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Lahib Jaddo: Every Woman Knows Her Own Tree
explores a set of recurring images in Jaddo’s work
– the female form among landscapes. Jaddo uses
these two themes to examine the world around
her, like a new home or family member. This world
is also often internal. Living far from her birthplace
of Iraq, for example, some of her work functions as
a recollection of the landscape, family and poetry.
Using photographs, both historical and her own, in
which she poses models and captures the landscapes
around her, she creates tableaus that are at once
rooted in the real world, while also referencing spaces
of the imagination, desire, mysticism and, above all, a
woman-centered power.
Woman-centered power can be read as the subtext
of the raison d’être of Every Woman, which acts as a
counterpart to the film Jaddoland. The film was directed
and produced by Jaddo’s daughter, Nadia Shihab,
and is premiering in the Bay Area at CAAMFest. Just
as Shihab has for decades figured in many of Jaddo’s
paintings, so has Jaddo become the protagonist in
Shihab’s film. This intergenerational collaboration has
provided both the artist and filmmaker material to
produce creative work that highlights introspection
and high energy.

Kaleden atin meni, 2005. Acrylic on panel.

Pebbles, 2001. Acrylic on canvas.

Jaddo’s Pebbles from 2001 is a
painting that exemplifies such ideas
well. A realistic natural landscape is
filled with unlikely elements, like a
sea urchin, a flurry of luna moths, and
an all-seeing eye. Together, these
suggest an otherworldly place that
is occupied by four figures, three of
them modeled after Shihab. While
seemingly connected, each is lost in
her own world, suggesting a collapse of
time and space. On the right, a young
woman who vigorously runs toward
the foreground (and by extension,
the viewer) is shadowed by another
version of her in the background.
There, she seems between two
worlds – the same clothes suggest
her association with the first, yet she is
caught afloat, emerging from a watery
red trail that seeps from the all-seeing
eye. Mysticism is also suggested at the
bottom left of the painting, where the
same figure extends a palm of stones
towards the viewer. Is this a gift? An
invitation? She is surrounded by luna
moths that combine with a white
effervescence, all of which wrap around
her head like a halo. The moths and
bubbles merge with the teary path that

extends from the eye, creating a loop
that connects all of the figures. Might
acceptance of the girl’s offering carry
us into this world? There is a great deal
of energy in this painting, whether
expressed through physical action,
connection with an unseen world, or in
the attempted communication by the
veiled figure in the foreground. This
figure appears in other paintings as
the painter’s mother and grandmother.
Pebbles can therefore be read as an
expression of the artist’s interpretation
of matrilineage, one in which creative
energy takes the form of a powerful
earth-based spirituality.
Jaddo uses matrilineage to explore
longing, another recurring theme, in
her 2008 painting Two Ghosts. The
painting depicts the spirit of Jaddo’s
mother alongside the historic citadel
of Kirkuk, her hometown. Turkmani
and Kurdish Iraqis lived in this ancient
walled city until the 1990s, when
then President Saddam Hussein
demolished most of the buildings
under the guise of urban renewal. The
demolition displaced thousands of
residents from their ancient homes.

Two Ghosts, Funeral, 2008. Acrylic, graphite, silverleaf.

Jaddo’s use of a spare palette to paint the citadel of Kirkuk reflects the status of
the place as one that exists in her memory. To push this idea further, she paints a
ghostly figure, which appears among the lines of a map with the now demolished
city in the background. The body seems to merge with the landscape, which is
depicted both in a literal sense, as with the buildings, as well as an abstracted
one, because the act of mapping involves the abstraction of real space. However,
these lines are not from the kind of map we might expect. Instead, the patterns are
created by Turkish coffee grounds. These reference a tradition of reading coffee
grounds, potentially revealing information about the past, present, and future.

Different from this somber recollection of Kirkuk is a pair of paintings from 2005,
Poppies and Kaleden Atin Meni. These more mystical paintings share features: the
citadel provides the backdrop for a figure, Jaddo and Shihab, respectively, who
enact a gesture that reveals another world in their chests. Around the figures, Jaddo
inscribed lines from Turkmani poetry as well as children’s songs her mother used
to sing. In Poppies, the woman’s chest is the source of a flurry of red poppies that
float out from a white speckled sky space of blue. The painting references Jaddo’s
childhood memory of climbing onto the roof of her mother’s home in the citadel,
only to find red poppies coming up from the rooftops. These homes were built with
mud brick, an ancient tradition that keep homes cool during the summer and warm
in the winter, with a layer of soil on the rooftop. Jaddo’s experience, magical in and
of itself, makes its way into these paintings, which fuse recollection and storytelling
across generations.
While Jaddo’s primary
practice is painting,
she uses a variety
of
materials,
often
reworking themes across
media. In this exhibition,
there are several pairings
that
exemplify
this
tendency, for example,
Flying Carpet and Flying
Carpet, Constructions,
both from 2013. In these
works, Jaddo uses a
number of Orientalist
tropes, the flying carpet
and
the
odalisque,
Red Poppies for Kirkurk, 2005. Acrylic on panel which, throughout the

history of western art, has been
understood as a female concubine
in a harem. In Jaddo’s work, however,
the reclining figure is not intended
for visual consumption by a male
viewer. Instead, she is in a world of
her own, somewhere between reality
and imagination, sleep and teleport.
The mystical nature of the space is
further suggested by her use of jewel
tone colors, a combination of aqua
green, twilight blue and a range of
purples. Jaddo painted the Flying
Carpet series when she was missing
what she calls “the homeland” - Iraq.
In this way, the flying carpet becomes
a metaphorical vehicle of return.
In Flying Carpet, Construction, the
brush strokes and floral patterns on
her dress create a different effect.
For her Constructions, she laser
cuts images and applies a variety
of materials, here plexiglass and
beads, onto wood (often farmed
from her own trees). The materials
and technique transform the image,
offering a different way for viewers
to experience the suggestion of
transport.
Flying Carpet, 2013. Acrylic on canvas.

Jaddo does not silo her artistic
practice. Her interest in the
natural world, which figures
prominently in her paintings,
extends to her garden of trees,
bushes and plants. And as
Shihab so poetically shows in
Jaddoland, Jaddo incorporates
her home into her creative
practice.
Despite
Jaddo’s
experience of loss, the act of
creative production grounds her,
both in the real world and the
world she imagines for herself
and her community. The subtitle
of the exhibition, “Every Woman
Knows Her Own Tree,” comes
from a poem by Bejan Matur,
which uses a bird as a metaphor
for a woman who surveys her
destroyed homeland. Perched
on her tree, she howls in pain.
Yet a powerful creative life force
emerges from between the
lines of the poem. This bird is
a phoenix that rises out of the
ashes to create new worlds in her
wake.
-Kathy Zarur, PhD
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This essay was written as part of Lahib
Jaddo: Every Woman Knows Her Own
Tree, an exhibition curated by Kathy Zarur
as a counterpart to Jaddoland, a featurelength film directed by Lahib Jaddo’s
daughter, Nadia Shihab. The exhibition
was held at the Eric Quezada Center for
Culture & Politics in partnership with the
Center for Asian American Media (CAAM),
on the occasion of Jaddoland’s Bay Area
Premiere at CAAMFest 2019.

Lahib Jaddo is an artist who has been
working across mediums for over three
decades. Born in Baghdad, she spent
her formative years in Iraq and Lebanon
before immigrating to the US, where she
taught as a professor in the College of
Architecture at Texas Tech University in
Lubbock, Texas for twenty years. She is
currently based in West Texas.
Nadia Shihab, the daughter of Lahib,
is an artist and filmmaker whose work
draws on her interest in diasporic longing,
relationships to place, and processes of
improvisation. Her films have screened
in festivals and galleries internationally.
JADDOLAND is her feature-length
documentary debut.
Kathy Zarur is a curator and educator
in San Francisco. She has curated
exhibitions at the San Francisco Arts
Commission, Minnesota Street Project,
SOMArts and the Museum of the African
Diaspora and was assistant curator of
the Sharjah Biennial in 2011. She has
organized conferences hosted by the de
Young, San Francisco State University and
SFCamerawork. She holds a PhD in art
history from the University of Michigan
and teaches at colleges throughout the
Bay Area.

Flying Carpet, Construction, 2013. Mixed media.

