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Fahrelnissa Zeid’s solo exhibition A Three-Character Play presents
a selection of portraits from her youth to her last years she
had spent in Amman, the city she moved in 1975. The portraits
representing various periods of the artist’s life invite viewers to
discover her art practice that spans the twentieth century.
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Fahrelnissa was born in 1901 in Istanbul. Daughter of Kabaağaçlı Şakir Pasha,
sister of painter Aliye Berger and writer Cevat Şakir Kabaağaçlı, Fahrelnissa
is an intellectual who had internalized the French literature canon, and was
fortunate enough to discover Western art at an early age. She attended
the School of Fine Arts under the directorship of painter Mihri Müşfik. She
married author İzzet Melih Devrim; their son, painter Nejat Devrim became
an important member of the group Nouvelle École de Paris, their daughter
Shirin, a famous actor. In 1928, she attended Académie Ranson in Paris
where she embraced fauvist, expressionist approaches. She divorced and
married Prince Zeid, the brother of King Faysal, and the couple moved to
Berlin in 1935. Before the assignment of Prince Zeid in 1946 as the Iraqi
ambassador to London, they lived in Iraq, Jordan, and Istanbul. The first
time her works were known to be exhibited was 1931 at the fourth group
exhibition of Independent Painters and Sculptors Union, and she held her
first solo exhibition in 1945, in her private apartment in Maçka, the Ralli
building. Hundreds of people visited this exhibition in a city where there
were no art galleries. While living in London, she rented a studio in Paris.
This period is marked by her notable gesture recognized in her abstract
expressionist works. Her figurative paintings of the ‘40s and ‘50s are
compositions underlying her abstract paintings, whereas her portraits are
mirrors of inner worlds of people she knows. Her husband passed away
Self-portrait
1930s
Pencil on paper
19,5 x 15,5 cm
Private collection

in 1970, and she moved to Amman in 1975. She focused on portraiture,
and private lessons for younger students. Her last exhibitions were held in
Istanbul in 1988, in France and Germany in 1990. She died in 1991 in Amman.

Portraits of her family, close friends, and students appear in pages of
sketchbooks she kept throughout eighty years. Two tendencies are
observed in periods during which she intensely worked on portraits:
Ones she painted in 1960–1972 embrace a character of touching
psychological studies, whereas ones pertaining to her Amman period
emphasize form and color, highlight details.

Portraits of Dina Vierny, Zeid’s London gallerist, and of her son
Olivier Lorquin are examples from her 1960–70 period. They are both
depicting the upper-half of the body. Although the portrait of Olivier
Lorquin shows the upper body, it particularly draws the attention of
the viewer to the eyes. Those big eyes give the child an exaggerated
expression. The green used for the background is distinguished from
the jacket, shirt, tie, and skin by the masterly command of brushwork.

Portrait of Olivier Lorquin
1959
Oil on canvas
175 x 80 cm
Öner Kocabeyoğlu Collection

Dina Vierny
1960s
Oil on canvas
129 x 88 cm
Private collection

Fahrelnissa’s portraits in 1960-1972 period can be considered under
two categories: the bust and half-length social portraits of her
gallerists, their families, and her casual friends; and the close-up,
full-face psychological studies of people to whom she was closest.
The portrait of Maurice Collis falls into the second category. This
portrait bears technical mastership. Intense paint layers are blended
to form the background, face and clothing, creating a balance with
multi-directional incisions made with a palette knife: a Zeidian
gesture.

Fahrelnissa wrote a letter to author, art
critic Mauris Collis (1889–1973) to introduce
herself before her first exhibition in London
in 1948. During that period, she hosted
interesting and intellectual people from
artistic and literary circles like Collis in the
non-formal areas of the Iraqi residence.
In her later life Fahrelnissa continued to
correspond with Collis and the critic always
followed her exhibitions, wrote reviews.

Maurice Collis
1968
Oil on canvas
91 x 71 cm

Portrait of Madam Caron from Paris in the ‘50s suggests
instantaneity. Its lower half is left incomplete, below the collar
dissolves like a specter. Her exaggerated brows and eyelids, and her
expression, rendered in whites and yellows may have inspired the
color choice for the background, revealing the figure.

Madam Caron... In the ‘50s From Paris
1950s
Oil on canvas
92 x 73 cm
Private collection

Fahrelnissa met the prominent art critic
Charles Estienne (1908–1966) in 1949 in Paris
via her gallerist Colette Allendy (1895–1960)
who hosted her first solo exhibition in that
city. She joined the group Nouvelle École
de Paris and was formally presented in 1952
with a group exhibition of that title, and took
part in several group exhibitions throughout
seven years. Fahrelnissa held four solo
exhibitions in that period in Paris.
Estienne was an ardent supporter of
abstract painting and the group, at the
heart of the debates around abstract. In
that period, Fahrelnissa concentrated her
readings on abstract art, Kandinsky to begin
with, involved in those public debates, and
produced her abstract masterpieces. She
immortalized Charles Estienne who
supported her with his critiques, catalogue
texts, interviews, collaborative exhibition
projects; and his wife, by painting their
portraits.
Madame Charles Estienne
1972
Oil on canvas
100 x 82 cm
Ebru Arıkan Collection

In this predominantly green, anonymous portrait, we observe the
tension between Fahrelnissa’s academic formation and her
expressionistic sensitivities. The skin, hair, and turtleneck sweater is
painted with realistic and naturalistic colors and the shading,
exactitude of their volumetric proportions all portend to her
education whilst the exaggerated expression, formed by a
dominating, powerful gaze insinuates her sensual interpretation
of the figure.

Untitled
Date unknown
Oil on canvas
54,5 x 45 cm

Fahrelnissa also painted her grandchildren. Portraits of two sons
and daughter of Fahrelnissa’s son Prince Raad, who bears her
grand-mother’s name, in her Easter dress, pertain to her Amman
period. Amman portraits are basically studies on form and color.
Fahrelnissa produced a considerable amount of portraits in more
than fifteen years. She painted those bust portraits on
monochrome backgrounds. Figures tend to resemble each other.
She created a sense of dynamism by use of contrasting highly
saturated colors in seemingly static compositions which became a
recognizable gesture.

Firas
c. 1976
Oil on canvas
75 x 60 cm
Serpil-Serdar Kitapçı Collection

Fahrelnissa
1983
Oil on canvas
130 x 83 cm
Private collection

Zeid
c. 1976
Oil on canvas
76 x 61 cm

Fahrelnissa Zeid’s nephew Füreya Koral
(1910–1997) is the pioneer of contemporary
ceramics in Turkey. She attended Lycée
de Notre Dame de Sion and then studied
at the Department of Philosophy at the
Istanbul University Faculty of Literature.
In 1947 she moved to Switzerland where
she received ceramics education. She
advanced in ceramics in Paris attending
various studios, and held exhibitions in this
city. Upon her return to Turkey in 1951, she
focused on ceramic wall panels. In 1954,
she opened her private studio. Seeking
to push the limits of ceramics beyond its
function, she was inspired by the art of
ancient civilizations of Turkey, Mexico and
East Asia; Japan in particular. Her work is
commonly known to carry a mix of
Western and Eastern artistic elements.
She is one of the pioneers to use ceramics
in architecture in Turkey.

Füreya Koral
1945
Pencil on paper
55 x 55 cm
Sârâ Koral Aykar Collection

The watercolor portrait of Füreya Koral dates to 1926. It is the second
earliest portrait of Fahrelnissa that has survived, and is a
result of her education at the School of Fine Arts. It has a circular
shape with 11 cm-diameter. This is a static composition, a side-face;
the light falls in a very realistic manner from her hair onto her face
diagonally. This painting should be recognized for its technical and
sensual essence which lies in serenity and control.

Füreya Koral
1926
Watercolor on paper
Ø 11 cm
Sârâ Koral Aykar Collection

Füreya Koral
1930s
Gouache on paper
36 x 25.5 cm
Sârâ Koral Aykar Collection

According to Fahrelnissa, portrait is “...not the form. It is much
stronger and so much beyond that […] with a portrait, you find
yourself in a theatre with three characters: there is the human
being posing – the model. There is the painter and the third
character that one must create not only by looking at [the face] […]
of the model. It is a matter of discovering the anterior life of the
model, behind these forms, and his expressions, but by reaching so
far, you also go to the depths of yourself, to arrive at understanding.
You forget the hour, the day, the present minute. You go on a
mysterious voyage.”

(Fahrelnissa Zeid: Painter of Inner Worlds, p. 243).

Sârâ Koral Aykar
1983
Oil oncanvas
110 x 75,5 cm
Sârâ Koral Aykar Collection

Fahrelnissa’s Amman period portraits introduce some
developments to the static, stylized models with big eyes encircled
by generic facial features from the 1960s portraits. She abandons
nuanced shades and knife incisions she used for the skin, while
adopting a technique she reserved for her abstract works;
cloisonnisme [enamelware separating colors]. She starts applying
this technique of encircling color patches with black lines to her
portraits too; she breaks the visual continuity in her portrait works,
emphasizing her disregard for three-dimensionality. Those are
pure painting studies in figurative expressionist style with which
she combines the character of her model and plain colors. While
carrying memories of her former portraits, they bear traces of the
liberation from the academic stance of her abstract paintings. The
artist, believing in the “vitalizing” quality of the portrait rather than
being mere imitation of an image, intentionally performs errors
in perspective, volume, and proportions. She created a sense of
dynamism by use of contrasting highly saturated colors in seemingly
static compositions which became a recognizable gesture.
Hind Nasser
1970-80s
Oil on canvas
99,5 x 98 cm

Fahrelnissa invited Dalida, French singer of Egyptian origin, born
in Italy, after her 1978 concert in Amman, to paint her portrait.
Impressed by her voice and her stage presence, she paints Dalida
as she sees her on stage; the voluminous blond hair resembles a
lion’s mane covering a large area on the canvas and is brought to
the spotlight with a contrasting black background. The hair modeled
in an S-shape adds movement to the composition drawing the
attention from the wide eyes towards the lower left corner of the
canvas. Multicolor details on the chest of the white strapless dress
bind the hair with the face, as the drop shaped pearls reflect the
surrounding light owing to the many discreet hues.

Dalida
1978
Oil on canvas
99,3 x 80,3 cm
Deniz Poyraz Kırmanlı Collection

This portrait of a charming woman is of Eufemia Rezik, another
student of Fahrelnissa at the Institute. Its title is Femininity; the
background is executed in pink, a light salmon, a color frequently
associated with femininity. From this light pink rises a woman who at
once brings to mind Botticelli’s Venus from the famous The Birth of
Venus (1480s) painting that appears in an oyster shell. The
royal ermine fur covering Eufemia’s lower chest with circular volumes
is completed with her diamond necklace, earrings, and her somber
expression. The hair painted in a diverse range of shades from brown
to yellow, together with her posture, and the expanding fur imply a
movement. The exaggeration in the fur, hair, and eyes are carefully
disenchanted by means of shades of white, pinks, and a very subtle
skin tone.

Femininity
1981
Oil on canvas
130 x 98,5 cm
Derin Mermerci Collection

The portrait of Pierre Larock, the nephew of Katia Granoff, the
gallerist of Fahrelnissa in France depicts a sad, bitter, melancholic
man carrying an air of the hippies from the ‘70s. The carefully
placed eyebrows under the voluminous, neat hair; the sleepless
eyelids, and contemplating eyes full of grief are peering at, the
viewers. The red background creates a contrast with the long blond
hair pronouncing a dramatic effect to the suffering expression, and
is further emphasized by the generous use of black in the sitter’s
turtleneck sweater.
Long-time friend and gallerist of
Fahrelnissa, Katia Granoff (1895–1989)
was an Ukrainian emigrated to Paris.
She received international success by
promoting the rediscovery of the series
Nymphéas by Monet. Fahrelnissa’s final
solo show in Paris took place at her
gallery in 1972. In 1987, Granoff’s nephew
Pierre Larock took over and renamed the
gallery as Galerie Larock-Granoff. Today,
the gallery continues its tradition with
Pierre Larock
1980s
Oil on canvas

artists such as Bellegarde, Chagall, Miró,
Modigliani, Monet, Tàpies. Larock was a

130 x 89 cm

prominent architect who designed Palais

Private collection

des Congrès de Paris.

Janset Berkok Shami was one of
Fahrelnissa’s favourite students; beyond
a teacher-student relationship, they had
a close friendship. After graduating from
the Department of English Literature
of Ankara University, Shami married a
Jordanian doctor of Circassian origin
and settled in Amman. A woman of
letters, painter, puppet maker, television
producer, entrepreneur, Shami published
several stories in various literary
magazines in Turkey, the UK, the USA,
and Canada. Her published books
are Cages on Opposite Shores, Kör
Yolculuklar, Anahtarsız Kafesler, and Abu
Samra is Angry. She also wrote a memoir
Fahrelnissa and I. Fahrelnissa painted
several portraits of Janset Shami and her
daughter Seteney.

Janset Berkok Shami
1980s
Oil on canvas
159,7 x 102,5 cm

Seteney
1985
Oil on canvas
100 x 79 cm
Private collection

“I am then subject to this dilemma: I start to paint and ask myself
what should I eliminate, subtract to release the essential–the portrait
[…] negation after affirmation, destruction of what are visible ‘I’, ‘you’
to leave room to other ‘I’ and other ‘you’ that await crouched in the
unknown conscious – invisible. A great break […] a sudden jet of form,
of line begins to form! This is when […] I destroy. I remove what was
so consciously elaborated. My model has no idea what is going on, he
is patiently posing. I only bear this avalanche, this cataclysm. Nothing
any more on the canvas – at this moment it is the spirit alone that
passes here. At last, I seize it! Now the portrait, the real one, will be
born. I no longer see my model photographically, but I see his interior
truth. The character is born and I continue working in it […] then I see
my model absent but more present than ever.”

(Fahrelnissa Zeid: Painter of Inner Worlds, p. 243)

Bedouin
1980s
Oil on canvas
101 x 76 cm
Baran Hakman Collection

Nofa
1980
Oil on canvas
114 x 93 cm
Private collection

Life played me her serenade and I danced all around like a gypsy.
I overturned the years, passed over and breaking the unhealthy
constructions of suffering.
Thirsty, panic-stricken, half-blind, pursued, lamenting,
I ran to the inferno and the inferno engulfed me
and this is why I am happy.

(Fahrelnissa Zeid: Painter of Inner Worlds, p. 222)

Woman with a Snake
1987
Oil on Canvas
129,5şu:V B x 120 cm
Sara Baruh Collection

Hind Nasser was one of Fahrelnissa’s first
students in her Amman years. She would
give private art lessons at her home studio
in Amman. Students would meet weekly to
work in her studio, complete their paintings
in their homes, and then return for a group
critique and discussion of the works.
Fahrelnissa was teaching them to “liberate
their instincts, strengthen their imagination,
and see beyond material forms to attain
abstract purity. ”Several of her students
among many are today prominent figures
in the art world. For instance, Hind Nasser
founded Gallery 14, a remarkable gallery of
today’s Jordan. “She gave everything she
had,” says Nasser in an interview.
Fahrelnissa immortalized her dear student
Nasser in her portraits.

Hind Nasser
1980s
Oil on canvas
120,3 x 90 cm

The documentary Fahrelnissa Zeid à Paris 1949-1975, filmed by Olivier
Lorquin, the son of her gallerist and good friend Dina Vierny from
Paris is on view on Dirimart’s YouTube channel. Click here to watch.
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