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Floating in tar: interview with Palestinian artist
Hani Zurob
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When we think of political art from Palestine or elsewhere, very rarely do abstract paintings come
to mind. We would rather think of militant canvases in a realistic style, photographs depicting
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Today, he still dwells on the meaning of the word "political”: "I am continuously researching within
the tangled spaces of the personal, the collective and the human," he tells me. "I'm persistently
digging and reflecting on myself and my being an artist who is both Palestinian and human. | feel LATEST VIDEOS
accountable and | seek the truth in my art; | seek to invite the viewer to delve into the ultimate
space of humanity without capitalising on their emotions, without tastelessness.”

The artist slowly transitioned to abstraction from figure-based painting, always maintaining strong
attention to the hardships of the occupation. The majority of his paintings are created using tar,
acrylic and mixed media. The choice of bitumen as a basic material comes from the psychological
background of his childhood in the Rafah refugee camp in the Gaza Strip, marked by the First
Intifada. The visual memories he retained from that time were all in black and grey. He still recalls

how, after forty days under curfew, he and his family came out from their homes to discover a FJE’MNE'ERA CHURCH REOPENS

completely dark outdoor space, thoroughly brushed with bitumen. Those early reminiscences A Byzantine-era church which was uncovered

in Gaza in 1997 was re-opened on Monday

slowly resurfaced in his art. after undergoing months of renovations,...




Before approaching visual art, Hani honed his sensitivity through literature. In his youth, there
were close cultural ties between Gaza and Egypt, and Zurob's house had a big library stacked with
books and novels written by Egyptian writers like Naguib Mahfouz, Taha Hussein, Yousef Idris and
Abbas Mahmoud Al-Aqqgad, as well as Western books, and magazines from Egypt, Kuwait and
Lebanon.

He recalls that books gave him the chance to explore words through the long days of blockade.
"This became the open door that led me to get in touch with the artist in me. | was extremely
fascinated with literature and was an avid reader, and at the time all publications included
illustrations, which very much inspired me."

He went to study art in Nablus, and later moved to Ramallah in pursuit of a more active cultural
scene; he ended up living there from 1999 to 2006. This was a difficult political period which
included the Second Intifada. "At the time the art scene was very limited. There were very few
exhibitions for foreign artists, who only came by invitation from Palestinian institutions in
Ramallah."
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As a Palestinian from Gaza living in Ramallah - whose status was illegal according to the Israelis —
the threat of deportation was always present; it ended up having a big impact on his life and art.
"It urged me to maintain a constant search within myself to discover its true fields of strength.
Painting and drawing became for me a way to expose and uncover the soul.”

Those anxieties were encapsulated in his series "Siege", realised from 2004 to 2006. This was
Zurob's first attempt to unblock the anxiety deriving from the threat of being imprisoned or
deported. He considers this body of work to have laid the foundations in his consequent research,
based on an inner journey.

His work "A Song: If | Say No, | Mean No", was created in response to the traumatic experience of
being arrested by the Israelis, and detained for 52 days in the notorious Ofer Prison, west of
Ramallah: "From that point on, it became apparent to me that danger is a reality, but more so, |
understoad that fear can only cripple you," he says. "When | was freed, | embarked, along with my
artist friend Mohammad Saleh, on establishing the Young Artist Forum — now called the Visual
Arts Forum — aimed at teaching art as a form of mental, emotional and psychological support for
children suffering from the occupation.”

'l am Libya': 24-year-old artist Shefa Salem re-imagines Libyan history

A turning point for him was when he travelled to Paris for an artistic residency in 2006, and was
forbidden to go back home. "For a Palestinian who is in exile it is difficult to quantify or qualify
one's losses; your struggles for your right to live become a constant. As for my gains, they lie in my
art practice and art; my art is my heaven, it is the compass of my Self and Soul without which | am
lost. When one is not deeply connected to one's Soul, life will be gruelling.”

Living in France for many years now, he still feels deeply connected to his homeland, but his art
has changed from an act of exteriorising pain, to an act of exorcising hatred. "l reached that point
through my constant inner quest into the Self and the journey to purify the Soul," he explains.
"This for me is my victory over any form of threat.”

His latest, ongoing series is called ZeftTime. The word "zeft" is Arabic for tar, but it is also used to
describe a state of mind of discouragement or of repulsion. For the series he uses abstraction to
reflect on Palestine, as well as on the Covid-19 pandemic. The 2020 explosion which destroyed
Beirut, with broken glass being the main cause of death, was also something that he wanted to

comment on in the S%

ZeftTime uses tar and broken glass to harrowing effect, as a metaphor for a shattered society.
Looking at the work, the sensation is to be in a moment where time stands still. The works seems
to suggest that amid tragedy there is no time to think and make up a narrative around what is
happening; there is only the absolute presence of the emergency. "This is the law of time,"” Zurob
points out. "Every passing moment is a new opportunity for a complete change.”

The paintings were realised again with the use of fresh tar, this time squeezed between glass and
wood boards. He then incorporated his reflections of the breathing challenges during the
pandemic, by shattering the glass surface and allowing oxygen to penetrate in measured intakes,
controlled through cracks. As the tar was drying, he allowed in more and more oxygen, creating
arbitrary coloured forms.

In the abstraction of ZeftTime we can see a symbol for the many layers in which Palestine tries to
live, as well as the struggle of the individual who wishes to be like water — to use a well-known
metaphor - but often finds himself in darker and thicker substances.

"I sought all my life to learn how to swim and float in water, but | failed," concludes Hani Zurob.
"Today, | manage to float in zeft and even walk on its surface.”

Power does not defeat memory: interview with Palestinian artist Hazem Harb

Show Comments
Unless otherwise stated in the article above, this work by Middle East Monitor is licensed under a Creative
Commans Attribution-NonCommercial-ShareAlike 4.0 International License. If the image(s) bear our credit, this
license also applies to them. What does that mean? For other permissions, please contact us.

Spotted an error on this page? Let us know

HOBBEDO

Related




g PRI

Painting in Arabic: the life and work of

the late Lebanese artist Etel Adnan

Latest Opinion Pieces

Article

January 26, 2022

You've been served

Grab a taste from the Middle East..

Latest Updates

Columnist

Regular Contributors

Reports & Reso!

nformed

Power does not defeat memory:
interview with Palestinian artist
Hazem Harb

’

B0OK AWiagps

SHOW COMMEN

Turkey and Israel seek to normalise relations
despite mutual concerns

ENGAGING THE WORLD

THE MAKING OF
HAMAS'S FOREIGN POLICY

DAUD ABDULLAH

Order Now >

Award-winning Italian artist Eduardo
Castaldo speaks about Palestine

Celebrating the tenth year of the
Palestine Book Awards

Order Now

. Why Yemen is at war -
Explainer

The madness of economic
figures before and after
coronavirus...

Mother, wife 'shocked’ with
Israel's breachin...

Mysterious things are
| happening within Egyptian
banks

The invention of the 'Middle
East

Celebrating the tenth year of the
Palestine Book Awards

More Opinion —

Tunisia is back to square one
and has to put civil freedoms

The PA views Palestine
through the lens of
collaboration and...

Israel's Hasbara in Sheikh
3 Jarrah: On Gilad Erdan’...
\

The revolution was
assassinated by its own
people

T RAIRE S X X
i oyl pat bl :
el plates The National Colur‘m\ -
: between the existing and the
national...

Follow us

ivow®

Download MEMO App

Available on the

App Store

'\ Google play




Middle East Monitor

Creating New Perspectives




