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Black on White

Laure Ghorayeb in conversation with Mazen Kerbaj
(Summer 2018)
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Mazen: Laure, in these interviews I'd like
us to focus on your trademark India ink
style, which is most often accompanied by
text. The drawings in this style constitute
an oeuvre within your oeuvre, begun in
the early sixties and that continues until
today, in parallel to your explorations

in other media. Let's begin by discussing
the text.

Laure: As a child, | was more or less fluent
in French. | was able to communicate

my feelings, my dreams, and what | could
summarise from the rare books we bought
and read during my childhood, because

| was one of eight children and my father
only just about managed to buy us our
black smocks and backpacks, our books,
our clothes...

At the Lycée de Filles, | had a French
teacher called Madame Riviere who saw
that | was talented. She encouraged me
to write down my thoughts, and more

or less chaperoned me through my teenage
years. It was thanks to her that | started
to gain confidence in myself and in

my ability to express what | wanted
through writing. She sometimes wrote
me notes in the margin: Laure, careful,
don't delay; Laure, careful, you're too
chatty; Laure, careful, you mustn't say
everything in one same text. These things
stayed with me but I'm still chatty, very
chatty. | talk a lot... but | can sometimes
keep quiet.

Mazen: You are indeed chatty, as you
often say yourself, in your life and in
your work. But in your work, you push
this chatter to such an extreme that

it becomes the crux of the work...

you draw on the same stories, the same
signs, which as they accumulate and
repeat, form a whole.

Laure: | think the repetition was like

a little warning sign that told me: careful,
Laure, stop. And as | couldn't stop, I'd keep
on repeating, or I'd completely suspend
the moment... it's in my blood. I'm

a chatterbox. | was born a chatterbox

and | suppose I'll die one too!

(laughter)

Mazen: I'm familiar with your earliest
works, which you've never shown

—the first charcoal drawings and oils on
canvas. They're of a rather naive style...

Laure: In the 1950s, these first drawings
were a kind of challenge | set myself.

| had just met the avant-gardist painters
who were to mark the era, in particular
the painter Said Akl, who, like me, worked
at the Ministry of Education. Said strongly
encouraged me to draw at the same

time as writing my poems. My first poetry
collection, Black... the Blues, included
some of my early charcoal drawings.

But | never took lessons.
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A while later, | quit the Ministry of
Education and joined the French-language
daily newspaper, L'Orient. Salah Stetié
edited its cultural supplement in which
certain young artists began to feature,
such as Aref El Rayess, Said Akl, Yvette
Sargologo, Hugette Caland, Jean Khalifé,
and Michel Basbous. My writing focused
on the young poets who gravitated around
the magazine Shi'’r [Poetry]: Adonis,

Ounsi el Hajj, Shawgqi Abi Shakra,
Mohamad el Maghout, Bader Shaker

el Sayyab, Naziq el Mala'ika, Fadwa
Toukan, and of course Youssef el Khal,

the founder and editor-in-chief of

the review, which ran for nearly a dozen
years, and included the most important
poets of the time.

Mazen: How did you become part of
that circle?

Laure: I'd been translating their work

into French for ten years for L'Orient's
supplement. When André Bercoff left
L'Orient and joined Le Jour, Hani Abi Saleh,
Nazih Khater, myself and a few others

left with him. Nadia Hamadi Tueini, who
had been one of my classmates at school,
came to work with me at Le Jour. We were
a trio, with Aline Lahoud, and we kept

a close eye on the young Arabic-language
writers and poets.

At the time, Beirut was the cultural and
poetic centre of the Arab world; many
poets from Syriq, Irag, and Egypt were
based there. Those who weren't published
in Shi'r pretty much didn't exist. At some
point | began to feel out of place because |
was never talked about. Everyone was
spoken about, insulted or lauded, except
me. One day, Mohamad el Maghout said to
me: Fool, go write in Arabic! Why do you
write in French? Look at us, they insult us,
but at least we exist. We're poets. You're
nothing.

(laughter)

Mazen: When and how did the transition
to Arabic happen?

Laure: After the publication of my first
poetry collection in French, Black...

the Blues, the French Embassy in Lebanon
provided me with a grant for a
several-month stay in Paris. | think it was
around Christmas 1961. | visited everything
| could: the old parts of Paris, the
museums, the Saint Germain cabarets,
Barbara... Then at some point, | thought

to myself: | want to go home. On my return
to Beirut, | went to see Shawgqi Abi Shakra,
the director of the cultural page of the
daily newspaper An-Nahar, and | told him
that | wanted to work there. He was
surprised and replied: You? You don't know
how to write in Arabic. | told him that | was
ready to learn. So he said, Well, I really like
your work, write as you like and I'll correct it.

Mazen: Your writings in Arabic are mostly
opinion pieces, literary or art criticism,

as well as a few prose texts, such as the
short stories included in the anthology

A Crown of Thorns Around His Feet.

But there are almost no poems among your
writings in Arabic.

Laure: No.

Mazen: Which is interesting, because the
language you use in your drawings is in
fact very poetic.

Laure: I've never been able to write poetry
in Arabic.

(laughter)

Mazen: Let's return to your drawings.

Do you remember when and how you
began working with India ink? Did you use
dip pens or brushes to start with?

| suppose the technical pens came later...

Laure: In the beginning, | was feeling

my way, exploring. | could erase and start
over whenever | wanted. It was only when
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| began to really know how to use charcoal,
and to realise that light and dark could be
produced with black alone, that | began
using technical pens. My brother Georges
was an architect so he had pens, and he
lent them to me.

| started with the 0.1 pens, the thinnest
ones, because | was scared of starting with
the thick ones, which would be harder

to correct. So | came to miniatures without
any prior knowledge on the subject, but
because it was the only way for me to
express myself without having to tear up
and redo, over and over again. It wasn't

a spontaneous process, as many thought
it to be. The intention was figurative... but

| didn't succeed.

Don't forget that there's no way of erasing
ink. You either tear up a drawing, or you
keep it. So | chose tearing up. It was
courageous because sometimes, towards
the end of a drawing, I'd tear it up in spite
of myself. But you know how my brain
works...when | do something, | have to be
blown away, before anyone else. It has

to dazzle my eyes, not my mind. It's made
me be very tough with myself.

And as I'd never had a teacher to guide me,
it was as if | were blind: | felt my way,
explored, tried to make improvements,

to take my time. Sometimes when | saw
that a drawing was drifting off in a
direction | didn't recognise, I'd stop. There
were times when everything was opaque,
when nothing was working anymore, when
there were no more images. I'd run out of
ideas. | couldn't tell the others because

| thought they'd make fun of me—how
could things dry up here, in my mind? | went
through crises of anxiety and confidence.
Then | just went for it, like a madwoman. |
decided to take the plunge: I'd either sink or
swim. And from this leap of faith, the India
ink rose to the surface...

Mazen: In your work, everything begins with
a sign, and can be broken down into smaller

and smaller signs. We see a whole, then
move towards a small part, then realise
that even that little part is made up of
miniature signs, which are themselves made
from even smaller signs. It's as if each line or
dot were an active part of a greater whole.

Laure: Perhaps my big secret isn't the
Arabic miniatures, nor the Arabic writing,
but above all, the signs that cannot be
read. The signs that are only signs, void

of meaning for me, but which for you might
represent a serpent, an eye, or female or
male genitalia.

Mazen: Or they might be letters from
an unknown alphabet.

Laure: Exactly, they're kind of reminiscent
of the Mayan and Aztec alphabets...

Mazen: It seems to me that these signs,
which at first accumulated and
complemented each other through

a laborious effort on your part, nowadays
come to you much more easily and freely.

Laure: Yes, because I'm on solid ground
now. |'ve proved myself. | had to prove
myself. As | didn't know how to draw, | had
to have a personal style that would catch
the eye. | still use the same approach today.
First, | dazzle you, sending you signs that
might grab your attention. And once they
have, you enter into the game... and into
the drawing's meanderings. The further you
go, the more you're won over, in a way, and
the more you're won over... the more you
latch on to me. | mean to say that at first,
there we are, one against the other, and

at some point you begin to surrender and
move towards what I'm proposing. From
my side, it's a challenge, but also a call for
help. It's not many of you, and me... it's just
you, alone, and me.

Mazen: By "you", | suppose you mean
the viewer?

Laure: Exactly.
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Mazen: Each viewer, alone.
Laure: Yes.

Mazen: Indeed, each viewer experiences
your large drawings in a very personal
manner. They each enter by their own
doors, which can't be predicted.

You approach, you look somewhere,

you approach a bit more and you see a
sign, a scene, a little story, and from there
you follow your own path... It's a kind

of giant jungle where you're in totally
unknown territory, but at the same time
you can sometimes grab hold of one

of the words, sentences or recognisable
forms that mark out the route...

Laure: ...because you mustn't get lost!

Mazen: By working slowly—sometimes
over several months on the same drawing—
everything that occurs in your life or
around you during that period might end
up in the drawing. There are fragments

of your life, thoughts, aphorisms... Some
are reminiscent of a personal diary whilst
others are pure poetry. The insignificant,
most trivial everyday life elements are
often mixed up with the spectacular—this
is how things get muddled. Often, you're
absorbed in the drawing, you're reading

a profound sentence which really tugs at
your heartstrings, and straight afterwards
you come across another which is really...

Laure: ...really funny, really trivial. It's true.

| sometimes reference stories | read

in the newspaper. Others watch TV to pass
the time, but | turn it on to watch what's
happening in a world that I'll never be able
to penetrate, but which | incorporate into
my own world.

Mazen: On the one hand, your work
resembles automatic writing, when for
example, in a semi-conscious state, you fill
large spaces with minuscule signs, or when
you write down whatever sentences pop
into your head... but at the same time, it's

not at all improvised... I've often seen you
working and often worked with you, and

I know that it's in fact a laborious and well
thought-through process. How do you
reconcile these two extremes?

Laure: When I'm faced with a blank piece
of board, I'm scared. I'm scared of the first
sign that I'll use because that sign will set
off the rest. In general, | never begin by

the top or the bottom. When | want to
draw a person, | begin with the round of
the face as it will shape the whole drawing.
After that, stories always come to mind.
Everything | do stems from the moment.
The moment is very important. As the
drawings sometimes take a long time

to complete, there can be several moments
that intersect. It's like keeping a logbook
during boat journeys lasting a few months,
in which you record the best and the worst,
the futile and the important. The round
shape will take several directions, like

the sun's rays. Slowly, by following these
rays, | start to see where I'm heading.

Mazen: Let's talk more about these signs
that you use and repeat...

Laure: The main sign is the common
denominator. It's the one | revolve around
and the one that calms and centres me.
There are nights when | wake up and work,
sometimes for several hours, as if | were
dreaming whilst awake, like an automaton.
| don't stop to think. Sometimes

| make mistakes the size of mountains.

| used to tear the drawings up, but now

I'm more cunning. | know how to transform
the error, or hide it. | work around it
without spoiling it.

Mazen: Sometimes you write something,
then cover over it a few days later, as if
to hide it or undo it... but always in such
a way that it remains decipherable for
those who wish to decipher it.

Laure: Above dll, it's in order to reject
its authorship. | don't completely destroy
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it because it's useful to me: | contort it,

| deform it, and at that point it becomes
what | want it to be. That's also why

| sometimes write backwards. The
messages might go undetected, but they
will forever remain part of the whole. In my
writings and drawings, there are always
things that refuse to come out. And when
they do, | feel betrayed. So | divert them
from their initial meaning.

Mazen: You hide things, paradoxically,

by over-filling. The surplus of information
hides information. Being too full, even

if one wants to decipher, it's impossible
to understand everything... It also seems
to me that in your drawings, the
chronology is completely fragmented.

Laure: It's true, and it's especially in this
way that my work is similar to arabesque.
It's a beginning that has no end—you leave,
you return, you leave again, you return and
you open up to the beyond and, finally,

to the unknown... That was the central idea
for me but it's now become a habit. | don't
know why I'm drawing and then | stop.

And the drawing's finished.

Mazen: Do you occasionally leave things
that you wanted to include in a drawing
for the next one?

Laure: No. When it's finished, it's finished.

Mazen: So you never feel that a drawing
continues into another one?

Laure: No and it's a shame, actually. Every
drawing is the same battle against the
blank board. | never really know where I'm
going, if I'll start off well, and if I'll be able
to finish it.

Mazen: | rather see a continuity in your
work. Many things echo each other.
It's like a single work, that you started
on one sheet of paper in the 1960s and
that continues on until today, into your
most recent drawing. An immense

autobiography; a cryptic, fragmented
private diary that no-one—not even you—
could ever grasp as a whole.

Laure: Yes, but there's something else.

| agree it's a kind of logbook, but in parallel
to that, it's also a kind of fiction, based

on my experiences, on things that I've read,
that I've been told, but that aren't one
hundred percent historically accurate.

It's as if | wanted to take advantage of
everything that enters my mind, to use all
of it, to empty my mind in order to fill it
with other thoughts, to be used thereafter.
And at the same time, | embellish the
elements | use. There is a certain degree of
camouflage. | never go as far as to express
my innermost thoughts.

Mazen: Let's look at a few specific works:
My Shadow, Scattered Fingers and
Useless Gods’ Magic. In these works from
the 1960s, you begin to incorporate
writing. But it's in French, and isn't within
the drawings as would later be the case,
but rather around them. It frames them.
What made you want to add writing

to your drawings?

Laure: | was, in theory, a poet; I'd just
published my first collection of poems.

But I'd always known that | wanted

to draw... At some point there was a
light-bulb moment where | felt that | could
draw even if the result wasn't any good.
At that point, | told myself I'd have to
choose between the word and the sign.
Later, | began to write again in small doses,
but it was never the basis for a drawing.
That's to say, when | wanted to draw,

| didn't think of a text—I thought of a form.
The writing was a plus—an extra. It was
also to give the drawings a calling card;

a way to say that it was the poet who had
done the drawings.

Mazen: Curiously, after 1964-5, text
disappears from your drawings for a long
period. You start to fill the paper with
black to make the drawings stand out.
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Instead of framing them with text,
you frame them with black as in The Idols
(1968).

Laure: Yes, that's true. But to be honest,
the completely black parts were sometimes
to cover up smudges...

Mazen: These were the first drawings

in which you were fully at ease with only
using motifs and signs, without writing,
without explanation.

Laure: Without a calling card. It was
a kind of provocation, a way of saying:
my drawings no longer need props.

Mazen: Then from the 1970s, Arabic
writing becomes omnipresent in your
oeuvre.

Laure: As my drawings are a tangle of lines
in constant movement, the Arabic
language was easier to integrate, but
mostly as a prop, and not as an important
element or the carrier of a message. It's like
putting a pebble under a stone that's about
to topple over. When | was missing
something, a form perhaps, | would add

a sentence in Arabic. It could be anything,
written backwards or the right way round,
as long as it filled the space. And once
everything was in place, I'd look and think:

I don't need that element anymore, so

I'd undo it or I'd cover over it with black, or
I'd transform it. Text was thus transformed
back into signs.

Mazen: You say that there aren't really
messages in your works, that they're more
like logbooks, or thoughts... But there

is one big exception, which is your work
between 1975 and 1985, when writing
made a strong comeback.

Laure: It was during the war.
Mazen: Yes. For the first time, the text was

no longer just another sign, but became
meaningful, or took up its responsibilities,

you could say. The titles alone from that
period say a lot: Profession of Faith,

The Past Calls to the Future, The Suffering
Mother, | Belong to Tomorrow,

The Explosion, and Ten Years Already.

Laure: The war is very present in these
drawings. Don't forget, | also lived through
another war, at the age of eight. During
the Second World War, my village, Deir

el Qamar, was bombarded by the Allies
because the French who were stationed
there supported the Vichy government.
One night, we fled hastily into the
mountains, fully clothed, and took refuge
in a cave. My sister Thérése and | hid under
my mother’s dress and cried all the time.
Georges had just been born. We were
about a dozen people in the night, in the
middle of the forest. My paternal
grandmotbher, Faridé, went on and on
chanting sorrowful melodies. We waited
for daylight then set out for a convent.

I'll never forget where they placed us...

in a bedroom where the walls were two
meters thick, where nothing could... We
stayed there, | can't remember how many
days, but the memory came back to me
during the 1975 civil war. | sensed that my
children were now feeling what | had felt
at eight years old. So | only had to convey...
I only had to share with them what | myself
had felt when | was their age.

Mazen: So it was a source of inspiration?

Laure: Yes, very much so. My grandmother
told many stories, but never happy ones
(laughing). When war broke out, she said,
we're going to die of hunger, we'll have

no clothes like in 1974... Later | could
simply borrow her vocabulary, because
the next war resembled the previous one.
War is war.

Mazen (laughing): All wars are alike,
that's for sure.

Most of these drawings include writing
which is sometimes concealed but most
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often clearly legible. It speaks of the war,
of its torments, of certain events,

of children, of fear. It was perhaps at this
point that the textual elements were
restored to your practice for good,

and became messages. The only other
occasion on which you've worked with such
clear messages was in your drawings

of the 2006 war, if I'm not mistaken.

Laure: Yes, because | was caught up in it...

Mazen: Staying with the period 1975-85,
I'd like us to talk about And the Earth
Continues to Spin. This drawing is an
exception in your oeuvre for several
reasons. The geometric forms traced with
a compass diverge from your usual style.
Usually, everything is done freehand.

It's also one of the few if not the only large
drawing, done over several months,

in which there isn't a single word.

Laure: | don't believe it! | didn't know.
It's surprising, given that it's from the same
period.

Mazen: Yes. One year after the couple of
Ten Years Already, and a rather "chatty”
period. I'm curious to know why you didn't
write anything in this drawing.

Laure: It was probably to escape the
nightmare. In any case, it still has a title...
The war wasn't over, but it was the end
of an era, for me at least. This drawing

is great.

Mazen: It's one of my favourites, along
with Ten Years Already, of course.

Laure: | prefer this one.

Mazen: Me too. Ten Years Already is more
moving because it's not really abstract.
The figures are very expressive... it's
poignant. But the movement in And the
Earth Continues to Spin is unique. Planets
seem to be orbiting; they resemble archery
targets. And those shades of grey...

Laure: I've lost those greys. It's a shame.
Look, there are several colours, but
nowadays | only have two. No, let's say
three. But here, look how many shades
of grey there are. That required a lot of
concentration, and patience. Ten Years
Already is the apogee of that period.

Mazen: Yes, it foreshadows what you did
ten years later in the triptych Yesterday,
Today, Tomorrow. And the Earth Continues
to Spin, however, announced the coming
explosion of white, as in your self-portrait
from 2000 or in Grandmother, Tell Me

a Story. It was really the first time that
you began to allow the white to appear.

Before, it was just the frame, but then

it started to become part of the drawing.
It's as if you understood that the white
was also the drawing, rather than a void
that you absolutely had to fill in.

Laure: Yes, and it was because | was scared
of the emptiness, and of spaces.

Mazen: The Orphan Girl is another of my
favourite drawings from that period.

It's a miniature, but it speaks volumes.
That skeleton mouth... As if she were alive
and dead at the same time.

Laure: My god! Yes, you're right...

Mazen: Let's talk a bit about Yesterday,
Today, Tomorrow, which marked a critical
point in your work.

Laure: It's a triptych drawing that was
produced specially for the Alexandria
Biennale of 1997. The art critic Nazih
Khater told me that the Biennale had
asked him to choose the top painters of
the moment, and that he had decided

to only select women, and that | was on his
list. Then one day, he called me up and said:
You've just won the Biennale prize.

Mazen: It was a pivotal moment in terms
of this style... Everything is there, from
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the very close attention to detail through
to the black masses coloured in with
technical pens. And the three faces are
incredible! Who are they?

Laure: These three people have played and
continue to play a very important role in my
unconscious. They represent three phases
of my life. The first from the right is my
grandmother. She's everywhere in my
work—I told you how she chanted sad
songs during the war. | was in awe of her;
she was a kind of role model for me.

She was a woman of rare intelligence and
the opposite of my mother, who is the
figure in the centre. But this figure is also
me. It's the balance between the past and
future, and the future was Thérése, who
hadn't yet passed away...

Mazen: Thérése was your sister, to whom
you were very close.

Laure: Yes, we were like twin sisters,

a double act. We were known as Laure or
Thérése. She's the third figure, on the far
left. My mother was very beautiful but—
dare | say it—stupid. My father, however,
was intelligent. We children were
somewhere in the middle. Thérése was
more like my mother. Look at her eyes,
they're different to those of my
grandmotbher.

Mazen: Indeed. Her face is different from
your normal style, incidentally.

Laure: That's because | didn't consider
Thérése to be an average human being.
Do you see how far she's looking? Not in
terms of her thoughts, but as if several
people were looking through her.

She had no personadlity... as if she didn't
exist... she was invisible. Her face even
resembles her outfit, as if it didn't belong
to a human being.

Mazen: She is also one of the rare smiling
ones. And the two children in the middle,
are they anyone in particular?

Laure: They are close to reality, but
imaginary. You may have noticed that the
figures in this triptych have nothing in
common with one another. Each one has its
own space, its own frame, each one speaks
a different language. They're together but
leading separate lives.

Mazen: There's also a crowd of other
characters, other lives and other stories
scattered throughout the drawing.

Laure: Yes, they're the foetuses that
evolved and grew over time into these
three aligned faces. You know, at that time,
| didn't yet have the big picture. That's why
I would line up the little bits next to each
other, as if creating a scaffolding to
support the whole, so that it wouldn't fall.
The fact that | managed to do three heads
of roughly the same size, well-aligned, was
so astounding to me, it was as if | had
discovered the moon! (laughter)

Mazen: On taking a closer look at these
drawings from several different periods,
I noticed that some of your signs recur.
In Scattered Fingers from 1965, there's

a band of descending black and white
squares near the centre of the drawing...

Laure: Yes, | always do that one.

Mazen: These are signs that still appear
today, sometimes much larger, or in the
background, or on a dress... It's interesting
how almost all the other signs have
evolved or disappeared, whilst certain
have remained. They are of course present
in Yesterday, Today, Tomorrow...

Laure: Yesterday, Today, Tomorrow is

the work of a schoolchild that says to

its teacher: Look what I've become.

| wanted to reveal something of me,

that wasn't influenced by anything else...
and that could blow me away. I've always
worked in that way. When | look at it now,

| can't believe it's my own work. | was

in a kind of trance. Sometimes when people
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talked to me whilst | was drawing, I'd lift
my head and feel dizzy, as if | were being
dragged away from a world, an elsewhere,
that was different from the present
moment. With this triptych, my life
changed. Before, | didn't take myself
completely seriously. | took my work very
seriously but it took me years to take
myself seriously, and until now | still have
my doubts. | don't think of myself as

a great artist but I'm satisfied with who

| am. I've come a long way since then,

but that triptych was the turning point...
a period of my life had just ended because
it had borne its fruits. It was time for me
pursue something else.

Mazen: This something else was your large
self-portrait from 2000. If you compare

it to the triptych, the evolution is striking.
With this self-portrait, you began to be
very much at ease with white and to know
how to use it.

Laure: | must say that | used to fill in

so much at the beginning because | was
scared of the white. The white was like
an ogre that could eat me at any
moment, so I'd cover it up to stop it from
bothering me.

Mazen: The other big change in those
three years was your return to dip pens.

In this self-portrait you use dip pens of
several different thicknesses and shapes,
in addition to the technical pens. | think
that also helped you to free yourself.

The fact of being able to draw a thick black
line instead of tracing a shape and then
filling it with black changed your
relationship to drawing... You work more
quickly and therefore your thought process
is different.

Laure: Yes, and it saves time as well.

Mazen: In Grandmother, Tell Me a Story,
you go even further.

Laure: Yes, there's a lot of white!

Mazen: And there's a lot of writing.
Were they stories that your grandma used
to tell you?

Laure: Yes.

Mazen: And who are these figures?
The biggest face is your grandmother
Faridé.

Laure: Yes and I'm next to her, then
Thérése. My younger brother Georges is
on the right.

Mazen: What's intriguing in the drawing
of your grandmother is her mouth which
is on both sides... it's incredible. It's as

if it's cut.

Laure: She has an unending mouth...

Mazen: ...which continues to the other side
of the face.

Laure: Exactly, as if it were winding round
the other side.

Mazen: You often draw yourself in the
company of Thérése—she's a recurring
figure in your work. And yet there are eight
brothers and sisters...

Laure: The others didn't play the role that
Thérése did... Thérése is my alter ego.

As for George, he's there because he's

the youngest, and the one who liked stories
the most.

Mazen: Yesterday, Today, Tomorrow and
this one were made ten years apart...

Laure: And the two drawings depict
the same people, now that | think about it!

Mazen: That's right! You just added
Georges. The hair of the two figures on
the left, you and Thérése, is more relaxed
—you probably used a brush and not only
the dip pen. It's free-flowing, in any case.
I think this drawing from 2007 wouldn't
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have been possible without the war
of July 2006 and the drawings that you
posted daily on your blog.

Laure: Surely not.

Mazen: Producing a drawing a day forced
you to accept what you saw as the
awkwardness of your drawings. You
realised that you could draw if you wanted
to and that you didn't have to hide and fill
in every white space. Grandmother, Tell Me
a Story is one of the first works of that
size from after 2006, and the result is clear
to see. It enabled you to make huge
progress.

Laure: | agree that it marked a milestone...
In this drawing, | wanted to do what

| really felt like doing and not what others
would like, because | was no longer seeking
to please other people. | wanted to
convince myself, and the rest would follow,
or not. It was no longer my problem.

Once freed from that way of thinking,

| began to experiment with the surface
area. Nearly all the drawings from that
period were like explosions. | wondered:
how far will I go? It was like an act

of emancipation, as if | were leaving

a very dark cave and | went crazy with

the white. It wasn't intended, of course.
(laughter)

Mazen: I've got a surprise for you. Wait
a minute. (He returns with a painting.)

Laure: Oh, it's the portrait of your son
Evan!

Mazen: You gave it to him for Christmas,
in 2008. He was seven years old.

| remember you asking me for his height
and you made the drawing the same size,
but very disproportionate. His head

is huge... (laughter)

Laure: As always! You shouldn't pay so
much attention to the symmetry of things!
(laughter)

Mazen: | really like this drawing, and Evan's
smiling face. This face is also rare among
your works... and his neck is made up

of signs straight out of the 1960s.

Laure: Yes, the ones | really like. I've lost
them a bit since.

Mazen: (Reads two long sentences in Arabic
from the drawing), "l was at the start

and here | am, continuing”... "If you ask for
my name, | am the son of the wind..."

Laure: Lovely.

Mazen: It's beautiful... | think this drawing
marks the start of your most recent
period, of large family portraits of your
children and new works on canvas...

Laure: It's much more difficult on canvas.

Mazen: Canvas isn't made for ink,
but you use ink on it nevertheless.

Laure: And it takes time. It's not like board.
To start with, | can't work with the
technical pens because they don't slide,

so | use felt tips and dip pens. The result is
quite interesting, because it's like carving
into the medium. And when you carve you
can't go quickly, so you have time to think.
You think about the gesture as you do it,
and your hand can't go faster than your
thoughts. It changes everything. You know,
| always get the feeling that in two minutes
or in two seconds all of that will be the
past for me. And out of pride, | don't want
to tolerate something that I'm not very
proud of.

Mazen: Tolerate...for posterity?
Laure: That's right. | don't want to tolerate
anything unwillingly. That's why | often

used to tear up my work, and why | never
leave drawings unfinished.
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