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Charles hossein Zenderoudi
Composing artistic sonatas
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The Şakirin mosque
Zeynep Fadıllıoğlu makes waves as the first woman to 

design a mosque
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Ahmed Alsoudani touches his paintings while he speaks, stroking lines 
that form faces, spots where raw canvas have been rubbed by thick 

swathes of charcoal and even the various chunks that were done over 
again. Instinctively thriving under such moments of oscillation, for him, 
painting is a challenge he enjoys. Or, as he puts it, “technically you are 

just digging on the canvas and grabbing what you can get.” 

T E X T  B Y  M A R I S A  M A Z R I A  K A T Z

I M A G E S  C O U R T E S Y  O F  T H E  A R T I S T ,  G O F F  +  R O S E N T H A L  G A L L E R Y 

A N D  r . e . m  H A N S - G E O R G  G A U L
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       ne could say a string of challenges got Ahmed 

     Alsoudani where he is today. Born in Baghdad in  

1975, he fled his homeland at the tender age of 19 after 

defacing a mural of Saddam Hussein. Nothing more than 

a childhood prank, but it was at that moment, he explains, 

“[that] the regime started losing control of many areas. You 

could feel and smell the fear in the city. It was very violent 

and brutal. We were all feeling the heat from Saddam’s family 

in-fighting.” One of his accomplices was eventually caught, 

and Alsoudani knew it was only a matter of time before the 

same would happen to him. “Anyone outside of Saddam’s 

circle who made a mistake would likely lose his or her life.” 

So, Alsoudani escaped through Kurdistan, where he met with 

a member of the Iraqi opposition who helped him find refuge 

in nearby Syria. Despite discovering a dynamic and growing 

community of compatriots there, Alsoudani was never 

officially more than a refugee without any ascertainable rights. 

Throughout his four years in exile, most of which were spent 

in Damascus doing odd jobs, Alsoudani continued to paint.

The Land of Opportunity 

It was a group art show in a local hotel in 1998, however, 

that changed Alsoudani’s fate forever. An American couple 

from Washington DC saw his work, gave him their card and 

convinced him to apply for asylum in the USA, where he could 

study art. A year after applying with The UN Refugee Agency, 

Alsoudani was granted permission to leave. He was relocated 

to a home just 10 minutes away from the White House. “It was 

like a dream,” says Alsoudani. “I was in Syria one moment 

and then I woke up in the heart of Washington DC.” The very 

first question he uttered upon his arrival to his caseworker was 

how he could sign up for art school. Most of his fellow refugees 

scoffed at his enquiries, but he endured. Within months, he 

resettled in Maine with an Iraqi family whom he had met in 

Syria. While there, he worked over 60 hours a week with the 

elderly in a church and studied English simultaneously. Less 

than a year later, in 2001, he applied, and was accepted, to 

the Maine College of Art. His lucky streak continued when 

one of his professors nominated him for a six-week intensive 

residential programme at the Yale School of Music and Art in 

Norfolk, Virginia. He got in. While there, he caught the attention 

of the school’s dean, who suggested he apply for a master’s 

degree, and in keeping with Alsoudani’s track record, he 

secured a spot the following year, in 2004. 

His time at Yale, replete with lengthy reading lists and 

endless studio visits, was rigorous, but helped Alsoudani 

define his voice and technique. His now-refined process 

begins with hand-stretching each canvas. “I stretch it very tight 

because I know I am going to draw with charcoal on top,” says 

Alsoudani. “I don’t mix colour on the palate. I paint thin layers 

on top of one another to create the colour. The advantage is 

that you will not only see the colour, but you will also be able 

to see the mix on the canvas through the building of layers. If I 

don’t like a part, I use gesso to erase the line, but gesso won’t 

bury it 100 percent. Seeing that portion underneath the new 

layer brings another element to the surface. In the end, this 

creates the sensation that my work doesn’t feel controlled.”

Impressions of War

These varying densities have indeed become an integral part 

of his working process, and in a way, are a kind of physical 

manifestation of Alsoudani’s astute ability to capture all at 

once a dual sense of vulnerability and fluidity. The capacity to 

mellifluously flow between these two alternating effects may 

very well be derived from his tumultuous war-torn past, but 

he ultimately hopes audiences can detach his life experience 

Previous pages: (Detail) 
Untitled. 2008. Acrylic on 
canvas. 76.2 x 127 cm. 

Facing page: Untitled. 2008. Acrylic 
on canvas. 96.5 x 91.4 cm.
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when viewing the work. Because, as he sees it, relegating his 

pieces as simply a by-product of war can potentially flatten the 

visceral viewing experience. “My work isn’t directly about war,” 

adds Alsoudani. “I think what is more interesting for viewers to 

ask when looking at the work is how this war affects our daily 

lives and how the war in Iraq affects your life here on a daily 

basis. It doesn’t matter if we have one there, it also affects life 

here in New York City.” Alsoudani pauses in front of a 274 x 

365 cm painting, Untitled 2009, which depicts a thick green 

curtain that, upon pulling back, reveals a bathtub perched on 

a broken stage crowded with dismembered figures, flush with 

wounds and wires. “There is violence,” he explains. “There is 

an act of struggle and chaos, which is kind of a sample of war, 

yet most of the work shows fragility of the scene itself.” 

Alsoudani’s journeys back and forth between who he is 

and what his paintings represent are not just part of his rhetoric 

– they come alive in each of his paintings. He concedes, if only 

for a moment, to the labels the art world has quickly ascribed. 

“There is no way for me to act as a person who 

has nothing to do with the war. We paint from 

our own experience. Look, I am not denying 

the fact that the work is about war, but I try to 

address the issue in a visual language.” The manifestation 

of this inner dialogue is what makes Alsoudani’s work so 

palpable and eye-popping. It is what likely got the attention of 

Ron Segev, director and owner of Thierry Goldberg Projects, 

who saw Alsoudani’s paintings at an open studio in 2007, held 

each May at Yale. Segev immediately acquired two pieces 

and hung them in a group show, The Atrocity Exhibition, the 

same year. 

Alsoudani’s lightning-speed ascension into the spotlight 

was aided by Charles Saatchi’s acquisition of several works, 

two of which were on display at this year’s Unveiled: New Art 

From the Middle East, and a solo show at Goff + Rosenthal 

in New York in April – the same gallery that sponsored his 

recent move to Berlin. Alsoudani derives inspiration from his 

new city’s past – one that he feels is wholly connected to his 

home country. “The history of the city has a lot to do with the 

concept of the work I am dealing with,” he says. “When I walk 

the streets, I can feel and smell what the city went through. 

There is nothing visually there that points to the war, because 

it has been repaired, but the written work and the general 

atmosphere is really interesting.” 

Perhaps, then, the city of Berlin is an apt metaphor 

Facing page: (Detail) 
Untitled. 2009. Charcoal, 
acrylic and oil on canvas. 
180.3 x 129.5 cm.
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“I think what is more interesting 
for viewers to ask when looking 

at the work is how this war 
affects our daily lives and how 

the war in Iraq affects your 
life here on a daily basis.”
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“There is 
violence. There is 
an act of struggle 
and chaos, 
which is kind 
of a sample of 
war, yet most of 
the work shows 
fragility of the 
scene itself.”
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for much of Alsoudani’s paintings – particularly because 

both are seldom explicit about violent pasts. In Baghdad 1 

(2008), plumes of smoke burst out of empty steel machinery. 

Embryonic faces emerge amidst cylindrical piping which 

spills out eggs and eyes that dot the entire panorama. 

Made in reaction to the end of Saddam Hussein’s era, the 

massive piece speaks not only to the city’s chaos, but also 

to Alsoudani’s helplessness at watching the unravelling of his 

home. Baghdad 2 (2008), is perhaps more directly violent. 

Here, bolts of red flames puncture a rich chocolate-covered 

earth, replete with a severed head stashed behind three iron 

bars and a lone charcoal-outlined figure carrying an eyeball.

Artistic Reverberations

“We are talking about evolution,” says Alsoudani. “I don’t 

make final sketches. In my point of view, that way would slow 

down almost everything. It would be quiet and dead.” Indeed, 

there is nothing ‘quiet’ or ‘dead’ about Alsoudani’s paintings. 

They seem to clink and clang, blare out cacophonous chords, 

wheeze and sometimes shout for attention.

Such depictions mean Alsoudani is often compared 

to the likes of Francisco Goya and Georges Grosz, who, 

along with Caravaggio, Willem de Kooning, Georg Baselitz 

and Daniel Richter, are included in his list of influences. Like 

Goya, Alsoudani focuses on the impacts of war, rather than 

the battles themselves. “I’m away physically, but mentally I 

cannot disconnect myself. I have technically two countries I 

belong to. Through my work, I have found a way to visualise 

all of these things, but not drive the issue in a direct way.” This 

indeterminate state is most keenly observed in Untitled 2007, 

where floating shattered faces and ethereal charcoal soldiers 

emerge from greyish mist, while the profiles of half-clothed 

men stagger along with sacks over their heads and suitcases 

in hand.

When asked if his status as an artist in exile can be seen 

as something that enhances his work, Alsoudani replies, “I 

don’t want to call it an advantage, yet it pushes me. Above all, 

I believe war is a universal issue that affects all of our lives on 

a daily basis. As an artist, I feel the pressure and responsibility 

to address this issue. I try to universalise the ideas behind my 

work and I hope, in the end, it can talk to different people in 

different places.”  v

For more information visit www.goffandrosenthal.com 

Previous spread: Untitled. 2009. Charcoal, acrylic and oil on canvas. 250 x 190 cm.

Previous pages: Baghdad 2. 2008. Acrylic on canvas. 250 x 380 cm.

Facing page: (Detail) Untitled. 2009. Charcoal, acrylic and oil on canvas. 250 x 190 cm.
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“Above all, I believe war is a universal 
issue that affects all of our lives 

on a daily basis. As an artist, I feel 
the pressure and responsibility to 

address this issue.”


