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OSE ISSA Projects is currently showing a solo 
exhibition by Maliheh Afnan in honour of the 
publication of her monograph Traces, Faces and 

Places. Published by Beyond Art (Rose Issa Projects) and 
Saqi Books, this superb catalogue includes essays and 
excerpts of articles about and by the artist, including a 
movingly personal foreword by artist-writer John Berger 
and an informative introduction by German artist-curator 
Lutz Becker. Not quite but nearly retrospective, images from 
early creative periods are sparingly scattered through a solid 
body of mature works. They demonstrate a rare consistency 
of vision and rapid evolution towards an authentic visual 
vocabulary from the 1960s onwards. 
   Afnan’s preferred medium is paper on to which she applies 
layers of charcoal, pastels and oil crayons, favouring the 
rich colours of the soil: monochrome hues of burnt umber, 
rust and ochre. Whimsical, rapidly executed marks in pen 
and ink recall ancient Phoenician consonants, Nabatean 
petroglyphs, Arabic scripts and numbers or the Roman 
cursive. None are legible. Instead, they allude to writing as 
an abstract system, as a civilising human activity with a long 
history. Indeed, the shape of the manuscript page or clay 
tablet structures many of her compositions. Others recall 
arid landscapes, rocky outcrops or archaeological sites, 
intimating traces of habitation barely distinguishable from 
their environment.
   Recently, the artist has introduced gauze to her creative 
process, resulting in her best-known and widely collected 
‘Veiled’ series. The exhibition also includes several 
haunting, non-subjective portraits, which she calls 
‘Personages’, most of which depict melancholy elderly men, 

éminences grises, whose faces mirror life’s passage like 
contours on maps.
   Afnan was born in 1935 in Palestine to Persian parents 
who left Iran to settle in Haifa, the centre of the Baha’i faith. 
Her early life and youth were marked by armed conflict and 
displacement: the bombing of Haifa by the Italians in 1940 
and the mass expulsion of Palestinians during the Nakba in 
1948. The family moved to Beirut in 1949. 
   Afnan married and left Lebanon for Washington DC in 
1956. There, she enrolled in the prestigious Corcoran School 
of Art, where her principal teacher was the painter Richard 
Lahey. ‘Lady With Hat’ (1961) reflects Lahey’s penchant for 
Cézanne and Afnan’s love for Modigliani, and is prescient of 
the latter’s fondness for line. Several oil paintings from the 
same and the following year demonstrate her move towards 
abstraction, her partiality for layering and texture and for the 
obscuring of shapes. They also exemplify the initial stages 
of incorporating writing forms leading to what she later 
named her écritures. Lahey pointed out the similarity of 
her work to that of ‘mystical’ American expressionist Mark 
Toby, which prompted her to visit the Philips Collection in 
DC to view the artist’s collection, an experience she calls ‘a 
revelation’. 
   Toby, who had converted to the Baha’i faith in 1918, 
coincidentally travelled to Haifa to visit the Baha’i shrine in 
1935, the year Afnan was born. In Toby, Afnan had found a 
spiritual mentor, and in 1971 she contacted him at his home 
in Basel. Toby promptly arranged an exhibition for her. The 
few works from this period emanate a sense of urgency, 
experimentation with media, utilising collage or glue to 
achieve prominent textures. Afnan not only shares with 
Toby her debt to calligraphy but also the aspiration to make 
visible the creative process; that is, mark-making to convey 
a meditative state. This question of affinity versus influence 
between Middle Eastern and early 20th-century Western 
artists, such as Kandinsky, Paul Klee and, indeed, Mark 
Toby, is one of great complexity and begs to be addressed 
by serious research. 
   Soon after she met Toby, Afnan abandoned the canvas 
to concentrate exclusively on paper, culminating in her 
‘Veiled’ series. These unite elegantly the diaphanous quality 
of gauze and clear calligraphic forms. ‘My veils are a cover-
up,’ she writes, ‘not of faces or bodies, but a seemingly 
human tendency to conceal what’s within: anxiety, agendas, 
intolerances, threats, melancholy.’ Only one is without 
écriture. It has the form of a suitcase: the weft and warp of 
flimsy threads are stained and folded to echo a disappearing 
landscape. Nearly obscured by the left-hand corner of the 
object, its title reads: ‘Nothing to Declare’.

Maliheh Afnan: Traces, Faces and Places is at Rose Issa 
Projects (269 Kensington High Street, W8 6NA) until April 
5. Telephone (020) 8748 9474 for an appointment

Dr Christa Paula has written numerous articles on modern 
and contemporary art from the Islamic world and currently 
works with Bonhams
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Christa Paula reviews ‘Traces, Faces and Places’, an exhibition 
by Maliheh Afnan

‘Veiled Melancholia’ (2009), from the ‘Veiled’ series 
(above); ‘Sam’ (1990), from the ‘Personnages’ series 
(below) 


