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Magic Carpeting

The Druze artist Fatma Shanan has carpeted
the world. Or less ambitiously, she has made a world
for herself out of the carpet. Her strategy for the last
decade has been to find a way to make the carpet a
metonym for her own body and being. A common
and revered domestic object, the carpet has been
dislocated from its conventional context and made into
a vehicle for introducing the tension among individual
identity, the difficulty of achieving it and the necessary
collective identity in Druze and Israeli culture. “I painted
the carpet,” Shanan says, “to ask questions about
my own identity in my community and in the world. It
starts from biography and from there goes to a bigger,
universal place.”

In 2009 she began using her own face in a series
of self-portraits; then she expanded her subjects: “I
painted portraits that were the whole bodies of other
girls, but | painted girls who looked like me, so.in a
way | was painting myself.” The range of her self-
portraiture included a painting in which she was inside
the pattern of a carpet. This work combined a pair that
was to become her preoccupation: the carpet and the
female body. Shanan has said that the carpet is “notan
object but a living thing,” and that attitude has given
her permission to paint it in unusual situations (her
paintings are based on her own photographs). In Maya
#1,2014, a young woman stands under a magisterial
tree in an otherwise open landscape. The painting is
a study in harmonious colour and shading; standing
on a carpet, she blends into the tree trunk behind her
and the carpet blends into the earth on which it sits.

The carpet has turned out to become an extremely
versatile subject. In Road #1, 2014, she places themin
a configuration three deep and 15 long, on a rooftop in
Julis, the village in northern Israel where she was born

and lives; in Carpets on Asphalt, 2015, she arranges
nine carpets on asphalt as a way of setting up textural
and colour contrasts; and in Untitled, 2016, she shifts
her perspective to an aerial view as a way of emphasizing
pattern and presenting the paintings as abstractions.
Throughout these works you can see the connections
she is making to previous styles of representation,
from the decorative intensity of Gustav Klimt to Pre-
Raphaelite detailing, where every inch of the surface
is packed with incident, and to a style of dry brush
paint application used by Michaél Borremans, her
favourite painter.

Shanan is aware that using the carpet connects her to
atradition of representation that has its own problematic
history. She has read Edward Said on Orientalism and
knows that the most infamous pairing of a woman
and a carpet is Cleopatra and her unrolling in the
presence of Caesar. While she accepts the sexualized
body revealed through this narrative, her interests are
in pushing where an investigation into the body can
lead her. In the last year she has been expanding the
contexts in which she places her own body. She frames
the inquiry through Jean-Francois Lyotard, who “asks
the question of how, and if, thoughts can continue on
without the body. It's a metaphor for the question of the
relationship between mental and physical restrictions
because there is a connection between the mental
effect that physical restrictions have on us, on our
biology and even on the body’s language.”

In the same way that she has generally resisted
depicting the body as other artists have done, she
was concerned to shift the way her own body could be
read in places outside of Julis. Each time she travels
to a residency, she uses the occasion to re-place her
physical being in a new context, like the Metropolitan

1. Fatma Shanan, Carpets on Asphalt,
2015, oil on canvas, 120 x 180
centimetres. Photo: Elie Posner. © The
Israel Museum, Jerusalem. Courtesy the
Israel Museum, Jerusalem.

2. Self Portrait on Parquet, 2019,

oil on canvas, 60 x 45 centimetres.
Photo: Jens Ziehe. © Fatma Shanan.
Courtesy Dittrich & Schlechtriem, Berfin,
Germany.

3. Floating Self-Portrait, 2019, oil

on canvas, 111.5 x 200 centimetres.
Photo: Jens Ziehe. © Fatma Shanan.
Courtesy Dittrich & Schlechtriem, Berlin,
Germany.

4. Yellow Skirt and Pink Flower, 2019,

oil on canvas, 90 x 68.5 centimetres.
Photo: Jens Ziehe. © Fatma Shanan.
Courtesy Dittrich & Schiechtriem, Berlin,
Germany.
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Museum in New York, where her research into their carpet collection resulted in
Floating Self-Portrait, 2019. The painting shows her body hovering above the table
on which a carpet sits for examination. The restrictions the museum placed on the
distance she had to maintain between her and the carpet meant that she had to
move in unfamiliar ways: “I had to stretch my body and my neck in order to take
the photo and so the carpet is like a magnetic field.”

Shanan is aware that she is engaged in a self-performance, in which the audience
is deferred until the painted evidence of the event turns up as a painting on the wall
of a gallery. In Romania, working in an 18th-century baroque palace converted to
an art gallery, she recognized she needed to change the tone of her presentation:
“Historically, the baroque is a distant period, so | wanted to create the feeling that
| am there but it is far from me.”

Shanan’s paintings are suggestive because her subjects enter occupied territory.
Whenever she presents a supine, sleeping woman, she moves into the land of the fairy
tale where women are waiting to be awakened through some external intervention.
But Shanan’s figures are never in a coma or in a state of suspended consciousness.
She says, “I am influenced by Marina Abramovi¢ and other video artists who use
their body to talk about agency but | am doing that through the painting.”

Yellow Skirtand Pink Flower, 2019, articulates the various ways her representations
can be understood. The painting reveals the delicate contour of the figure’s waist as
well as a pair of powerful hands with dark green painted fingernails, a compelling
combination of the sensuous and the physical. While she says it was unintentional,
the stalk of the pink flower is close to the green of the Druze flag. The woman who wears the yellow skirt and
holds the pink flower is the embodiment of the complicated identity Fatma Shanan has been painting for more
than a decade, an identity that touches on aesthetics, gender, politics and power. i
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Clockwise from left: “Self-Portrait on Parquet” (2019), a work on display in Berlin, Fatma Shanan and “Portrait and Scarf” (2013).
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Courtesy of the artist and Dittrich & Schlechtriem, Berlin; Photo: Jens Ziehe/Nir Arieli

Meet the Israeli Druze artist taking the art world by storm

Galleries are enamored with Fatma Shanan, 33, who wants to transcend identity politics and reclaim the female form

Joy Bernard

atma Shanan is a wom-
F an of many contradic-
tions. The 33-year-old
Israeli Druze artist — on the
brink of bursting onto the
global art scene — draws
her inspiration from the
aesthetics and traditions of
her minority group’s cul-
ture but does not wish to be
recognized as a Druze art-
ist. She only paints women,
but won’t acknowledge her
art has a feminist artistic
expression. She is the first
to admit her work is acute-
ly personal, but refuses to
delve into private or po-
litical issues in conversa-
tion, claiming that her art
speaks for itself.
In Israel, Shanan’s star

is already on the rise. She
is courted by commercial
art galleries and big artis-
tic institutions alike. Her
works have been on display
in two of the country’s larg-
est national museums: The
Israel Museum and the Tel
Aviv Museum of Art, where
oeuvres crafted by Shanan
were showcased in a 2017
solo exhibition that won
many accolades.

But when she is not em-
braced by the cultural
mainstream, Shanan lives
and creates in rather un-
glamorous surroundings —
the northern village of Ju-
lis, a tiny and scenic Druze
local council that boasts
less than 7,000 residents.

It is there where the art-
ist first started painting,

taking private lessons as
a young girl before going
on to study visual arts at
the Oranim College in the
north. After that, she spent
a year under the auspices
of Israeli traditionalist
painter Eli Shamir.

While Shanan has paint-
ed mostly in Julis so far,
she insists that the narra-
tive she is trying to convey
through her work is bigger
than the confines of her Ar-
abic-speaking hometown.

Talking to Haaretz from
New York, where one of her
paintings was displayed and
purchased at the Armory
Show (one of the most pres-
tigious fairs in the world),
Shanan stresses that “If
you connect to my art, it’s
not because you’re Druze

or Israeli. I don’t make art
to appeal to Druze or to Is-
raelis or to Americans. I do
it because I am persuaded
by the truth of what I do.”

This quest for a univer-
sal appeal is reflected in
the large canvases on which
Shanan renders traditional
decor and female bodies
into ethereal, mysterious
scenes. For years, a recur-
ring theme in her work was
the oriental carpet, which
is a staple of the Druze aes-
thetic and can be found in
almost every household of
the 130,000-member com-
munity.

But Shanan chooses to
depict the rugs in unlike-
ly surroundings, thereby
stripping them of their dec-
orative quality. “The carpet
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has a significant presence
in our Druze culture and
in my personal experience,
in my own life. I'm trying
to cancel this presence by
taking it out of its natural
surroundings and bringing
to the fore the female body,
or actually myself, by en-
veloping the woman in the
carpet,” Shanan says of the
motive behind her previous
works, many of which are
self-portraits.

Asked whether it is im-
portant for her to give
women special representa-
tion in her work, the artist
responds that she “doesn’t
want to be perceived as a
female artist.” But after a
moment of reflection, she
adds: “Last week I found
out that in the gallery in
Berlin, I am the only female
artist. They’re all men, I'm
the only woman. But I don’t
care.”

Not just a carpet

The gallery in Berlin,
Dittrich & Schlectriem, is
a respected contemporary
gallery that catapulted
Shanan to the coveted spot
in the Armory Show, rep-
resents her and is home to
the artist’s latest solo exhi-
bition that opened March
1 under the name “Yellow
Skirt.”

In this exhibition, Shan-
an breaks away from the
carpet that accompanied
her throughout most of
her career to make way
for drawings that accentu-
ate the female body and its
somewhat fragile relation-
ship to the space in which
it operates.

The painter is moving
away from more than just
the carpet: In the past, she
would construct scenes
in Julis, which she would
then photograph and use
as a source for her paint-
ings. Now that her work
has crossed the ocean, so
has she: One was devel-
oped during a residency
in San Francisco, another
was crafted in Romania.
For a recent work, in which
Shanan is seen levitating
over an oriental carpet ,
she took a video of herself
in New York’s Metropoli-
tan Museum of Art, which
formed the basis for the
painting.

She says that in the vid-
eo she took to prepare that
piece, “Floating Self Por-
trait,” her body appears to
be “like a magnetic field.
There is a resistance, a
coming together and mov-
ing apart of the body and
the space. Each one is pull-
ing in a different direc-
tion.”

This might be an apt
description of the artist’s
complex discourse about
her own identity. On the
one hand, she insists on
how important it is to her
that people know her moth-
er tongue is Arabic when
she introduces herself to
gallery-goers abroad. But
on the other hand, she isn’t
quick to say where she’s
from. “I would rather be
defined as an artist.”

But Shanan cares deeply
about fellow Druze artists.
She acknowledges many

artists from her commu-
nity have not garnered
the same acclaim she has
but says she is beginning
to see a change. “I almost
feel uncomfortable saying
this,” she begins, “but I feel
the impact of what I do on
many women in the Druze
sector who chose to study
art. It’s a good thing.”
“There is a problem
with the education in the
Druze sector in Israel,” she
continues. “When I was in
elementary school there
weren’t really art classes.
That’s why I took private
lessons for two years as a
young girl. But in recent
years they started intro-
ducing art lessons for high
schoolers in the village.”
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Fatma Shanan’s ‘“Mother, Child and Necklace” (2016).

alegislation that defines Is-
rael as the homeland of the
Jewish people and gives
superiority to Hebrew over
other languages spoken in
the country.

The law sparked outrage
among the Arab and Druze
communities in Israel - for
the Druze, the main sensi-
tivity was that most serve
in the Israeli military and
identify as Israeli (the
Druze living in the Golan
Heights remain loyal to the
Syrian regime across the
border).

Shanan declined to speak
on this issue, noting that
her work is by choice not
political. “When I do talk
about being from Israel,”
she concedes, “I talk about

Shanan: ‘You can’t really live your
life [in Israel] as an individual; you’re
always part of the collective.

Prof. Gideon Ofrat, an Is-
raeli art historian, curator
and professor of philoso-
phy and aesthetics who also
wrote a text to introduce
Shanan’s work to people
visiting the Berlin gallery
says that while he believes
the painter’s work is truly
unique, he agrees that with
her that there is a change
and says she is certainly not
the only Druze artist oper-
ating in the field. “If people
think that,” he tells Haaretz,
“it’s a sign of ignorance be-
cause very few actually care
about Israeli art.”

Dramatic turnaround

Ofrat says that he has
seen a “dramatic turn-
around” in the local art
scene, which started fea-
turing more heavily Pales-
tinian, Bedouin and Druze
artists. He is also quick to
observe that “when you
look at the works of many
Israeli Arab artists, you see
them placing an emphasis
on their identity and their
rural background.” In that
sense, the historian says
that Shanan’s statement
that she doesn’t want to be
perceived primarily as a
Druze artist is “odd” but
that “it’s her right to pres-
ent her art however she
wants, and I respect her
immensely.”

Where Shanan comes
from, the discussion sur-
rounding Druze identity
has become more compli-
cated over the past year
after the Israeli parliament
passed the nation-state law,

the difficulty of living in
a society where the indi-
vidual is almost nonexis-
tent. You can’t really live
your life as an individual,
you’re always part of the
collective. And these are
questions I don’t ask just
as a Druze. I ask them as a
person.”

Although she refuses
to be bogged down by re-
ligion, ethnicity or politi-
cal agendas, the painter is
keen to illustrate the im-
portance of female identity
in her artwork and her life.

Men are almost entirely
absent from her paintings,
“because I want to show
the female body, I want to
show myself. It’s not that I
don’t want the male body
there. I could draw a man,
but it doesn’t serve my
purpose.”

And what is this pur-
pose? Shanan says that she
wants people who interact
with her artwork to “be
aware of the connection
between the physical space
and the body. It can express
itself in many ways and in
the manners in which it im-
pacts your body and urges
you to reclaim it .”

This metaphysical ex-
perience overwhelms the
senses when one takes a
closer look at Shanan’s
paintings. In “Yellow
Skirt” - an avid example
of the trick Shanan plays
on the viewer — a woman
clad in a skirt is seen from
above, practically forcing
the observer to imagine the
skirt’s wearer. Shanan ad-
mits this is her own favor-
ite work from the exhibition
“because it shows the con-
nection to the female form,
but the body is incomplete.
There is a malfunction
there.”

From New York, Shanan
headed back to Tel Aviv,
where she is participating
in a group exhibition at
the Tel Aviv Museum that
opened on March 12. From
there she will go back to Ju-
lis, to start work on a new
project.

Is she not afraid that by
changing the theme of her
works, she will lose focus?
“Every time I make a new
painting there is fear,” the
artist admits, but then says
she is certain she will nev-
er lose her passion. “In my
studio, I have two paintings
I am not willing to sell. One
of them is a still life draw-
ing and the other is the
sketch of a model. When I
look at these two works I
tell myself — okay, you can
paint. It gives you this seal
of approval, and you know
that despite the fear you
can rise up to the challenge
and make that painting.”

Rainy weekend

Light rain will fall on Friday in the
north and center;it will be slightly
warmer. The rain will strengthen
at night and thunder storms may
occur. Saturday will be cooler,
with occasional showers from
the north to the northern Negev.
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A Gripping Conversation with Fatma Shanan

Photo Credit: Malu Zayon

Fatma Shanan is a Druze painter from Israel. She is known for her figurative oil paintings

of scenes of Druze villages and is inspired by 19th and 20th-century realism. Shanan is
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2014). Shanan participated in residency programs at Fountainhead Miami (2021),
Residency Unlimited, New York (2018), and Artport Tel Aviv (2016-2017). | had the pleasure

of asking Fatma what purpose art served in her life, how she adapted during the

pandemic artistically, and so much more.
UZOMAH: How do you come up with themes for your art?

FATMA: My paintings are characterized by looking at scenes that include myself or
participants from different circles in my life. The physical and mental space in the society
I grew up in led me to these issues since childhood when | had to create my own
personal defined space. The topics | deal with in my artworks are engaged with my
personal biography and with things I've seen and read inspired by my own experience in
the world. From my personal experience, | strive to reach the universal, and sometimes
vice versa. as in Walt Whitman's words, a great inspirational source for me, "for every

atom belonging to me as good belongs to you.’

In addition, many of my works begin with written words, in my recent works mostly
around the poems of the American poet Walt Whitman, which gave words to my
previous personal feelings. My works seek to explore and develop a notion, both visually
and conceptually. In recent years | find myself increasingly engaged in nature, inspired
by Whitman, who dealt with the vast nature as a space in which human freedom in its
purest form resides, a space that only when a person is free from societal distractions
and structures he can know himself. This is a topic I've frequently been researching in my

recent works.

U: How has formal education helped your artistic process?

F: | studied painting at Oranim Academic College and with painter Eli Shamir. Something

from each of my teachers has remained with me.
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U: Your use of your own body to both define and open spaces has become something

for which you are known. How did that come about artistically?

F: Painting myself and my body in my works was a natural evolution of my exploration of
body-space relations. Like anything in my paintings, my body is never isolated from

context. It is always thought about with its environment.

Inspired by the writings of Whitman, which I've mentioned, in my recent paintings, there
are representations of myself, surrounded by branches and flowers that sometimes

appear to grow out of my body's various positions - thus, the limits between the figure
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Photo Credit: Malu Zayon

U: Who are some of your artistic influences?

F: As | mentioned, many of my works are influenced by my personal experiences in the
world, as well as by texts | read that direct my ideas. All of my paintings are inherently
related to the performative preparatory work that preceded them and is based on pre-
staged scenes. In my early works, especially around my childhood village, Julis, in

northern Israel, and in my recent works, especially around the connection with nature.
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Ludovic Alleaume’s Marie Madeleine pose from 1927 which appears similarly in my’

Shoulders Flowers'. These are just a few examples, but the list is much longer...

U: Is the end result more important than the process? Or the process? Or are they

equal?

F: The artistic process and the result are inseparable for me. The scenes | pre-direct are

an integral, central part of the creative process and not just part of a practical process.

Similarly, my picturesque technical practice, including inseparable combination: the
technique of the multiple stains and the concept in which | engage in my works, are
intertwined. Each stroke of color is placed at a minor distance from the next, a practice

based on my desire to combine matter and concept.
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U: How does figurative art allow you to address art as a means of exploration?

F: The picturesque medium allows me direct contact and interaction with the canvas:
the brush serves as an intermediary factor between my body and the creation. Working
in this medium involves an integral spiral process that combines thought, eye and hand.
The use of figurative painting also allows me to connect the body to the canvas: my
paintings are all based on pre-staged scenes in which the body operates and acts. |
document the performance, and the images serve as the basis for my paintings;

performance and movement are embodied on the canvas using stains.

U: How does art express the emotions and senses one feels and uses in life?

F: In my eyes, the painting process is subjective and intimate. However, as soon as |
release the result to the world, | am confident and content that it suddenly takes on new
directions and interpretations that | have no control over, which | embrace. Since | use
figurative painting, there is no doubt that the observers, in most cases, will seek a specific
meaning in the artwork; | do want them to understand the personal meaning I've given

to my works and how the works embody my inner feelings, but at the same time it is no
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U: What are you currently working on?

F: | am currently working on the project for a solo exhibition that will go up next year
(2023) in Piero Atchugarry Gallery, Miami. | am interested in expressing the relationship
between myself and nature, especially around the ocean. This is a theme that continues
the last exhibition | presented in Berlin, leaves of grass, at the DITTRICH & SCHLECHTRIEM
gallery. The previous exhibition was titled after the writings of the American poet Walt
Whitman, which deals with the vast nature, whose only assimilation within it makes it
possible to experience its power to its fullest. | now seek to create inspired nature in an
unmediated manner, within the enormous American nature, especially in the ocean and
its floor, which functions as a pivotal element in my research. Through diving and
documentation, | explore how my own movement affects the movement of the ocean
and how the movement of the ocean affects me, including all of the life taking place

beneath. For me, this preparatory research relates to questions | ask in many of my
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everywhere enforcing the restrictions, especially in areas of high infection rates.

| practically spent all my time in the studio. It was very interesting to explore how limited
movement can change the way we create, reducing ourselves or our art scale. The main
change that occurred regarding my art during that period was that | stopped working on
large-scale works and started working on small canvases, as | needed them to be easily
transportable so I'd easily carry them home with me during quarantine or under
lockdown restrictions. In this context, it is important to note that the change in my
paintings’' scale was also inspired by the small-scale magical and mesmerizing artworks
I've been exposed to the recent year in the "Surrealist Women" exhibition at the MoMa
museum, NYC in 2020, which included works of female artists as mentioned above and

also as Remedios Varo.

Please visit Fotma's site for more information about her artwork and future exhibits.

uzomah ugwu

A Spiffing Conversation with A Fascinating Conversation with >
Henn Kim Grimanesa Amoros
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