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Finkel Jori, ‘Brief Encounters, Enduring Portraits of the Displaced; Mounira Al Sohl’. www.nytimes.com, 7 February
2018.

Brief Encounters, Enduring
Portraits of the Displaced

Mounira Al Solh at the Art Institute of Chicago. The Art Institute’s show, “I strongly believe in our right to be frivolous,” is the first
exhibition of her work in the United States. Whitten Sabbatini for The New York Times
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CHICAGO — When the civil war in Syria escalated in 2012, the
violence forced many residents to flee to neighboring Lebanon.
Mounira Al Solh, an artist, remembers seeing a wave of
immigrants enter her native Beirut, only to encounter racist
behavior there.

“I was seeing hundreds of new faces in my neighborhood,” said Ms.
Al Solh, now 39, who has a Syrian mother and Lebanese father. “I
was curious. I wanted to meet those people, welcome them and
help them feel at home.”

So she began inviting some of the newcomers to her studio or a
cafe to hear their stories and draw their portraits. Six years later,
she has not stopped. Her portraits of refugees, mainly Syrians but
also Afghans, Bengalis, Somalis and Ethiopians, currently number
more than 450. Now, the Art Institute of Chicago is showing about
250 drawings from the series, along with some related
embroideries, in the first exhibition of Ms. Al Solh’s work in the
United States.

The series and show are called “I strongly believe in our right to be
frivolous” after a statement by Mahmoud Darwish, the Palestinian
poet known for writing about the emotional roller coaster of exile.
Ms. Al Solh’s portraits too find, in the current refugee crisis,
moments of personal resilience or hopefulness amid the trauma.
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Beyond Beirut, Ms. Al Solh has also made portraits in the
Amsterdam area, where she lives part-time, as well as in Athens
and Kassel, Germany, where she showed a selection from the
series in last year’s Documenta. At Documenta the portraits were
exhibited along with her re-creation of a Beirut bakery that her
father ran to provide jobs for people with special needs. It was
bombed in 1989.

Ms. Al Solh often completes a portrait during a single sitting, and
tries to capture sitters’ individuality along with snippets of stories
they share, in Arabic text. Her sketchbook is a yellow legal pad,
“reminding us of the painstaking bureaucratic processes through
which immigrants must go in order to obtain citizenship,” said
Hendrik Folkerts, an organizer of Documenta who also curated the
Art Institute’s show. He recently helped her locate Syrian
immigrants in Chicago to draw.

At times Ms. Al Solh has found herself sharing her own wartime
accounts with her sitters, including her experiences growing up
during the Lebanese war in the 1980s, when she fled to Damascus
for periods to stay with relatives.

“It sounds ironic now but Syria was our refuge,” she said. “So
making this work has also been a way for me to understand my
own childhood, a way to process the trauma we all went through.”

In these edited excerpts from an interview, Ms. Al Solh recalls the
encounters behind her portraits of three displaced Syrians.
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Um Mayssah, Beirut, 2014
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Mounira Al Solh, portrait of Um Mayssah, Beirut, 2014, with her walnut cake from
Starbucks. sfeir-Semler Gallery
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Waad, Beirut, 2015
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Waad, Beirut, 2015, by Mounira Al Solh. Sfeir-Semler Gallery
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Alj, Kassel, 2016
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Ali, Kassel, 2016, by Mounira Al Solh. Steir-Semier Gallery
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