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Afifa Aleiby

In this interview with Afifa Aleiby, the artist discloses her thoughts in relation to questions we
were curious to ask her, such as, what first drew her to art, and how Iraq and her childhood
there impacted her work. We also wanted to find out about the art scene in Iraq and on

her time at the Institute of Fine Arts in Baghdad, whether or not there were any barriers to
confront and any censorship during her time as an illustrator for the Iraqi press.

Afifa Aleiby studied at the Suikuv Institute in Moscow, and then found herself living in Yemen
and Italy, settling in the Netherlands. We were enticed to find out if and how she continued to
combine her art with political elements.

Having developed a particular art style, from monumental art, to a Renaissance

type alongside a social realism style, the female figure features prominently in Afifa

Aleiby's art. They are poetic and alluring, as well as sculptural in form, what the artist is trying
to convey through these figures interested us to find out from the artist.

Art can be both a personal tool or a collective one. Having lived in several countries, Afifa
Aleiby encountered different cultures, which are found through and into her art, she merged
collective histories and her personal one, cultural identities and political references, so
enquiring whether she felt art can sometimes speak louder than politics, and may unite
communities, felt like a natural question to pose the artist.


https://www.afifaaleiby.com/

2020 has been a challenging year for many, as the world faces COVID-19, it has affected us
all. Has art helped the artist during these times and what are her hopes for the future?

All these queries and contemplations we asked Afifa Aleiby and below are her thoughts,
taking us on her touching journey of art, emotion, pain, love and discoveries alongside her
powerful, beautiful, moving and poetic art...

(Scroll all the way down for Arabic version)

Moonlight. 2016

| am the youngest of my family, and noticed throughout my childhood, that most of my
brothers were interested in the arts, be it, music, fine art, sculpture, poetry, literature, cinema or
theatre.

We had a large library at home with a variety of books, including foreign literature translated
into Arabic and art books on many international artists.

| loved observing my brothers interests in art, and thus | also began practicing drawing,



reading books on art, and especially diving into world literature which fascinated and
enchanted me. Books provided me with much scope for my imagination and opened me up
to different perspectives. All my summer holidays were spent reading.

Mandolin and Making Dolls

| participated in artistic competitions that were held annually in Iragi schools. From a young
age, my teachers took interest in my art skills, as they realised how much | loved to draw and
to study art. At home, | also received many encouragements from all my family members,

specifically from my mother and father.



Once | completed my intermediate studies, | decided to become a painter and dreamed of
going to Baghdad to study art at the Institute of Fine Arts like my brother Faisal, who had
completed his studies there and continued by enrolling at the Academy of Fine Arts in
Baghdad.

My family did not oppose or refuse my wishes to do so, on the contrary, things were arranged
so that my mother could move with me to Baghdad, leaving our home affairs in Basra under
the supervision of my sister Leila. Indeed, my mother’s presence with me and my brother in
Baghdad, had irreplaceable valug, it helped us a lot, most importantly, we did not feel
alienated or have the sense of missing family.

Mother. 1984. Oil-on-canvas 120-x-120-cm



The five years | studied at the Institute of Fine Arts in Baghdad were filled with much
happiness.

| was taught by Iraqgi professors, such as Rasool Alwan, Muhammad Ali Shaker, Muhammad
Shaker Al Saeed, Miran Al Saadi, Sadig Rabih, Rafeeh A-Nasiri, Muhammad Mehr Al-Din,
Muhammad Aref, Mahud Ahmed and many others, most of whom were graduates of
European institutes, prominent artists in their own right and excelled in their work.

Throughout my studies in Baghdad, | participated in almost all art exhibitions that were held
regularly along the corridors of the art Institute, as well as part of the Association of Iraqji Artists
and in the Museum of Modern Iragi Art (Culpkenian Museum), which had then, acquired two of
my works.

The relative political and economical stability in Baghdad at the beginning of the seventies,
had a great impact on the lives of Iragis, in particular young people. That stability enabled an
opening towards culture and the arts. People’s interest in affairs increased, important
publications and printing flourished, with all segments of society taken into consideration.
Books, magazines and newspapers specialising in children’s affairs, youth and women were
accessible. There was an emergence of left-wing publications which spread widely and
publicly all over Iraqg, as well as across all media.

This great cultural openness had a valuable effect on life in general and personally on the
development of my artistic production. Especially, during the time | worked as a painter for
one of the most important and progressive left-wing Iragi newspapers Tareek Al Shaab
newspaper and the New Culture Magazine, read at that time, by all sesgments of Iragi society,
but in particular the elite and the left-wing Iraqi intellectuals. My layouts had a distinguished
and striking presence in the Iragi cultural milieu, because | was the first young girl to undertake
journalistic work as an artist.



Enchantment. 2001. Oil-on-canvas. 100-x-80-cm

| carried on reading books from the library of my brother Faisal in Baghdad, and also followed
up with everything that was published internationally on the arts. | liked the work of many
European artists, their various working methods fascinated me. | loved impressionism, and the
works of contemporary artists. They did not submit to the rules of art that came before them. |
very much admired the work of Degas and of Toulouse Lautrec. At the same time, | enjoyed
works from French academic artists, such as David, and the aesthetic styles of Ingres and
Delacroix, as well as Italian artists such as Botticelli. In addition, | was very keen on the work of a



group of Russian artists, such as Rabin, Vrubel a professor of the symbolic school in Russia, and
the magical artist Vodkin from the period of Soviet art.

Reflecting back on why | admired these artists, a diverse group who lived at different times
and come from different schools of art, what fascinated me in their works, was their
unigueness.

Dreaming. 1985. Oil-on-canvas. 100-x-70-cm

Whilst, my brother Abdelelah Al-Nossair, left Iraq to study at the Academy of Fine Arts in Rome,
and my other brother Faisal Laibi left for Paris to study at the Academie des Beaux Arts, |
decided to study in Moscow. Fortunately my admission to the National Institute of Fine Arts
(The Surikov Art Institute) was accepted.



My dream and ambition was to specialise in mural art and | actually got approval to study in
the mural arts department, where | majored under the well-known Russian artist and fabulous
humanist Claudia Alexander Von Totefull.

Russian art and my studies at that institute had much influence on my artwork. | became
acquainted with the art of Russian icons and learnt the techniques. It is an art form in its own
right, there are a series of techniques, high craftsmanship, and scientific studies needed, in
order to specialise in becoming an icon painter.

| also learned how to work on wet and dry walls, the method of glass painting and of mosaic
art. All of these art forms are individually a world of absolute magic with amazing surprises,
especially for a student coming from Baghdad who was pretty much ignorant of all these
types of art.

| worked with unrivalled love for art and was enchanted in the realisation of what | thought
were almost impossible dreams.

The White Pigeon. 2007.



It was in Moscow when | studied about Italian Renaissance that | became acquainted with
humanist aspects. | was able to learn about Giotto, Piero della Francesca, Paolo Uccello,
Donatello and Cellini. They are some of the founders of the arts in the Renaissance period with
all its branches, engineering and architecture, baring fruit to science and knowledge in alll
directions. Later, when | was living in Italy | also reminisced on these Italian artists.

My studies in Moscow felt as though | was starting from scratch. | disregarded everything | had
previously learnt and began once more to master how to draw the human body, to
understand colours and to form a painting. The historical value of the arts, its role in
interpreting and writing history through emotions and feelings and the responsibility of an
artist were all brought forth.

| became acquainted with great Russian art which was largely unknown to many, due to the
Cold War.

| still consider myself lucky to have been able to enter doors that were closed to my Iragi, Arab,
or even European peers. | went through all of that experience with great love, respect and
appreciation.

| listened to beautiful music and read Russian literature in its mother tongue. | loved Chekhov,
Gorky, Turgenev and Dostoevsky and saw the most beautiful Russian films. | enjoyed walking
through Arbat Street, the Gorky Park Gardens, the Lenin Hills and the unique beauty of
lzmailovsky Park. | was so charmed by Moscow, its people, its churches, its villages, its rivers
and its countryside.

My time in Moscow taught me about all the arts in the world and to distinguish between what
feels like pure art versus what is just superficial. | regularly visited museums there, which made
me feel like Alice in Wonderland entering a world of discovery, enchanting places seeing
famous sculptures and paintings.



Green-Grass. 1987. Oil-on-canvas. 100-x-100 cm

Politics

Throughout my childhood, my adolescence, and my adult years too, Irag as a country was in
constant sorrow and pain, affecting the lives of Iragis. The atmosphere in the country was
always tense. We were in constant fear, cautious and always looking out for anything
unexpected that may occur and harm us at any moment.



Martyr.1984. Oil on canvas 100 x 100 cm.

Politics in Iraqg has a terrible and influential way of infiltrating all our lives whether we are in or
out of the country, we knew what was happening behind the scenes.

For the Iraqi diaspora, an umbilical cord links us to our homeland, just as it once had done to
our mothers. This also meant we were not cut off from fearing for our country, or shielded from
any pain. It had repercussions for everything we were doing or accomplishing in our daily lives
outside the borders of our homeland.



Behind the Curtains. 2012. Oil on canvas. 90 x 70 cm.



Pain-0il. 2017. Oil on canvas. 150 x 100 cm.

When | lived outside Irag, | produced a set of artworks that were of a direct political
implication, as a reaction to the suffering of Iragis and as a stance against everything that
was happening in Irag and to its people from the hands of a dictatorial regime. It was in
opposition to what was being done to Iragis and the nature of the terrorist machine that was



crushing the lives of people and destroying all bonds of communication, friendship and love.
That changed people and turned Iraq into a land of terror and cruelty.

Gulf War.1991. Oil on canvas 100 x 70 cm.



The Flood. 1991. Oil on canvas. 90 x 70 cm



Burning of the Towers of Babylon

My use of the feminist component as a medium to communicate my thoughts and feelings,
was effective to create the worlds that | wanted to express through my art. | personally
consider women to be the origin of everything, a pillar in life and a positive and beautiful
element. Women were the ones behind all the movements of change from the beginning of
time to the present day.

The female figure is a fundamental element for my art because it has all the capabilities in
helping me relay what | want to say through it. It contains much meaning and multiple facets.
Most of my paintings have a specific meaning or idea behind them, but an idea does not
necessarily mean that it is political or of social or educational dimension. There are other
notions of artistic dimensions that I've researched. Sometimes colour is the concept, wanting
to express its value or composition in a painting or it could be regarding light or even beauty
and its varied meanings.



To be a Woman. 1989. Oil on canvas. 100 x 100-2.cm

After completing my studies in Moscow and after my marriage to the Iraqi artist, Jabr Alwan, |
went to live in Rome, where my son, and now an artist, Athar Jaber, was born.

There was the beauty of nature in all of my experiences in Rome, whether my visits to
museums or my constant wandering in a city that resembled more of a museum than a city
or a market. This was a period for enriching my work and developing an orientation for my
ideas. But | could not stay in Rome for a long time because of the difficulty of finding work
there. That forced me to leave the city and travel to Yemen, where | had found a job
opportunity teaching at the Institute of Fine Arts in the city of Aden. At that time, | needed that
job more than anything else.



The Window Oil. 2017. Oil on canvas. 80 x 70 cm.

Living in Yemen and working as a professor was an eye opener, as | saw the cruelty of life and
the brutality of politics. | realised how much politics is able to turn people’s lives into an
ongoing struggle, only being about survival and in return from the politics, what people get is
always a subsistence. In Yemen, | saw so much sorrow and extreme poverty due to the
blockade that had been put in place by some Arab regimes. In order to punish the Yemeni
regime, it starved its people.

The people of Yemen are so good and generous, and what was happening was completely
unacceptable.



Evening in Aden. 1989. Oil on canvas. 120 x 120 cm.






Al Anfal. 2019. Oil on canvas. 150 x 100.

Certainly, art can unite human beings because art in general is human-oriented, away from
partisanship and extremism. Art has a deep human mission, which is to open the windows of
beauty and its gates to its audience to enjoy and realize the value of fleeting moments in
one’s life, the value of happiness, the meaning of love and human bonding.

The beauty and generosity of nature, the peculiarity of everything we see and seek in every
moment of our fast life, the moments that follow that, and hope that arises through art, can
build bridges, destroy barriers, and help sad hearts grieve.

| believe in art, it is one of the most capable means of transforming the world, reshaping it and
changing its compass.

Spring Time.1982. Oil on canvas. 100 x 180 cm.

In this challenging time of COVID-19, little has changed regarding my timetable or discipline,
because | am used to working on my own in my studio, and sometimes | spend a full day
without speaking or meeting anyone, as | am busy working on a painting or starting a new job.
What has worried me throughout these last three months is my fear for the health of the



people | love and my anxiety for them.

| sincerely hope that this difficult period will end for everyone, that these strange times will
pass, with all being well and that a remedy is discovered. That may also aid in ending the
increased anxiety of fear and isolation. That is a painful repercussion.

| also hope that this course has given an adequate awakening to the many powers that
influence the world economy, to start looking at changing economic, social and political
policies in order to rearrange relations in the world so that it can protect the environment and
protect human and humanity throughout the globe.

Afifa Aleiby's exhibition " The Echo of Time" will be held at Kristin Hjellegjerde
Gallery in London from 2 July to 1 August 2020



https://kristinhjellegjerde.com/

Original interview in Arabic:
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Masks. 1985. Oil on canvas. 100 x 120 cm.



Fallen Angel.1996. Oil on canvas. 60 x 80 cm.

Afifa Aleiby is an Iraqi artist, born in the city of Basra, in the utmost southern part of Iraq in
1953. She took up her studies at the Institute of Fine Arts in Baghdad while worlinh as an
illustrator for the Iraqi press, before leaving Iraq for the Soviet Union in 1974 to study and
specialize in monumental art at the renowned Suikuv Institute in Moscow. Due to the political
situation in Iraq, she was unable to return to her native country after the completion of her
studies, and decided to move to Italy and later back to Moscow, before settling in Yemen to
work as a teacher at the Institute of Fine Arts in Aden, where she also illustrated children’s
books and magazines. Aleiby has since been living and working in the Netherlands, and
keeps contributing to a great deal of cultural activities in support or the Iraqi and
international democratic movement, in the struggle against terrorism, racism, war and
dictatorship. Not having returned to her native country for 35 years, she has built a strong
connection to every country she has been living in since leaving Iraq, both in a cultural and



personal sense. Her connection to humanity and different cultures has made solidarity
transcending geographical and cultural borders an important theme in her work. Bringing
together different influences from Renaissance painting to religious icons and social realism,
she uses the female figure as a recurring motif to reflect beauty, taste, politics and society.
She has participated in numerous exhibitions through out her career, from Baghdad and
Moscow to Yemen, Italy, Syria, Lebanon, England and the United States, as a representative of
the artistic and cultural face of the Iraqi civilization. Selected exhibitions include Theater of
Operations: The Gulf Wars 1991-2011 at MOMA PS1, NY (2019-2020), A Retrospective of her works
in the Museum Catharinagasthuis in Gouda (The Netherlands), Re-Existence, Pulchri Studio,
Den Haag, The Netherlands (2018); Boushahri Gallery, Kuwait City, Kuwait (2017); Boushahri
Gallery, Kuwait City, Kuwait (2014): De Twee Pauwen, The Hague, The Netherlands (2014);
Boushahri Gallery, Kuwait City, Kuwait (2010): Gallery Prima Vista, Maastricht, The Netherlands
(2008); Galleria Tornabuoni, Florence, Italy (2008): Zink Exposities, Bergen, The Netherlands
(2008); Transit Art, Amersfoort, The Netherlands (2008); Ministry of Foreign Affairs, The Hague
The Netherlands (2007); De Twee Pauwen, The Hague, The Netherlands (2007); Daar Al Mada,
Damascus, Syria (2000); Beirut Biennale, Beirut, Lebanon (2000); Arabic Cultural Centre,
Brussels, Belgium (1999); Tjalf Gallery, Amsterdam, The Netherlands (1999): Het Catharina
Gasthuis Museum, Gouda, The Netherland (1999); Fortezza S. Francesco. Omaggio a Dilvio
Lotti, San Miniato, Italy (1997); Het Veen, Amsterdam, The Netherlands (1997); Sale Topical,
omaggio Gino Severini, Montespertoli, Italy (1995); Zalm Hotel, Gouda, The Netherlands (1995);
City Gallery, Gouda, The Netherlands (1995); Centro culturale Studio Palazzo, Festival dei due
mondii, Spoleto, Italy (1993); and Sala dell Esposizioni Quartiere No 1, Florence, Italy (1992).
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