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The Rose and Shaheen Saleeby Collection is a unique and extraordinary bequest to
AUB by Dr. Samir Saleeby. It features more than 60 paintings by leading Lebanese
artists including Khalil Saleeby, Omar Onsi, Saliba Douaihy, and Cesar Gemayel.
Dr. Saleeby’s vision is for all who have an interest in art and the cultural heritage of
Lebanon to share his enjoyment of the paintings.
This first exhibition in Beirut celebrates the work of Khalil Saleeby,
a relative of the donor. Khalil Saleeby is widely considered to be one of the most
influential Lebanese painters of his time, inspiring the work of many of the artists
who followed him in the 20th century.
The collection is being exhibited in a new temporary gallery at AUB. It will later form
the centerpiece of the Rose and Shaheen Saleeby Museum that will be permanently
located in a magnificent heritage building on AUB’s campus. This museum, the first
of its kind in Lebanon, is currently being developed to the highest international
standards and will host permanent and temporary exhibitions of fine art.

Statement from the President of AUB
The Rose and Shaheen Saleeby Collection is a treasure that few have seen. With
the opening of the AUB Art Gallery this unique trove of Lebanese art will be
available for all to view and appreciate.
AUB is humbled and tremendously proud to receive these works. Our heartfelt
gratitude is extended to Dr. Samir Saleeby for choosing the American University of
Beirut as the institution to preserve and display this collection. We feel honored to
be able to share these beautiful paintings with all of Lebanon and the world.

Peter Dorman
President

AUB will preserve and promote this premier collection, making it available to
students, researchers, the people of Lebanon and the Arab world, as well as the
wider international community. To this extent, four paintings from this collection are
currently on loan to l’Institut du Monde Arabe in Paris.
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Curatorial Statement
Over the summer and fall of 1928, newspapers in Beirut relayed the details of a
dramatic story: the painter Khalil Saleeby and his foreign wife Carrie Aude had been
killed following a dispute over water rights. Related historical documents reveal
fragments of the public and judiciary debates of the time, offering glimpses not only
of a long-forgotten and tragic conflict, but also of the social perception of the new
profession of picture-maker almost a century ago.
In the news reports about Khalil Saleeby and Carrie Aude’s murder, one finds not only
the tragic conclusions of two personal stories but also the articulation of broader social
and historical contradictions: the confrontation of late Ottoman and French colonial
sensibilities, metropolitan and peripheral lifestyles, urban and peasant economies.
Clashes of such epic proportions are often resolved through individual sacrifice.
From an art historical perspective, the life and work of Khalil Saleeby sketches in
outline a crucial phase in the late 19th and early 20th century development of art in
Lebanon. Saleeby belongs to that first generation of painters who most substantially
contributed to the emergence of art as a new occupation in this country. Often called
musawwirun (picture-makers and picturers) or simply rassamun (draftsmen who
worked with cameras or brushes), members of this generation pioneered a modern
profession at a time when the region was undergoing deep historical transformations
in every field of social, political and economic life. The exhibition puts on display the
traces of these radical transformations.
We place emphasis on three tendencies that prevail in the Saleeby collection. A close
observer of this painter’s work, first of all, will not fail to notice the tender relationship
between Saleeby and Aude that is revealed in a number of portraits and figures.
Secondly, the exhibition follows the controversial theme of the nudes that Saleeby
produced at a time when this material was subject to cultural restrictions. Finally, a
series of portraits – the most represented genre in the collection – depicts ordinary
and eminent contemporaries of the artist. We interpret the predominance of the art
of portraiture over other genres as a distinct signal of the modern age, an indication
that new social agents had turned their gazes towards individual citizens of all
classes and denominations.
This exhibition has been made possible through the generous donation of Dr.
Samir Saleeby to the American University of Beirut. After many years during which
Dr. Saleeby cared for this collection, he has entrusted it to an institution that has
responded with the pledge to conserve, preserve and display it to the public, as well
as to incorporate it within its pedagogical efforts and activities. In putting on display
the work of Khalil Saleeby, AUB announces its commitment to play an active role in
promoting the fine and contemporary arts of this region.
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Collecting Histories:
The Rose and
Shaheen Saleeby
Collection
The opening of the Rose and Shaheen
Saleeby Collection at the American
University of Beirut represents a
landmark occasion. The collection is
named after the parents of the donor,
Dr. Samir Saleeby, a prominent Beirut
ophthalmologist and former AUB
student. The Saleeby Collection will
form the nucleus of a future modern
and contemporary art museum
housed at AUB under the name of the
Rose and Shaheen Saleeby Museum.

Dr. Samir Saleeby, (2012)
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In a region where the majority of
art works are dispersed throughout
private homes and collections, the
opportunity to view together works by
Lebanon’s modern and contemporary
artists offers a rare glimpse into a
vibrant history of art.
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Khalil Saleeby, (1895)
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More than half of the pieces in the
collection are by painter Khalil Saleeby
(1870–1928), thus offering specialists
and the general public alike a rare,
comprehensive understanding of one
of Lebanon’s most acclaimed modern
artists. Born in the village of Btalloun,
Saleeby studied at the Syrian Protestant
College (now the American University
of Beirut). In 1890, he traveled abroad
to pursue his artistic training. Saleeby
spent the next decade working and
exhibiting in Edinburgh, Philadelphia,
Paris, and London. Upon his return to
Beirut, Saleeby opened an atelier on
Bliss Street and established a reputation
as a portraitist. His body of work, also
inclusive of a number of landscapes,
nudes, and genre scenes, is suggestive
of a broader historical transition
from nineteenth century academic
artistic conventions to twentiethcentury modernism’s emphasis on the
materiality of the medium.
Saleeby’s life came to a tragic end in
1928 when the artist and his wife were
murdered over a long-standing dispute
concerning water rights in Btalloun.
Dr. Shaheen Saleeby (1893–1989),
a relative of the painter, and father
of the donor of the collection to AUB,
obtained over thirty works on canvas
8
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that were in the possession of the
artist at the time of his death. Since
then, the paintings have hung—
untouched—in the Saleeby home.
Over the years, Dr. Samir Saleeby
expanded his father’s original
collection to include oil and watercolors
by Khalil Saleeby’s disciples, acclaimed
Lebanese artists Cesar Gemayal
(1898–1958), and Omar Onsi
(1901–1969). A substantial number
of pieces by modernist Saliba Douaihy
(1912–1994) document the artist’s
transition from academic landscapes
to hard edge abstraction. Dr. Saleeby
developed a close friendship with
Douaihy during the early sixties, when
the two were living in New York City.
The collection also includes pieces by
contemporary painters Haidar Hamaoui
(b. 1937), Chucrallah Fattouh (b.
1956), and Robert Khoury (b. 1923).
During the Lebanese civil war (1975–
1990), the Saleebys shipped the art to
London for safekeeping. The collection
returned to Beirut during the early
nineties. Now, thanks to the generous
donation of Dr. Samir Saleeby, the
works have secured a new home at the
American University of Beirut, where
they will provide a platform for the study
of Lebanon’s art history.

The Saleeby Collection
in Focus: Khalil Saleeby The Journey of an Artist
The story of Khalil Saleeby is one that
takes us from the village of Btalloun
to Ottoman Beirut, on to the European
capitals of Edinburgh, London, Paris,
and the American city of Philadelphia
before winding back to Beirut. Similar
to that of many of art history’s pioneers,
Saleeby’s journey originates in a
childhood distinguished by artistic
inclination. Despite discouraging
comments from elders, destiny and

Khalil Saleeby in his studio, (1922)

1922 f<µ¥6|Hµªg©G*©1
T

-‐1975 j©If¡gG*j
©J&
T
T ¶*i|¸*£f+(T *
£z¡G¼(*mf0§G*ªg©G*%
*¢t7 1990
T
µmKÒ+¼(*j<§qº*mz©<&*.f¤¸
T
j©wG*jg¤G*+K£%
¶*Kmf©¡©kG*,|=
T
T
j<§qG¢H&T f-ªg©G*Ò64§kFzG*¢H
T
mKÒ+µj©FÒH&
¶
*jHf·*µzMz/
T
O fH
ªT ¡T G*£f¡gGxM4f-j6*4zGfN Q ¡H|XD§k6o©0
ª¡G*
T

:اﻟﺼﻠﻴﺒﻲ ﻋﻦ ﻛﺜﺐ
ّ ﻣﺠﻤﻮﻋﺔ
رﺣﻠﺔ ﻓﻨﺎن
£§+jM|E¢Hªg©G*©1j
EfI{1&
fT
T
j©+K4K&
¶
*8*§GfDj
©IfnG*mKÒ+¼(
*
T
T
f©G2Ï©Dj¡MzHK M4f+K£z¡GK¦ÊI2(*
mKÒ+¼(*j©Hfk¹*,2§G*gEj
©FÒH&
¶*
T
T
2*K|G*¢HzMzG*¼(
*jg¡Gf+f¸*ªJfFK
T
¢Hªg©G*j04¡-¢G*xM4f-µ
T
=|G*¨<KªT ¡T G*©ºf+ Pj<§gH PjG§:
4zE$f74fgG*¢HjqHÒ=
mf©-¢H
P
X
9

in Rome or Paris, Saleeby chose
Edinburgh, where a cousin of his lived.
There, Saleeby met renowned American
painter John Singer Sargent (1856–
1925), who had a profound impact on
the young artist: a camaraderie that
is most evident in the artists’ roles
as social portraitists. With Sargent’s
encouragement, Saleeby traveled to
Philadelphia, where he met his future
wife and muse, the American Carrie
Aude. After their marriage, the couple
lived in Edinburgh, Paris, and London
before returning to Beirut in 1900.

College Hall American University of Beirut
(College Hall), 1920
Oil on Canvas, 81 × 60 cm
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desire drove Saleeby’s development
from a provincial boy drawing with
matchsticks to one of Lebanon’s most
important modern painters.
It was thus from humble beginnings
that Saleeby launched an international
reputation. Born in 1870, Saleeby
was the only child of Makhoul and
Saada Saleeby. After completing his
elementary studies in the village school,
Saleeby traveled to Beirut in 1881 to
continue his schooling with American
and British missionaries. Later, in 1886,
he enrolled in the Syrian Protestant
College, a notable accomplishment at
the time. Saleeby remained in Beirut
until 1890, the point at which his
biography diverges from those of his
artistic predecessors and successors
throughout the Ottoman Empire.
Unlike the majority of the region’s artists
who pursued their artistic aspirations
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Although few of Saleeby’s known
works date to the period prior to 1890,
paintings in the collection nonetheless
suggest that the artist’s decade abroad
was formative in the development of
his formal language. A 1923 portrait,
for instance, of Saleeby’s most favored
subject, his wife Carrie, reveals the
aesthetic ties between Sargent and
Saleeby. From the lavish painterly
attention bestowed on the layered
fabrics to the collar’s neckline that
accentuates Carrie’s sensuous skin,
Saleeby translates visual pleasure
into a desire to touch. These accents
highlight the social status of the sitter
as well as underscore the artist’s
technique. In one such detail, the
rug cushioning Carrie’s feet invites
in the viewer a longing to caress the
fur. Yet, upon closer inspection, the
rug’s painted materiality dissolves
into a dense network of brushstrokes.
This dissolution of identifiable form—
exposing paint as paint—reveals a
shared pedigree, hinted at in the
composition, between Saleeby and
Sargent. Both artists trained in Paris
among a group of artists known as
the Impressionists, who applied paint
directly onto the canvas in short,
thick, visible brushstrokes. Perhaps
without coincidence, Saleeby worked
with Auguste Renoir (1841–1919),
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one of the few Impressionist painters
interested in portraiture. While in Paris,
Saleeby also exhibited at the famous
Impressionist gallery Durand-Ruel.
After a decisive decade abroad, then,
Saleeby returned to Beirut and opened
an atelier on Bliss Street, across from
the Main Gate of the Syrian Protestant
College. The following years were
prolific ones for Saleeby as his work
of this period includes landscapes,
architectural interiors, self-portraits,
and figural works. His most substantial
work, however, is in the genre of
portraiture. Building a reputation
as social portraitist, Saleeby further
developed a local market forged just
two decades earlier by his predecessor,
the painter Daoud Corm (1852–1930).

The Faces of Ottoman
Beirut
In turn-of-the-century Beirut, Saleeby
would have found a city undergoing a
period of rapid expansion and radical
socio-political shifts. Just two years
before Saleeby left for Edinburgh, in
1888, Beirut was granted status as the
capital of an Ottoman province. This
political transformation was the result
of a series of petitions initiated and
signed by an emerging upwardly mobile
urban class united by shared economic
and political interests to protect Beirut
against ensuing provincial rivalries
between cities. Over the next decade,
the port city’s newly acquired position
launched a series of expansions in
Beirut’s urban development. Indeed,
historians have examined this period
as a foundational moment in Beirut’s
history, as an emergent mobile middle
class of merchants, intellectuals, and
politicians—known historically as alnahda al-‘arabiyah (Arab Renaissance)—
formulated a vision for their city and,
henceforth, for the future country of
12

Intimate Confidence
(Intimate Confidence – Carrie), 1916
Oil on canvas board, 46 × 38 cm
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Lebanon. The newly accessible genre
of oil portraiture, previously reserved
for prominent religious figures, was one
means through which this class secured
a public identity.
It is thus not a coincidence that
portraiture emerged as a popular genre
of representation precisely during
the period when leading al-nahda
personalities, such as scholar Butros
Bustani, were theorizing the emergence
of the individual, modern citizen.
Saleeby’s portraits of famed Romantic
writer Amin Rihani and of Emile Dumit,
professor at the Syrian Protestant
College, capture in paint the visual
language of al-nahda. In three-quarter
length, wearing western-style suits and
expressions of austere contemplation,
Dumit and Rihani encapsulate the
forward-gazing modern subjects of
Ottoman Beirut.
Saleeby himself was a member of
Beirut’s upwardly mobile elite. In a selfportrait from 1897, the artist presents
himself in profile. Turned slightly
towards the viewer, his gaze is directed
outside the confines of the canvas. In his
left hand, Saleeby holds brushes and
palette—the tools of his profession.
Smudged patches of fiery red, bluish
grey, and bright orange paint on the
palette suggest the work in progress:
an oil portrait on an easel stands in
the background. The faint outline of a
figure mirrors Saleeby’s own profile.
Momentarily interrupting his social role
as a portrait painter, Saleeby captures
his own self-image as the artist.
Saleeby’s hallmark signature, running
up the left-hand edge of the canvas,
reinforces Saleeby as the artist of this
layered portrait. Paradoxically, Saleeby
is insulated from the messy business of
art-making, instead dressed in a clean
suit and tie. Saleeby thus presents
himself as a member of the bourgeois
class from which he drew his market.
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Peasant from Btalloun Wearing Typical Mountain

Headdress, 1926, Oil on canvas board, 46 × 38 cm

Dr. Simon Khoury, 1900
Oil on canvas, 55 × 45 cm
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In addition to his portraits of well-known
Lebanese personalities, anonymous
portraits comprise a significant number
of works in the Saleeby Collection.
Completed on artist’s board and small
in scale, several of these paintings are
perhaps no more than studies. Others,
however, are larger in scale and done
on canvas, suggesting a market for
such anonymous portraits. Faithful to
the premise of portraiture as a genre,
each of Saleeby’s unidentified portraits
convey a sense of the individual sitter—
from a furrowed brow to a serene
expression. Moreover, in many of these
portraits, Saleeby’s compositional focus
is his subject’s face rather than the
accoutrements of his or her surroundings.

j©If¡gGmf
©wG¦|M§-hIf/¼(
*
T
T
f<&¶*¢H¥+ 6&f+¶2O z<j.jDK|H
T
j<§¾µ¢M4§Hf8fw7&
*Xn³ªkG*
N
¨<,~q¡º*,Ò1&¶*f<&¶*¦{Jªg©G*
T
Kz-¶zEL§º*4§G*¢H,Ò8
v*§G&
P *
T
f¤+mf6*422|¾f¤Hµf¤I§F
T
fH 7fE¨<Kfq0ÊF&
*G3H|1%¶*
N
¢G¢M4§º*Ó+¥M|-4§gG
P§6¼(*ÒM
T
+j©G*ªg©
G*mf¤M|-4§+¢HY
ÏF
T
T
ª<zk-§¡F¥M|-4§gG*§8&¶¥kIfH&*
,z<¢H §6|º*s3§¡G*jM2|+
6f0(¶*
T
R
L|1&* Pj©0fI¢Hª/fG*ÒgkG*¼(*Óg·*
~©F|-h¡Mmf0§G*¦{J¢H
ÒP nFµ
T
ÎF&*¥<§9§H¥/K¨<ª©G&
T
T fkG*ªg©G*
¥©¿K&*¥-*K2&*K¥6fgG¨<¥¡H

Viewed together, Saleeby’s portraits
provide a glimpse into the variety of
figures characterizing Ottoman Beirut.
In turn, the paintings contributed
to a growing visual culture that
distinguished urban and rural life, a
divide that was often called upon in
defining the modern subject in late
nineteenth-century Beirut.
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College Girl, 1920
Oil on canvas, 55 × 37 cm
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Amin Rihani, 1925
Oil on canvas, 65 × 55 cm
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Aesthetic Bodies:
Saleeby’s Nudes
Saleeby’s practice, located between
academic conventions and modernism,
is perhaps most evident in a series of
nudes completed in first decades of
the twentieth century. The bedrock of
academic training, studies of the nude
provided the basis for all art-making in
European art academies. For viewers
today, Saleeby’s nudes are critical
revelations of the network of influences
informing the development of Saleeby’s
formal language.
In one such piece from 1922, the
female body leans against a deep fawncolored wall. Turned away from the
viewer’s gaze, the body revels in rather
than hides the artist’s skillful hand:
the sensuous curve of the waist; the
shadows that convey bodily flesh; the
ever-slight protrusion of the shoulder
blade. Indeed, Saleeby’s depiction
the very posture of the model’s body
suggests the labor of painting. With
head resting downward, her left hand
tightly grasps her right wrist, as if
holding the fatigued limb in place.
The sharp contrast between the pale
flesh of the body and the redness of
the hand directs the viewer’s attention
to the bodily endurance required to
remain motionless for the artist.
As in his portraits, Saleeby refused
the glossy finished surface of a
18

Villager Wearing a Tarboosh, 1923
Oil on canvas board, 35 × 27 cm
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Nude
(Nude – Carrie), 1922
Oil on canvas, 92 × 65 cm

Female Nude
(Eve), 1901
Oil on canvas, 81.5 × 44 cm
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Male Nude
(Adam from Eden), 1913
Oil on canvas, 100 × 77 cm

Two Nudes, c. 1901
Oil on canvas 80.5 × 60 cm
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traditional academic canvas. Instead,
encrusted brushstrokes—occasionally
accompanied by globs of paint directly
applied to the canvas—acknowledge
Saleeby’s interest in the Impressionists
and their followers including John
Singer Sargent. However, the overtly
staged postures of Saleeby’s nudes,
set against a sparse backdrop, at once
suggest the works as studies and
intimate the influence of another of
Saleeby’s contemporaries: the painter
Thomas Eakins (1844–1916). Like
Saleeby, Eakins built his reputation as
a portrait painter in his hometown of
Philadelphia where Saleeby resided
while in the U.S. In addition, Eakins
is best known for a large number of
works depicting the nude. Considering
Saleeby’s artistic determination,
we can only surmise that the young
artist would have been familiar with
the work of one of Philadelphia’s
most well known contemporary
artists. Importantly, Saleeby did not
merely adopt the artistic language
of established artists such as Eakins,
Renoir, or Sargent but rather worked
dynamically from multiple influences in
order to forge his own practice.
Viewed together, Saleeby’s paintings
represent the various local and
international forces that contributed
to the development of modern art.
It is our task today to use these
visual treasures as a resource in
understanding that history.
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Self-Portrait
(Self-portrait, his last painting), 1928
Oil on canvas, 80 × 64 cm
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Visual Arts at AUB
The Saleeby collection at AUB offers
a unique opportunity to affirm the
university’s dedication to the arts. It
enables the university to maintain
and develop its role as custodian of
cultural heritage through continuous
commitment to artistic research and
preservation. The university made
its first major commitment to this
goal when in 2006 it re-opened the
Department of Fine Arts and Art History,
which had been closed since the
beginning of the civil war. Today this is
a thriving department that offers majors
in Art History and Studio Arts, as well as
minors in Music and Theater.
The housing of an art collection
on campus brings enormous
responsibilities but also offers many
possibilities and rewards. First and
foremost, it entails a duty towards the
various communities of students and
academics and to broader society.
Rather than merely being a repository
of highly valued art works, the Saleeby
collection, integrated within the
structure of the university, will have
much broader implications for scholarly
research and critical inquiry. While art
students and art historians will have
the opportunity to closely examine art
works, the presence of the collection
also opens a whole new area for the
study and practice of contemporary
curatorship and exhibition production.
In the meantime, students and
professors from other departments
such as Anthropology, Sociology,
History, and Architecture and Graphic
Design, to name but a few, will find that
the collection has direct relevance to
their own fields of learning: to issues
concerning class, gender, ethnic and
religious identity, and the trajectory of
modernity and tradition.
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Ultimately, the greatest advantage
of hosting an art collection at AUB
is the possibility of reevaluating and
critically interpreting our place in the
world. This collection of art will help
us gain a better understanding of our
past and present, and of how to relate
to our immediate social, cultural and
historical context.
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Khalil Saleeby (1870–1928)
a founder of modern art in Lebanon
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