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Art in Office

Artworks from around AUB Campus

Art in Office sets on display works of art selected from various academic and administrative
buildings and offices at the American University of Beirut (AUB). During its long history
AUB has accumulated many works of art that one encounters daily. Some are part of the
AUB art collection (having been donated by artists or other benefactors over the years) while
others are the property of those who come to occupy a particular office, in the sense of both
public position and four-walled room. A less numerous but no less noticeable category of
works exhibited on the walls of various university offices includes artworks made by AUB
employees themselves, as professional activity or as hobby. The artworks encountered in
the rooms and corners of campus belong to many different epochs, artistic styles, genres
and traditions. Some are strictly commemorative, capturing in various media (sculpture,
painting, photography) former distinguished members of the administration and faculty;
others disclose the particular concerns of a department or office; a third kind of work,
more self-contained, attends to more specifically artistic matters, in idioms ranging from
realism to abstraction to expressionism. We have also decided to step beyond the borders
of the traditional category of “fine art” and include in our exhibition other media (posters,
typography, books) that we regard as unavoidable indices of our age of mechanically and
digitally reproduced culture.

In addition to showing various instances of the art works that inform the daily life of the
AUB community, this project is also a survey, or even a sociologically-inspired case study.
Within a wider perspective we launch an investigation into the various relations that tie the
AUB community to art. Most importantly, we intend to observe how these relations change
across departments, professions and occupations. Could there be a relation between a
department, faculty or branch of administration and a particular genre of art? Can we find a
parallel between a concrete field of knowledge and a particular artistic style, or manner of
attachment to or engagement with artworks?
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The research phase of the project has revealed that the main function of art on AUB’s
campus is primarily commemorative and decorative. Overall, artworks found in various
offices and buildings exist to remind the community about AUB’s history. Another and
perhaps a larger grouping serves the purpose of decoration and interior beautification, with
the sole exception of some faculty for whom art plays an important part of their scholarly
research (CVSP, Design Department, Fine Arts and Art History, the Museum of Archeology).
This is not unusual or specific to AUB, but comes to confirm one of the commandments of
the modern institution of art: the museum and the art gallery continue to be the main locus
where the transformation of the profane into the sacred (of non-art into art) takes place. In
other words, it is the museum and not the workplace or the place of residence that bestows
upon artworks their artistic and aesthetic legitimacy, their cultural or economic value.

In order to emphasize the results of our findings, and to engage specifically with this feature
of the institution of art, we have opted for a mode of display that presents the selected
artworks in their immediate surroundings. In other words, we show not only the artwork
but also a snapshot of the context in which it appears (a reconstructed context including
elements that appear in close proximity to the artwork). In addition, short interviews and
conversations with the owners or makers of art will throw additional light on the relation
between the occupants of the offices and buildings and the works of art presented in this

exhibition.

Octavian Esanu
Curator, AUB Art Galleries



For the exhibition Art in Office we interviewed members of the faculty and administration from
whose offices we have selected artworks. In this modest publication, made for the occasion of
the exhibition, we offer a glimpse of these conversations. They convey some of the motives and

reasons for which people display artworks in their places of work.




Procurement and Contracts
Administration

(Open Workspace)

Artist: Mohammad Rawas
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Q: Where did you find this picture? Why do you have it in your office?

Hanan Itani Ramadan: This picture was a present given to my husband, who once did a favor
for one of the professors (Mohammad Rawas). At that time my husband and the professor didn't
know each other and my husband didn’t charge him for the service. So professor Rawas gave
him this present because he does these kinds of things. The funny thing is [/aughing] that my
husband, he didn't appreciate at all the value of this picture, he gave it me so | could hang it
in my office. In this office the water pours every time it rains. Once it rained very hard and the
picture was on the wall and the office was inundated. So the picture got mold on it. | had to
remove it and re-frame. This is the story of this painting. The picture is a nice combination from
the collages he used to make. It is artistic and the idea is cute.

11



Department of Philosophy

(Philosophy Library)

David Hume, 2012
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Q: Could you tell us something about these paintings?

Chris Johns: The paintings that you see in the library and in my office are by Tamara Fakhoury,
who was a philosophy major and also an artist. She draws and paints as a form of self-
therapy, when emotions become overwhelming. Usually, she draws Picassoesque figures in
surreal spaces. But since she is very much a lover of philosophy, she painted some of her
favorite philosophical figures and gave them to us. The ones in the library are of Wittgenstein,
Descartes and David Hume, and the ones over here in this office are of Plato and Aristotle,
and then this one is of Immanuel Kant. Tamara is now in the United States in a graduate
program in philosophy at the University of Chapel Hill in North Carolina. This is one of the top
ten rated philosophy programs in the country, so we are very proud to have her there, coming
from this small and faraway program here at AUB. | think that's about all | can tell you about
these paintings.

Q: When were the paintings made?

Chris Johns: They were made in 2012 maybe some in 2013. Tamara also got some of these
portraits printed in Rusted Radishes, which is published by AUB'’s English Department. She
has displayed her work at some local cafes, and she had a show at the gallery at “A Fish in the
Sea” in Hamra. A few people know who she is but she’s not famous or anything.

Q: How did these works end up here, in your offices?

Chris Johns: She was a student of mine and | took an interest in her work. Tamara said, well
why don'’t you just have these paintings; and the others, she wanted to give to the Philosophy
Department which she appreciated so much. | think there are a couple of other people who
have prints of her work too; they couldnt get the originals. She had not shown her work
publicly much before, so | encouraged her to let people see it.
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Faculty of Arts and Sciences
(FAS)

(Various Offices)

Artist: _Unknown
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Q: Dr. McGreevy, do you know anything about the pictures that hang on the walls of the FAS?
What is this portrait, for instance?

Patrick McGreevy: This one is Morris K. Jesup who was president of our board of trustees from
1896 to 1908.The label on the frame says “painted from life in 1903,” but the painter's name
is unclear as is the signature on the pointing itself. This is a very large painting; | don’'t know
where it originally hung, probably in a much larger place than this. Here it looks a bit too large
for our place. What is interesting about this painting of course is the bullet hole. | was talking
to Leila, who's been here the longest of all our staff members. She said that the bullet came
through that window some time during the civil war. She said that the mark down here — you
see this repaired spot — this is also the trace of a bullet. The painting was repaired, and they
consciously left this hole as a reminder of the civil war.
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Civilization Sequence
Program
(Lobby)

(79 x 115 cm, Print)
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Octavian Esanu: Since my arrival at the American University of Beirut | have been fascinated by
a sight that greets the visitor at the entrance to the offices of the Civilization Sequence Program.
The School of Athens — a masterpiece of the Italian High Renaissance painted by Raphael in
1510/11 - hangs upon one of the walls of Nicely Hall which is decorated with a motif often
found in Islamic art. The fresco (in our case only a reproduction, of course), which is regarded
as an embodiment of the classical spirit of the High Renaissance and an epitome of the Western
tradition of pictorial representation, comes in the closest contact possible with a geometric
variant of the arabesque — considered by many as the essence of Islamic visual culture. It
looks as if two separate worlds have finally come together: the West and the East; Western
realistic pictorial tradition and the ornamental motifs of the Eastern arabesque; and finally,
representation and abstraction. This pictorial fusion of two quite different and even conflicting
aesthetic principles has been the source of inspiration for this entire project.
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West Hall
(Hallway)

Artist: _Unknown

Title:  UnKnown
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Q: Do you happen to know anything about this artwork hanging in the West Hall?

David Kurani: | don’t know much about it, only that the artist who made it was once a professor
at AUB. He used to sail in his boat far into the sea in order to paint the campus of the American
University of Beirut from the sea side. The painting was supposedly made in the 1930s but we
don’t know since when it has hung in the lobby of the West Hall.
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