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 Edward Said, in his seminal work Orientalism, states that by painting the narratives of 

other cultures, one is telling their narratives for them.1 I strongly disagree with Said. This is a 

very retrograde, modernist point of view:  in modernism, there was only one linear history to be 

told. In today's era of post-or post-post-modernism, there is room for simultaneous narratives. 

Everyone should have space to speak from her or his own point of view. We live in a society of 

multiple and shared narratives; the time of the modernist model of a singular narrative is over. 

While it is true that cultures and societies need to speak for themselves and define their own 

narratives, this does not preclude people from outside of those societies having a narrative which 

involves an engagement with the cultural symbols from the outsider’s point of view.  

 

I disagree with Said’s position that the Orientalist always views the Other as part of a 

larger picture that is connected to her/himself, as opposed to seeing otherness as a pure and 

autonomous entity. On the contrary, his vision of seeing the Other only as a pure, separate entity2 

is very condescending and far more “Orientalizing” than viewing it in relation to oneself.  

Ironically, for me, these ideas represent the Orientalism that he believes he is criticizing: the 

isolation of an other is setting them apart just for being other, whereas viewing someone as 

different from oneself in a context shared by both is a more empathetic gesture, akin to placing 

others on the same plane as oneself. 

 

My disagreement with Said is based on the extensive experience I have had as an ESL 

teacher in New York City, a “day job” with which I have supported my activity as an artist for 

the past twelve years (both in New York and in Italy, where I was working from 2003 until 

                                                
1 Said, Edward. Orientalism. Pantheon Books: New York, 1978. p. 68. 
2 Ibid.  
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2012.) Every day, I interact with people from numerous cultures from across the world, in a 

corporate classroom setting. They bring their cultural customs with them as they inhabit this 

space, one which I perceive as being very corporate and impersonal, which may begin as a 

neutral space but I see it as being energized by the presence that they bring daily. This position 

has also given me a unique vantage point from which to experience the interaction of many 

cultures that one would rarely see interacting (much less be a part of an interaction with.) 

Businesspeople and students from Kazakhstan, Mexico, Saudi Arabia, Korea, Tajikistan, 

Pakistan, Russia, Ukraine, Thailand, and many other countries form a nexus of dialogue that I 

moderate every single day of the work week, within a neutral architectural context that reflects 

none of their cultures of origin, and in doing so leaves room to be invigorated by all of them. The 

places where these diverse and human presences meet, and the effect they have on these 

surroundings, is the stuff of complex perceptions, and my paintings communicate the urgent 

structures of these interactions. I am fascinated by the tensions that manifest themselves 

through the garments that we wear and how, in a painting, this can be explored by 

understanding the pressure that the background puts on the figure, and the exchange that follows. 

My current paintings begin with images of people from the back, wearing either hijabs, turbans, 

saris, kufis, or rasta gauzy shawls, and they are largely based on photographs that I have been 

taking on the subway and in the street since 2013. I do not paint my subjects frontally, both 

because I do not have access to them personally, and because it is the presence of their culture 

that fascinates me. I am an observer who shares public space with people from many different 

cultures, and the decorative patterns on their clothing fascinate me, especially in relation to the 

architecture that surrounds them as they wear these patterns.  
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 My paintings are rooted in figuration, but are often read as abstract. The figures in my 

paintings are in fluctuation; sometimes they are visible, while other times they break down into 

an abstraction. An initial reading of my work as abstract very often slowly yields to the 

recognition of a cloaked figure in a space, which can then be destabilized by a sense of 

fragmentation and compartmentalization. This is a paradox in my work; the covered figure is so 

essential, and yet the suffusion of the garment she or he is wearing into a background is my true 

subject: the focus of my work is the experience itself, not the figures in the painting. The works 

are created by an interaction between the fabrics that are worn and the environments that their 

wearers occupy. I think of my paintings as occasions for the confluence of information, rather 

than just as objects that rigidly deliver a set of fixed information. Viewers often remark that they 

"always find something new" in my work; their relationship with these paintings is changing 

continually, as does my work's relationship to figuration and abstraction. I am interested in 

leaving room for this sense of confluence in these paintings; a confluence and exchange of 

information between the figure and the background. The figures in my work are partially holding 

onto its formal autonomy, while other parts dissolve into the background; they are clear and 

distinguished in some places, while they dissipate into their environments in others. It is 

important that my works are initially read as abstract, as I am often not able to recognize the 

culture of origin that an indicator belongs to, and it takes time, experience, and research for me to 

become better acquainted with cultural indicators that I see on clothing in the streets and 

subways. This sequence of my experiences is paralleled by the viewer’s initial read of 

abstraction, which is then followed by a revelation of figuration. Abstraction provides a sense of 

codification in my paintings, by acting as a visual membrane that that viewer needs to pass in 

order to reach the embedded subject. The moments that we share and the public interactions that 
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Christian Breed    16 November- 3 December     Installation View 

 

 

 

 


