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orrect it, but sometimes
y difficult to correct it.™

fnterview by Mikal Shkreli with Ghada Smes

dacumented by Mairanny Barisse
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>>The Brain of the World:
A look inte the creative
mind of>>

GHADA
AMER

tiw sy MIKAL SBERELE
naEARHS 07 MAIRANNT BATISTA

A few light knocks on the door standing at the end of the hall evoke a
muffled “helle” and curieus expecrations. A bright smile greets us, then
welcomes us 1o the studio, quierly tucked away on rhe wesr side of north-
ern Manhartan. Gnapa Asmer, an internationally known and recopnized
artist who has been featured in various museums around the werld, lets
us into her crearive space ro spend some rime gerring to know her, the
soul behind the provoking and sometimes controversial artwork thar she
shares with the werld. Also in the studio, longtime friend and sometimes
creative counterpart, Reza Farkhondeh greers us as well while he paints
soft pallets of florals onto a large canvas, outlining the shape, layering
the colers for definition and depth. 1 recognize his name and his styvle of
work from the collaborative art that 1 found on Ghada's website, "We have
been working together on and off since school times,” Ghada cxplains.
Pleased to meet him, we are pently ushered through the hallway and inta
the larger studio room in the back, surrovnded with windows in the top
corner of the building, the setting sun lights up the white walls and illu-
minates the hanging brushes of all kinds, shapes and styles.
Ghada offers us tea and walks over to the kitchen te prepare some.
We gander around the space, observing several large picces of
untouched canvas leaning against a plasric-cevered wall, supported by
upside-down paint buckets, ready to be meddled with, Three tables are
spaced in the center of the room, dining-reom style and parallel, provid-
ing separate stations for focus on specific projecrs, ones specifically thar
require the hand embroidery work thar Ghada is most known for. Before
the stacked canvas frames in the corner of the reom stands the rable with
a work in progress mounted on top of ir, straddled berween two rolls thar
suppare the section of focus. Loose threads hang low in various coelors.
This appears to be what Chada has just been working on before
we arrived. The piece is hard o make owr, bur stenciled letrers spell cur
a famous guote of Eleanor Roosevelt which is repeated. stitched in with
thread, and remains as a backdrop for a larger image that is being formed
above them, of which is not yer readable. The focus is on the lerrers, bur
in the final piece, the larger image can be read, but so far to us, the whale
picture's beauty is still a mystery. And even so, the detailed work and
aestheric in whar we can see is just as caprivaring. Ghada rerurns 1o the
reom and sits ar the rable with the unfinished embroidered arc to pose for
some pictures of her in action. "This is how it's done, the process,” she
reveals, "1t looks like this takes a lov of time!™ T observe.
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“Yes” she admits. She threads the needle diligently and

gracefully through rhe canvas, outlining the letrers, As
she weaves, | notice stencils on rhe walls, of letrers,
shapes, and even a fly swatter cthat can be used as a2 sten-
cil as well, Or maybe not. Besides them are 2 series of or-
ganized plastic cabiners filled with smaller paint brush-
es. colored pencils and spools of thread.
The high-pitched screams of boiling water summon Gha-
da out of her sear and back inte the kicchen, We prepare
a ficting space for the filmed inrerview. Ghada returns
with the tea and sits on the stool, of which she decerared
with glued thread of many colors, and adjusts her pos-
ture before the center whire canvas thar leans againsrt the
wall. ] inhale the aroma of the tea in my hand, burning
my tenguc & bit on an eager first sip, and we start our
interview. Being educared in Paris and Nice, Ghada was
born in Caire, Egvpr, and has spent much of her time in
the Uniced Srates. She is mostly known for her multi-lay-
ered embroidery work which display themes of sexuality,
eroricism and feminine art. Omne particelarly well-known
collection is titled, "You My Love”, displaying acrylic and
embroidery on canvas of female bodies, poised in sexual
ways, alluring, mysterious and
profound as well. 1 asked Gha-
da if there are any orher collec-
tions of art that she has done
that might be shadowed by this
series, "My parden work” she ex-
plains, “people don't know it be-
cause it is in remore places and
because it's not in a gallery, not
in a museum, art centers, stuff
like this, so people haven't seen
it." The parden work consists of
a series of installations within
abandoned gardens in differens
locations around the world, some
in ltaly, others in Indiana. One
specific insrallatien is the word
‘LOVE', dug deeply imto the
ground as it it were a grave, "it was experimental”
she adds, "1 wish people (will} know more zbour these
works.” Ghada's work is loaded with meaning and they
are all visvally captivating. Refreshing to the eye in
their unique perspective of presenting conceprs and im-
apes, ideals and perspecrive. | ask Ghada abour her draw-
ings and prints, of which | found on her website, which
display Disney characters in provocatively sexuval ways
through the use of layered imagery. 1 ask abour her inrent
and specifically inquire about her message, when it comes
to these pieces. "Well. T don't have 2 message in gencral
anyway, in my artwork. I don'r like this term, a “message’,
because a message is something that you can speak. And
Idon't like this word in general, Teminine’
arts, thar say ‘this is how you should feel, this is whart |
feel' ... 1 have a preblem with the wording of the question,
but ie’s important to say that Tdon't particularly like ro
have a direcr message, and rhis is whar differentiares my
work with other feminists work that have a very clear mes-
sage. But in this particular Disney work with the sexuval-
ity, it's because we think thar childeen have no sexuality,
like suddenly you become sexval at 18 ... 50 for me this is
a big problem in our seciery ... how to raise children in

“That's exactly why I have
a big problem with the word
‘message’ because message
isaveryunilateralkindof ... . .. ipid 0 e
education, ‘you have to think
that way’, ‘this is the world’,
No, | don’¢ want this.”

terms of sexual education and hew we don't pur sexuality
inany of the children in terms of their desires, how they
form, so this is what I'm rrying 1o .. some children are
sexual mare earlier than others, and in kids you can see
them, and it's very shocking, and what is this sexuality?
It’s 50 raboo, because people think you are a pervert, It's
not ahoot being a perverr, bur abour being conscious rhat
this is something that exists and needs to be addressed.”

OK so, arristic expression, expressing oneself,
or even sexually expressing oneself, they both can

crelate to freedom, freedem to be ourselves, freedom

to be who we really are, our desires; is that something
that's importane to you?

You krow, what is important, it's something ! wish and is im-
portant to me particalorly to be free with my sexuality, (Taugh)
it's the only way I can deal with the problems af how | grew up,
my culeure, my raboos. [ grew up it a conservative culture, and
wow I wanted 19 know mare abowr sexuality, and it was tabeo,
ever o rhink aboat it, looks like this vakes a Lot of time!”
and then { discovered in the West it's taboo .. it s my own way te find
freedom, [don't knowif yowcallit freedom.. hnowledge! Because
freedom, yow can never find. [ don’t even
i{ﬂt‘:lw T\.'.LIIIE 1f méons, freﬂ:l’om. Blli
krowledge, I prefer .. sametemes, ¢ven
if you understand, you cannot just
ackieve this freedom, even if you
want, f 15 50, @ stitch in you,

Wecantrybut we won't get there.
Exacely. Te's  all  the  educe-

haove to carrect t, hut somerimes
it's wvery difficelt te correct i

But then, art can be a way 1o
educate, to share knowledge in
some ways.

Yes. I believe, but education, i17s a
very persanal patk, so just every-
bady has to find their own knowledge. | dan't want ro be [ike
ok this s how you showld think'. People find how they wanr to
think, and what they want to think.

So can art do that as well, and we are interpreting it
for ourselves so everyone has their own interpreration
so it can lead to education for oneself.

Exactly because we are ashing questions, to work this know(-

edge.

- This kind of goes with the lack of message.

That's exaetly why 1 have a big prablem with the word ‘mes-
sage’ becawse message is 0 very unilaceral kind of education,
‘you kave ro think thae way', “chis is the world". No, [ den't
wanl this.

Very interesting, because your art can reach more peo-
ple in deeper.ways, more profound ways.

Yes, yes, beyond cultural education as well, like people that,
[ dow't know the culture, Japarese, Chinese, South American
as well, i¢'s all abour the human being, not ahour ‘cultural’
krowledge.
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I finish the last sip of my tea and place the ornate cup
cnto the empry rable beside me. “Bur did you sce the new
work? You should look ar the new work!” Ghada exclaims.

We get up from our seats and make way ro-
wards rhe deskrop compurer behind me, of which 1 had
failed to notice earlier. She opens & PDF file wirh images
of the exhibition titled, 'Rainbow Girls', that is featured
in the Cheim & Read gallery. 1 wanted 1o do this be-
cause when we think abour feminism, we think, “oh it's
over and we have resolved many problems'. | wanted to
take some quotes thae are short, and thar do not criticize
men, because the woman, if she has been oppressed, of
course partly it is because of men, bur partly because
she let herselfl be eppressed. She should stand up fight,
instead of fighting the man and sociery, she should ger
her freedom back ... so | wanted to give power to women
but withour critisizing whose faolt or whatever faule, we
just have to go back and fight and be powerful because we
are pewerful.” One of the quores thar is repeated as the
backdrop for a piece of the exhibit is "Nobody gives you
power, vou just take it.” Ghada explains thar she wanted
to use these gquores, “like prayers that ydu repear repeat
and repear .. a mantra that you repeat and it becomes.

1 did it on the porrraics and an the land-
scapes. This is the principle acrwally.” 1 comment on rhe
power of words themselves, even if they are a backdrop
inthe work, and Ghada responds, "and you don't particuo-
larly want 1o read them, these new works are votally dif-
ferent; you can read them if you want, and then you loose
the image, but vou can go back and forch, the perception.”
Censidering the shifting nature of her work, 1 ask Chada
if her exhibic is steering away from her previous work ar
choosing 10 expand on what she has already done. "You
know, it’s evolving, IU's more me, very refreshing to do
this body of werk, 1o play with words. 1 always worked
with woerds anyways, from the pardens to the sculprures,
bur this is the first eime that 1 worked with words and
figuration.” We assemble ourselves back into our original

pesitiens, me by the rable and Ghada before the whirte
canvas atop the decorated stool.

You also use Arabic in this exhibit for the first time.
Now vou have the power of words in a different lan-
guage, a different alphabet, Are you trying to reach a
different audience?

fes. ! spenk four languages, French and Arabic are my twe best
langrages, but in this particular series, I actually translared
the Fremch juote l|rrﬂnt French inte Fﬂx”sh. I dedn't translate
any quote from English to Arabic. [ chose the quotes that are
from my culture, how the peaple speak becawse in my councry
and the Arab world they are very active and interested in art
and | want to say something to them. This is why I chase to
speak in Avabic. And English becanse | Enaw thar they can
understand 1t and everybody else can anderstand. The Arabic
ones, unfortunately here dhey car't wnderstand ot, but it's
akay, it doesn’t matrer to me, at least | can rench them, it's
wery important that | can reach them, If [ say this {the Arabic
quotes) in English it always feels [the it comes from the "others
ar “other culture’, thawn if you say It in your own language, es
pecially v my culewre, where language is so imporcant and are
and calligraphy, that [ dow't like pareccalarly becanse T always
theught [ woeld never make callipraphy, but this time callipra-
phy was very impartant to me.

Would you like to share one of the Arabic quotes that
vou do have?

The first Arabic guote thar Ghada shares with us comes from
the concroversial move nade by Amina Shout, in which she
patnted the Avabic quore, “my bady belongs to me, and is not
the source of enyore’s honor” acress her nwde chest, and posted
the photos on the fnternet. It witimately lead to her arrestan
Tanisin, Ghada explarns her inspiration and the imporeance to
be extremely receptive and alert to her surroundings. And in
particuler, the quotes were chosen because 1.'1(_}' are meaning ful

_and snart. The second quate Ghade shares @5, “the woman re-

volts in the north, revalts in the souck, revelts in the west, re-
volts ie the east, and revales against the hody politics, and be
the braiw of the world.”

It's like a poem.
Yes, exactly.

[ comment on Ghada's sweater, woven rthread
that reminds me of her artwork and ask if she made it
herselt, “my mom did! She inspires me!” Lawghter roars
in the studie and the topic of family is brovghr inro rhe
room. “Nao, it's not easy for me,” Ghada explains abour
her mother, “It bothers her, and it's good, that's exactly
what | want, And it bothers a Tot of people in Egypr.” Gh-
ada discusses a situation with another close relarive
whom did nor approve of her work at all, "I told him,
‘You don't have to look!

Why did you look? | am not forcing you! You are forcing
me to think like you, but 1 am not farcing you!"' Ghada's
work was shown in Egyprin 1994 in a privare gallery and
although it was a big risk, Ghada shares her surprise
that some norable people in Egypt have supported her
since then. Although these strong reacrions aren't unique
to the Egyptian audience, “even from Americans, | get
some very strong reactions; I was very surprised . they
are scared of the children . rhey are afraid ir will per-
vert them. But vou knew, | have two nephews and nieces
and they are normal and they grew up with all of this
art around them and they are rorally okay.” Ghada's eyes
light wp with 2 sense of pride and truth, and we agree
that all cultures have the same taboo, that women have
traditionally been represented behind the man. We fin-
ish cur interview and Ghada returns the empry rez cups
1o the kitchen. We pack our bags and put on our coats
and notice Ghada and Reza doing the same; their working
hours at the studio are over, and we are all going home.
*I like to do my work with Reza because he is a man and
] am 2 woman and somerimes we swirch roi{ls; he does che
landscape with flowers, and they think thar he does the

“erotic and [ do the flowers and landscaper™ We all laugh

and Ghada continues, “and somerimes | ask him, "can you
give me some of your flowers' and he takes some of my
women, and then we draw them and we break the bound.
aries .. there is this idea thar men have to be anly ‘ma-
che' and there are men thar are really feminist and this
is how we work together because for men as well, it's not
fun 1o have rhis rele as the dominaror, who always brings
the money and all of this.” Ghada pauses and admirs, "if
T was a man it would be very stressful.” More laugher
emerges “... 50 a5 well, the work we do together is very
interescing politically and in this art as well, not enly the
quality of art, but the energy, and we think, “we're going
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to fool you'; | can be a man if [ want, he can be a —
woman, in terms of the arr.” We descend rthe scairs
and find the ourside world ro be cold, wer, and the
four of us run through the dark streets towards the
nearest subway. Hopping anre the C rrain downtown,
Mairanny gers off firse, and a few stops later | have

to exit the traim as well, leaving Ghada and Reza Dn YU‘“ ha?e somewhere ynuwam
together with smiles on their faces, waving ar me yourart tu gu}adimction!

through the gritry subway window as it carries them

onto their next destination. 1 think about the be- lE‘t s say, are yn'u tryn'lg to street
ginning of our interview, realizing thar Ghada is a

3 i ?
strong force in the art world, loudly standing in si- It tn acertaln place'
lence as a homage of strength for women, men, in- ‘%e art stees me.

dividuality, expressive sexvaliry, and the strive to
attain freedom. Without imposing any of her views, I don't . I«t taﬁes
Ghada's work carries heavy knowledge in signifi- :
cance and meaning, yer purposely and racefully Tacks . me'“
a message; the reaction, the response, is the magic of
its essence. But where does this essence come from?
What is steering Ghada? As | await for my crosstown

bus, [ remember my last question with her
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