently 
by Lebanese citizens, or in Lebanon. The reality 
is much more complex, however.
The artists we call Lebanese just because of 
their citizenship or their birthplace do not always 
seek to reclaim their Lebanese identity. Some 
do not self-identify nor identify their art as Leb-
anese and have every right to do so, whether 
because they believe art is universal, or they re-
fuse to be imposed a label, or do not want to be 
made into a representative of their homeland.
Lebanese also means, “pertaining to the coun-
try of Lebanon.” Does this imply Lebanese art 
should address themes relevant to Lebanon as 
a political, historical, or geographical entity? 
In practice, some, but not all, artists practic-
ing in Lebanon today are concerned with such 

-
tity, on Lebanese history and the many Leba-
nese wars, or by proposing meditations on the 
cultural heritage or the landscape of Lebanon. 
Whether making reference to their homeland 
or not, many contemporary Lebanese artist 
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seek to avoid cultural stereotypes, such as the 
cedar tree, the sniper, or the veiled woman; 
they often choose to depict them to better de-
nounce them. Yet, despite the discrepancies 
in themes, techniques and concerns, all still 
fall under the commonly accepted category of 
“Lebanese artists.”
Historically, Lebanese art has also absorbed in-

civilizations, Venetian Renaissance architecture 
and French academic painting tradition. More 

-

abroad (in Europe, the United States and else-
where) and were exposed to and learned from 
Western artistic practices. This means that a 
large portion of what we call Lebanese art was 
not even produced on Lebanese territory, since 
a large number of Lebanese artists have left 
their home country, either because of war or for 
other reasons. Lebanese art has nothing inher-
ently Lebanese about it in its techniques either: 
oil paint was not invented there, nor was pho-
tography, for instance, but both are widely used. 

To some, like researcher Sarah Rogers, “the de-

-
viduals, institutions, art and ideas.” Yet, if Leba-
nese art is impossible to identify by geographical 
place of production, a characteristic technique, 

is there no 
such thing as Lebanese art?
I ended up asking myself similar questions to 
the ones recently raised by curator Till Felrath, 
when he wondered whether there exists such a 
thing as an “Arab artist” or “Contemporary Arab 
Art.” He concluded, “there is no such thing as 
a distinct nature of contemporary Arab art […] 
it is crucial to understand each artist and their 
artworks within their respective context.” This 
statement is relevant in the case of today’s 
Lebanon too, where each artist has his or her 
distinctive particularities. 

An argument could be made that the particularity 
of contemporary art in Lebanon is its diversity: 
the wide variety of subject matter and media em-
ployed by artists would supposedly mirror the 
fragmentation of Lebanese society, or the cul-
tural wealth brought about by its diversity. Leba-
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nese society is indeed heterogeneous, yet the 
myriad artistic practices found in Lebanon are 
rather a testimony to the great variety of artistic 
practices worldwide. “Contemporary Lebanese 
Art,” just like “Contemporary Arab Art,” might be 

group a diversity of artistic approaches that of-
tentimes have little to do with one another.

IF THIS IS SO, WHY EVEN SPEAK OF 
LEBANESE ART?

It goes without saying that the place of origin of 
an artwork does matter when the artist engages 
with it. However, in today’s globalized world, on 
some level, the place of origin of the artwork and 
the artist seem to matter less because of the 
speed of communication, travel, and information 
exchange. Indeed, as Nada Shabout recently re-
marked in New Visions: Arab Contemporary Art 
in the 21st Century, we rarely witness art critics, 
publications and institutions emphasizing the na-
tional identity of Western artists. However, it is 
a common practice to stress the nationality or 
the regional origin of a non-Western artist, as if 

work, and this for many reasons, including the 
following:
One, to emphasize non-Western art’s otherness 
and difference from Western art, in a postcolo-
nial neo-orientalist perspective. Not only is this 
labelling, this “obsession with political and geo-
graphic topologies distracting us from penetrat-
ing the crux of the creative processes and com-

positional exploits that all artists undertake every 
time they approach a new work,” but historically, 
a good proportion of artists from the Middle East, 
including Lebanon, have also stressed their links 
and dialogues with Western art. Many never saw 
themselves as part of a nationalist or pan-Arab 
agenda, but as “members of an international 
crowd of artists who were equally immersed and 

-
-

ing discussed in New York, Rome and Paris,” as 
curator Sam Bardaouil noted in last year’s Told 
Untold Retold exhibition catalogue. 
Lebanese artists often adamantly resist their cat-
egorization as “others.” This is true of art in the 
Middle East more generally, as Nada Shabout 
and Salwa Mikdadi pointed: “Contemporary pro-
ductions reject their segregation as “others,” as 
has been the case with Islamic art, and essen-
tially happened with modern Arab art, which was 
hijacked by the politics of identity. Still effective 
and even prevalent at times, but not necessarily 
openly acknowledged […] as can be seen in the 
media hype and article titles, Arab artists are im-
mediately packaged into predetermined catego-
ries, and thus ‘othered’.” 
Art from the Middle East has often been inter-
preted through the lens of national identity; yet 
many artists from the region rejected this inter-

Lebanese painter Moustafa Farroukh had already 
declared: “For whatever art is, there is my home 
and my chosen land. And where beauty is, there 
is my country and my tribe. For I cannot under-
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stand homeland, love, and tribe except through 

where there are no limits, no obstacles, no idols 
and no confessional colourings.” The supposed 
dichotomy between non-Western and Western 
art may be an illusion, both in artistic discourse 
and artistic practices. 

Another reason to emphasize non-Western art-
ists’ origin is more prosaic and less ideological: 
it is to highlight the latest up-and-coming regions 

-
modity. This is especially true of the 
Middle East, with its booming art 
market. The new galleries, museums, 
and auction houses opening up in the 
Gulf countries and elsewhere all have 
a vested interest in marketing art of 

label “Contemporary Lebanese art” 
does matter, if only from a commer-
cial perspective, to emphasize the provenance 
that makes it special, hip, or interesting.

“Contemporary Lebanese art” remains an ulti-
mately empty label. There is no such thing as 

school as a group of artists sharing a style, an 
ideology, and/or a manifesto, if only implicit. 
There is certainly no such thing as a Lebanese 

school, such as the one offered by American 
art critic Clement Greenberg in his 1955 essay 
“American-Type Painting,” where he labeled ab-

stract expressionism the representative style of 
the United States.

-

of modernism. Today, beyond postmodernism, 
in the days of globalization / a new world order 
/ transmodernism (call it as you wish), it seems 

-
al or regional art. Of course, some artists share 
common concerns, aesthetic or otherwise, re-

-
al categorization. Far from showing a 

(or not) to Western expectations and 
age-old stereotypes, artists from 
Lebanon showcase the many facets 
of their multiple identities.
With the present exhibition, it is a 
common theme that unites the artists, 

much more so than their belonging to a certain 
country. This is art from Lebanon, not Lebanese 
art.
Ultimately, the main challenge facing art from 

-

manipulated. With the dearth of critical and ana-
lytical writing on art from the region, and, more 
importantly, the lack of a local audience, the art 
of Lebanon needs to make itself heard, on a lo-
cal, regional, and global scale in order to truly 
live, to achieve its human, social, aesthetic or po-
litical goals.  Art in a void does not exist.  

“ It is a common 
practice to stress 
the nationality or 

the regional origin 
of a non-Western 

artist „


