FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE

The Art Gallery as Cultural Ambassador: 

America’s First View of Artists from Baghdad

New York; Jan 19, 2006: The first gallery in America to specialize in works by artists of the Middle East  will open January 19th in SoHo at the Pomegranate Gallery, located at 133 Greene Street, with an eye-opening exhibition called, “Ashes to Art: the Iraqi Phoenix.” This is the first opportunity for Americans to view works by the leading contemporary artists of Baghdad. The exhibition will officially open with a reception on Thursday, January 19th at 6:30 pm at the gallery’s 133 Greene Street location and run through February 22nd, 2006.


The members of the Iraqi Phoenix group have not only survived the wars, but their art reflects the irrepressible spirit of rebirth and the resilience of the creative spirit.  Largely abstract, these paintings stand as tactile and visible testament to the most admirable traits of resilience and rebirth after tragedy. Although none of the artists display an overtly political message, independent exhibition curator Peter Hastings Falk says that viewers will discover an underlying social edginess at the soul of what is largely sophisticated abstraction. Falk, who served as the founding editor of ArtNet, and former Editor-in-Chief of Artprice, is best known for his art reference books, including the multi-volume Who Was Who in American Art. 


Pomegranate Gallery was established by the modernist sculptor, Oded Halahmy, a thirty-five-year resident of SoHo. Halahmy   “As an artist born in Baghdad, it is very exciting for me to bring works by the leading contemporary Iraqi artists to New York City,” says Halahmy. “Some of these artists continue to survive in Baghdad while others have escaped to Jordan. This exhibition is testament that the creative spirit never dies, despite dire conditions — Halahmy, whose large abstract sculptures are in numerous museums including the Guggenheim, the Hirschhorn, and the Israel Museum in Jerusalem — felt compelled to open a gallery that would introduce Americans to the serious artistic initiatives from the Middle East. He observes that Americans are not only becoming increasingly international in their art collecting, but hopes that his opening exhibition focusing on works from his native Iraq will the serve as a cultural ambassador to awaken American consciousness of Baghdad’s leading role in fine arts from the Arab world. In fact, Baghdad has historically been viewed as the cultural capitol of the Middle East and primary innovator in the fine arts.”



Immediately after the fall of Baghdad in 2003, Falk’s curatorial journey began when he felt compelled to seek out Iraq’s leading contemporary artists. He was initially moved by the eloquence of Esam Pasha, the brave artist who painted over the largest mural portrait of Saddam Hussein, replacing it with his own allegorical mural of the history of Iraq. Falk had read several articles written about Pasha by Steven Vincent, the murdered American journalist. In this exhibition Pasha shows his “Tears of Wax” paintings, created at night during the 2003 bombings of Baghdad.


The artists come from all ethnic backgrounds including, Sunni, Shiite, and Kurdish artists.  The sole woman member of the group is Hana Malallah, a painting instructor at the Baghdad Academy of Fine Arts. Another Baghdad resident is Qasim Sabti, who has created abstract collages made from books that were looted from the National Library of Iraq by mobs. The exhibition also includes other abstract painters long-respected in Iraq, such as Kareem Rissan, Mohammed Shammarey, Nazar Yahya, Gassan Ghaab, and Ahmed Al-Safi.


Halahmy has positioned his gallery to serve as a catalyst for international artistic dialogue. Future exhibitions will continue to feature innovative contemporary art from all of the countries of the Middle East. In addition to contemporary visual art, he will feature readings by authors and poets, as well as musical performances. “Although we are all from different ethnic groups, our objective is to encourage all forms of art as an effective long-term means of fostering the peace dialogue. If we all recognize that the arts can be a powerful unifier of disparate cultures, the chance for peace in Iraq, the Middle East, and around the world will be greatly enhanced.”


The gallery is supported in part by the Oded Halahmy Foundation for the Arts, a 501(c)(3) non-profit cultural organization created to fund original artistic expressions that will promote a greater cultural understanding of the Middle East, thereby fostering peace and hope around the world. The Foundation has already supported a number of Middle Eastern writers and poets by bringing their translated books to the American audience.
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