Discoveries

Osama Esid: Reinventing Home

Tim White

The Middle East and the American Midwest are as remote in physical
distance as they are in agsthetic difference. Osama Esid built his repu-
tation as a photographer of the exotic and is known for images of
imagined Parisian brothels, the bustling marketplaces of Cairg, men in
galabeya, and women from "Arabian Nights” fantasias. And yet, from
his current home in Minnesota, Esid manages to makea the ordinary
spactacular, whether he is exploring local rivers, rural vistas, urban

alleys—or his own backyard

Osama Esid's northeast Minneapo =
neighborhood was favored by a diverse group
af transplanted Ewopeans during the sar
part of the previous century who worked in
the nearby mills and railways. Inits scrubby
parks and now-abandoned yards, Esid fre-
quenthy depicts his teo daughiers, ages six
and ning, and not infreguently himsel, asina

Cmama Esid (photo by Victor Kellar)

self-portrait on a derslict sofa, Like dual
“Alices" with an amiasble cohort, they play in
diffusely shaded arkors, sbundant bracken and
orambdes concealing toys, washiubs, empty
crates, etc. One wondsrs about the strangs
man in-a tattered fedora {Osama) dangling a
toy rabbit, tripgering & shutter, or watching
from b=hind the camera benesath a dark cloth
These works are as much about the unre-
cobved mystenes of childhood as they are doc-
uments of parenting—the daughters'
self-posssssed gares begoing the guestion of
wihom, man or littks girl, i more childlike,

Fart of the surreal sfiects achieved in this
serigs are due to what Esid refers to a5 "1hs
ghost lens, " 8 we-worn 325mm Ernst Leitz
Weizlar whoss selective focus, unpredictabla
foggang and distortions are not fulfy withan the
phoiographer's ability to control. it is ofter
Esid's capabifty to ceds perfection and accept
the fortunate eccident that marks much of his
weork, With only the slightest pre-visuslization
and directing his subjectsin a most general
widy, he alloves the procese 1o take prece-
dence, trusting his extensive knowledgs of

ght and gear

His daughters have received a mast
course in photography ierally at ther father's
sidg, and often accompany him on shoots,
They are infinitely patient, and exceptionalby
precocious; currenthy f@ming their own inter-
pretation of * 0, Fortuna™ from the eong-oycls
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It is often Esid's
capability to
cede perfection
and accept the
fortunate acci-
dent that marks
much of his
WIOrk.

Carmina Burana. During a recent cross-couniny
road trip Esid yieded to the gifls” insistence
and played the piece repeatedly. ltafian baing
one of tha few languages E=id does not know
|he speaks French, Russian and numerous
parlznces from the Middle East), he spun an
slaboraie narmatve from whods cloth for their
amusement regarding Sstan's pnde causing
=alous angels to clip his wings and trip himi
mio the sites they drovs through. In his daugh-
ters' production Esid will, of course, play the
dewil, for whom—~based on their father's
talling—the girls havs much eympathy.

Family plays a prominent role in another
racant series by Esid, kan with his vefe,
Tracy. The two fravelled to her rural Minneso-
ts hometowen, making a group of seli-timed
partraits in front of s#os, fesd bins and comn
figlds. Their static posturss and stoic expres-
sions are reminisoent of Grant Wood's “Amer-

mcan Gothec,” as is Esid's holding a tnpod-
mounted 8x10 camers in place of 8 pitchiork.
Looking closer, howswar, you see that the
artist is veearing Western dress and a ket
fiyeh—the traditional headdrese of rural Arabs,

Here Esid combines the outward appear-
ance of twio of his faméy membsrs. The head
of Esid's Syrian famidy was Uncle Zaki, a stem
man, a farmes, always dressed in traditional
garb and keffryeh. As a voung man, Eeid,
frankly, found him fnghtening. He identified
more strongly with his father's younger broth-
ar, Uncle Abodul, 5 Westamzed academic who
spoke seven languages. The twrbulent present
af his family who remain in Syrig inspired Esid
to try on the garmsnt

"| donned the keffiyeh and bscame my
uncle Zaki. Amid the grisf that surrcunds my
famiby nowe, mry dentity was somehow magi-
cally stakilized. | skt grounded as he had been,
and regained an idsntity which | imagined |
had b=ft behind."

Another work from this sernss reflects the
current cnsis m Esid's native land, though
maore coliguely. An unplanned light kesk, a
slight ower-exposure, or 3 fluke of chemistny
resulted m 3 vortex-like element whach domi-
nates much of one particular image. 1t neady
obliterates the figures from recognitson, undes-
sooring the tenucusness and fragdity of the
ogses Eesd has created in America. Unantic-
pated dithiculties can impose themselves on
the placid realiti=s we create at any time. To
persist in spite of such intruswons is & rare
quality. Esid’s family no doubt inesnires his
capacity to continue, as does his art, which
freguently transposes his past and presant.

Esid's domestic images sugasst a placid,
playtul parent and husband, yet he was onoe a
frustrated artist penned in by limitations. Haw-
g exhausted the potental of his native city,
Damascus, he left to travel the word. Whils
settled now in Minnesota, Esid met a charac-
ter who remind=sd him & great deal of the frus-
trated person that he once was.

Mason is an underamployed weldsr, and an
arbist who gratted a movie projector, sudio
sguipment and 3 popoorn machine to a tan-
dem bscyele that no ons slse would ever nde
With this wngainly instrumant, Mason travers-
=& a city that he darides as pedestnan and
sedentary. Esid saw in Mason the person that
he once was; angersd by his place on the
periphery and constrained by his margmal sts-
tus. Esd's growwing compaetencs took him to
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While settled
row 1in hMin-
nesota, Esid
met a character
who reminded
him a great deal
of the frustrated
person that he
once Wwas
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Cairp, to the capitals of Europe, and to =alons
af likse-mindsd creative individuals,

With hes ad hec calliope, and ¢
3 barely concealed misanthropy, Mason has
nad no such breakthrough. His funereal attire
and mitrusive instrument attampt to displacs
people from what he digparages as their pas-
sivity. Through Mason, Esid came to s=a that
anforced conformity veas not a condition
sxclusae to lving under a dictatorship. Clesny-

ng to conwention promises escurity. Given

ncome, and all manner of maternial goods 1o
distract curselves, we are olten sasiy paci-
fied. When the merits of playing along out-
weigh being seen as a freak or 3 deviant we
Wil toe the i, and will en force convention

Mason's bicycles are 3 surty reply (o h
sociaty's tacit—though just as bindir .:_|—:'Jn:rs
to comply. One image depecis Mas
hand aver heart in a sort of " pledpe of alle-
giance” gesture that is heghly ironsc. Whis
wiheeling his contraptions into othars' norma-
tive existences, he reinforcss the isolation that
the effart attempts to redress. Mason has cre
ated a conveyance, but not an escape

Esid depicts Mason in an s¥ey adjacent to
the garage whers his vehiciss are stowed

1 with

Hera, pinioned by converging lines and vaneh
ng pomits, his subject’s pradicamant is made
poignantly apparent. The alleys Esid knew in
Camascus have a bustling quality altogether
different from thes functions in the United
States, Alleys here are the backsides of o
pleasant facades, which adds ancther appro-
prigtely dark psychofogical dimension {o the
ll;'.lr'—.. Mlason, who haunts them, Esid, having
1 city of Byzantine strests and
ar wrintheng passages, se=s in his sdopted
homs a place in its infancy by historcal com-
parizon, yet full of vibrancy, growth and seopen-
sive possibdities. And here, ha has managed
to creste exolic Images in places we may
ggard as crdinary

The Mississippi River iz seldom regarded
as ordmary, #nd fortuitously runs nght through
Esid's adopted homatown. [ has a strong hold
on America's collective consciousness—Iirom
agends of the First People, 1o Mark Twain's
opus Life on the .pf.;»-=l*-':=.'.'.1,l.l.. and contnuing
LNL igh Alec Soth's monograph Slespwng by

1 lissizsippi—the river is 3 metaphonical
-"|-.-'|:|e where America’s East Coast ends and
the once-frontier began. It has been character-
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Esid came to
sae that
entorced con-
formity was not
a condition
exclusive to liv-
Ing ungder a dic-
tatorship.

zed as 8 conduit for sscaps, a place for com-
merce and licentiousness, as a delicats
eposystem, and as a brackish backwatsr

Fivers play no small part in the mythology
of many cuftures, and Esid in waorking along
this Twin Citizs waterway has inflected it with

miythic ssgnificances which could as easily
attain 1o the River Jordan, or Mile. He is a8
areat fan of Dala Dlues, sperituals and Amert-
can roots music, 2nd is fascinated by the
rademptive sagas and ballads of mayherm m
these traditrons; his images reflect this enthu-
Ei3sm

Eraving bottom fesders and mosguitoss,
he has waded with all of his large-format gear
ritg tha rver's fens and muck, rsturning with
pictures that are heavily freighted with both
raligeous referances and secudar sins

I one image, a barefoot model in 3 su
dress lies draped on the water's bank, i

remains ambsguous whether ths mage repre-
sents an indolent summer tableau or the
scena of a crims, [n another, & woman wades
downriver, her armis extended ina penstentia
gesturs. She could b= a fallen Mapdalzne, a
similar figure now saved, & baptzer or a siren
In wet another work a young girl stands on a
rock in Edenic surmoundings, the river sarpen-
tining away b=hind her into the distanos. Mod-
=etly cloaked, she could be Eve, recently
rendered seli-conscious, 3 conlemporany
Hiawatha, or merely 8 city kid beating the
heat

Independent of explicit didactics, Esd
alloyws numerous Eterpretive possiblities to
ecaist simulianecusly and 1o remain unne-
solved, conflating legends older than Moses
niz the same metaphorical space as his
adopted prairie home

i is this capacity to combing the rich cut-

tural history Esid comes from with the
prospects for self-invention promised hers
that distinguish his homebound body of work
The banality of the elemenis he chooses to
phoiograph dogs nothing to diminish his pic-
tures’ affects. What could be a more engag-
ng, challanging image of liberty than a
husim-Armerican man standing atop his
motorcycle, flaunting a headless eagla? In this
portrait with its seemingly simplstc psces
he comveys abundant signifiers—mindiass
freedom and issues of salfrapresantation
while precariously perched on a perfous vehi-
cle. Whould that we &ll cculd =28 that the
things that make the most potent meanings
are often 8s alose &t hand as home

Fact File
You can see more of Ezid’s work at
WY asaimassid. com.
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