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LANDSCAPE - MINDSCAPE



Kwestan Jamal's artistic practice explores the nature of personal expe-
rience, the dualistic concept of understanding of "I", as living reality, of 
being in the body, and of being mind and the current of occurrences in 
her own life. 

By placing oneself in front of Kwestan Jamal’s new paintings you enter 
what I would describe a self-enclosed world of painting. The painting’s 
primary expression is its content. The surface is essentially everything 
and altogether in it, the space within the frame is real. It is a two-di-
mensional surface, filled with unequal amounts of layered painted tex-
tures and differentiated brush strokes. The canvas is colorful, expressive, 
and thoroughly processed by the artist. The paintings does not contain 
any immediate similarity with reality beyond the defined space. 

Then again, this encourages the viewer to take a second glance and scan 
for reality and recognizable elements within the frame. Jamal´s work 
reminds us that in painting our primary concern is always the paint, the 
scale and color before all else, but at its best, the painting also leads us 
outwards; towards the world. The painted surface can create a state of 
expansion and offer an opportunity to discern between materiality and 
traceable painted surfaces in Jamal´s work. Creating layer upon layer of 
connotative possibilities. The paintings bring forth what might be called 
a point of maximum ambiguity, where they accommodate to every 
viewer´s interpretation. Jamal sustains the possibility of ambiguity as 
the spectator is fixed in his or her own intersecting cycle of attention. 
These pictures are inexhaustible. It is impossible to empty the work of 
its meaning triggered by the individual aesthetic experience. This is 
why in the art world offers possibilities for all viewers to reach a person-
al level of experience in the encounter with the penetrable surfaces we 
label artworks.

Each viewer needs to find his or her ideal distance from which to view 
Jamal´s paintings, knowing for instance that Mark Rothko advised his 
viewers to stand only eighteen inches away from his paintings. By stand-
ing close to the painting one might experience a nature at its largest, 

most infinite and most universal manifestation—what is below the 
earth and upon it, above it and beyond it. Every shape in the work in-
vites multiplicities of associations inherent in all things. 

The central and recognizable features in Jamal´s painted surfaces take 
place only in her work, and is nonexistent elsewhere. Eyes and fingers 
alike can register the uniqueness of the work. Moving them over the 
painting and processing both its materiality and physicality, as well as 
seeing and feeling the colors, the tonality, the variation of applied paint, 
undulating movement etc... Jamal transforms brush movements and 
nuanced colors into an infinite number of associations to the natural 
world in which we are integral beings. You may experience an immer-
sion in, or feeling surrounded by, the profound energy and movement 
of the work. You gaze at your surroundings and lets your thoughts move 
to what lays ahead or pass to what was in the past. Jamal´s feet walking 
across differentiated land and varied terrain, registering and experienc-
ing materiality and physicality such as mountains and stones, uneven 
dirt roads or grassy fields, calm rivers or stormy seas. Registering and 
gradually experiencing the shift in colors ahead of oneself. They vary 
greatly from green to yellow to brown and blue. The paint has been 
mixed and applied to capture the essence of the artist’s mind. The lay-
ered surfaces creates a great sense of space, and the swirling lines form 
an emotional space. The paintings placed on the gallery floor and their 
sheer formats enhance the effect of the viewers’ possibility to be “step-
ping into the painting”, creates an affective space where one can gain or 
lose one´s sense of place and orientation.

Jamal´s paintings maneuvers between the natural landscape and an in-
ner, implied landscape – the mindscape. The works activate and inter-
link these two aspects. The outer landscape is expressed by the paint 
itself and the uneven surface, while the twirling forms and lines indicate 
the mindscape.
One may see whirling branches or intertwined roots, waves on the sea 
or the winding desert sand. It seems like Jamal is making interchangea-
ble movements and colors of a landscape she is extremely familiar with, 

Landscape - Mindscape 



but also specific places familiar to all of us. Maybe the landscape Ja-
mal encountered on her flight from Kurdistan has impressed itself so 
deeply on her senses that it has become ineradicable in her work, or 
the landscape she encountered in the fjords of Norway where she was 
welcomed as a political refugee.

Jamal`s focus on the landscape as a metaphor, follows a longstand-
ing tradition in painting dating back to the middle of 19th century. 
The emphasis on light and shadow, patches of color and movement 
of brush strokes, diverges from accurate and realistic depiction of na-
ture. The attention to surface realized itself most fully in the work by 
the Impressionists, whose textured surfaces mimicked the perceptual 
sensation of the elements as they worked on the eye. It is still a sur-
face the viewer moves through and beyond as the visual impression 
of what that surface connotes. To name a few key artist in more recent 
history in relation to Jamal´s work would be the American Abstract 
Expressionist Helen Frankenthaler with her impressions of nature. In 
her works, one might discover the arid terrain of the American South-
West or the Long Island Sound, or in the works of Joan Mitchell who 
described her paintings as remembered landscapes that affected 
her emotionally. Moving closer in place and time to the Norwegian 
artist Olav Christopher Jensen, who often starts with simple shapes 
and then gets into a painterly rhythm over the canvas. He defines his 
works as “interior landscapes”, that use vivid and contrasting color-
fields as outlets of the untainted impulses of his mind. The local painter 
Bjørn-Sigurd Tufta also has an artistic kinship to Jamal. In his works 
the painted surface draws the longest straw, but Tufta´s expression of 
sentiment and life cannot exist except without what´s on the surface.
Jamal´s work can be interpreted both as literal reality and specific place 
as well as an inner mindscape and at best, to varying degrees, a synthe-
sis of both. Location and site with actions and visions – and the tenden-
cy by the viewers to “see-in” and “see-as”. Surface was central to mod-
ernism´s rejection of subject matter in favor of form and pure medium. 
The artistic investigations were exploration of the surface. Jamal´s art 
allows the viewer, if they prefer, to only look at the surface of her 

paintings, where her distribution of colors, lines, forms and texture 
matter. But beyond the layers of paint others again may sense the 
subject matter and find a different interpretation.

Jamal’s references lie in art history and reflects on art history, but also 
on a sincere and considered engagement with autobiographical con-
tent, contemporary events and the essential human conditions of life, 
survival and conquest in its broadest sense.

Malin Barth
Director at Stiftelsen 3,14
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Many claim that the ability to reinvent oneself artistically is a basic 
premise for professional development. Simultaneously, those of us 
working with art know that this can be easier said than done. One es-
tablishes a language, a personal expression that gives identity to specific 
works or series of images, objects, performances, or exhibitions. We 
want to be recognized by our audience, but also surprise them. Con-
tinuity and rupture are thereby two conflicting impulses within which 
many artists work.

We are familiar also with how known artists have used rupture to 
reestablish themselves and rise like a phoenix. Norwegian artist 
Bjarne Melgaard experienced this when the townhouse in which he 
had an atelier, office, and gallery burnt to the ground on New Year’s Eve, 
2000. Tracey Emin destroyed most of her paintings from the end of the 
‘90s herself – her ‘emotional suicide’, as she describes it. Thereafter she 
started anew with the exhibition ‘My Major Retrospective 1963-93’ at 
White Cube Gallery in 1993.

This physical drama is clearly evident. Less apparent, but perhaps longer 
lasting, is the mental disturbance of such events and actions. The sto-
ries make an impression on us because we know the costs of exceeding 
continuity in our own lives. This applies both in a general and artistic 
perspective.

We can only imagine how it is to have to reestablish and reinvent one-
self artistically in a new cultural sphere; it requires great courage, a 
strong will.

Courage and will are concepts I associate with my colleague Kwestan 
Jamal. She has precisely this ability to reinvent or develop her practice 
in a completely new context. For most artists in social-democratic Scan-
dinavia this would first and foremost belong to the domain of the imag-
ination and not reality. For Kwestan this was a most concrete situation, 
personal history and governmental politics joining dramatically from 
the middle of the ‘90s. How she chose to meet these challenges became 
her own way that also has taken her practice on a trip.

From Kurdistan’s dry warmth to west Norway’s damp cold is a big leap. 
A common feature can be found in the enclosure of human activities 
within imposing landscapes. It is in the gaze and the tactile feeling for 
the landscape, not least the mountains, that Kwestan brings together 
her geographic identities. In her painting of dry earth and running wa-
ter, with and without figures, she creates images of her existential ex-
periences.

A few years ago I had the privilege of being Kwestan Jamal’s main tutor 
during her study for a masters at Bergen Academy of Art and Design. 
To gain insight into her use of landscape as a material for artistic treat-
ment opened new perspectives and understandings of displacement 
and identity.

‘The Personal is Political’ is the title of an essay from 1969 by the Amer-
ican writer and activist Carol Hanisch. This feminist strategy helps us 
to precisely understand both the earlier and later work in a political 
context. The aforementioned artists, Melgaard and Emin, with their 
distinctly expressionistic, psychologising work can also be read politi-
cally, extracted from the private sphere. Such can we also understand 
Kwestan Jamal’s imagery [bildeverden]. Her landscapes, restrained and 
expressive in tone, also accommodate narratives about political games 
and brutal consequences.

Another artist that through a long career has thematised the private and 
the political is American Martha Rosler; perhaps not an artist one would 
immediately link to Jamal’s practice. However, Jamal’s work, which in 
addition to painting includes performance, text, and photography, also 
encompasses poetry [saklig poesi]. It is in this objectivity [sakligheten], 
in the connection between photo-documentation of journeys in land-
scapes, recounting places of refuge in paintings of writing in snow, that 
this similarity to Rosler’s strategy becomes apparent: The personal is 
political.

Rita Marhaug
Artist, Chair of Trykkeriet; Center for Contemporary Printmaking, 

Artistic Director of Performance Art Bergen (PAB) and 
former Professor at Bergen Academy of Art and Design

Reinventing Oneself Artistically 
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Untitled
2016

204,5x180cm
Oil on canvas
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Untitled
2015

200x180cm
Oil on canvas
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Untitled
2014-2015
200x180cm

Oil on canvas
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Untitled
2015

220x180cm
Oil on canvas
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Untitled
2015

220x180cm
Oil on canvas
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Untitled
2014-2015
220x180cm

Oil on canvas
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Untitled
2009

220x180cm
Oil on canvas
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Untitled
2015

30x30cm
Oil on canvas

Untitled
2015

30x30cm
Oil on canvas

L
A
N
D
S
C
A
P 
E

|   

M
I
N
D
S
C
A
P
E





Memory I
2015

32x42cm
Charcoal on paper

Memory II
2015

32x42cm
Charcoal on paper
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Untitled
2015

32x42cm
Charcoal on paper
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Memory III
2015

70x90cm
Charcoal on paper
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On the road
2015

150x100cm
Acrylic on canvas
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Responding places
2015

170x110cm
Acrylic on canvas
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Art as political expression in diaspora

Introduction

The migrant might be the most typical figure of our time. In postmodern 
theory, notions such as fragmentation, foreignness, relativity of values, 
identity issues and break-ups are used as part of the contemporary di-
agnoses whether this condition is spoken about as postmodern, late 
modern or posttraditional. As they are meant to characterize common 
problems, processes and conditions, they might characterize the con-
dition of the migrant above all. The migrant is detached from all of his 
previous contexts, and lives in a process of constant negotiation and 
with dilemmas that actualize and cement what we could call “the post-
modern instrument of notion”. 
The tendency of globalization is a feature of the age in which we live. 
The world has gotten smaller and more available, but at the same time 
difficult to follow and mixed. The migrant is a central feature of the de-
velopment; representing the foreign that suddenly is found in what we 
know as familiar, he will have to handle what is foreign to him, and de-
velop navigational strategies in new landscapes. The migrant is not only 
a case in and of himself. He both regards his surroundings and influenc-
es them. In meeting the foreign we are forced to realize that we are no 
longer the world’s centre and only standard. With globalization comes a 
decentralization that affects all parts. 
The increasing globalization and the ethnical diversity give new dimen-
sions to the society’s forms of cultural expression and challenge urban 
life. The diversity is also a part of the global fellowship that is partly 
integrated as expression in the local or national.
As a result of the increasing globalization also Norway has taken part in 
the human resources that globalization brings. Among migrants com-
ing to Norway there are also artists, contributing in a way that gives 
an ambiguous expression to Norwegian art – variations, nuances and 
differences – a rich, multicultural and global expression. Ethnical artists 
contribute to a more versatile notion of art and a diversity of expres-
sion in the public sphere. The increase of migration supplies Norway 
with “specialities” in many areas; food, clothing, newspapers, music, 
literature, film, decorations, crafts and painting. Ethnical artists repre-
sent a diversity of expressions and genres. Some come from countries 

where the artistic activity exists without problems. Others from where 
the mere artistic endeavour and its message reason are the core rea-
son for migration. For some it would be easier to follow the political 
and cultural development in their home country through the technical 
possibilities available. The combination of technical imparted closeness 
and distance gives possibilities to maintain and develop artistic activity 
with ethnical origin, something that might not be possible in their home 
country. 
Including competent ethnical artists in artistic institutions and networks 
enriches Norwegian art, but has also an important signal effect towards 
ethnical groups in Norway generally. A Norwegian “validation” has a 
meaning not only for the artist, but also for what this person is and what 
he stands for, that is shared by many. Ethnical groups need symbolic 
points of reference and acknowledgement of unity, and ethnical artists 
can with their art represent some of this.

Exile as inspiration – or straight jacket?

Exile has a different meaning in different cultures. There is a roman-
tic idea about exile, fortifying the myth saying that exile, life between 
two cultures, has a creative influence on the intellectual activity. Such 
a view excludes central dimensions like pain, the lack of home and cul-
tural appendance. Many of today’s artists and intellectuals share the 
same faith as known intellectuals of history – especially when it comes 
to the political dimensions.  Consequences of art provoking political 
government have been – and are; persecution, torture and murder. 
Today’s intellectuals, who’s art is imparting a “protest” against the gov-
ernment of their home country, are getting imprisoned, tortured and 
murdered without this getting known. The reasons for persecution, 
banishment and escape have merely changed through history, but the 
persons, the society and the context, are continually altering. Exile in 
this perspective can give associations to freedom and artistic display. 
Such exile can only be experienced if one’s earlier status and identity 
is being acknowledged in exile – here as an artist. Otherwise the exile 
will not be experienced as liberating or inspiring, but on the contrary, 
as a straight jacket. 



Identity and status – in relation to the status of Artist

Exile is a process. The existence is not given once and for all, but is 
formed in continually relation to its surroundings. In exile the artist has 
several statuses. Refugee is one of them. Identity and status is closely 
related to this category. In other words, the refugee often gets the pri-
mary point of status and identity – attributed by the surrounding world. 
The definition of “status” is given the person’s most legal, social profes-
sion, or position in relation to others. Also in the political area we find 
the notion used as status of asylum seeker, status of immigrant, status 
of refugee – “status as a political refugee”. As a starting point is here 
given artists that are attributed as political refugee objectively (on a 
public level) and that definite themselves as this (self-attributed status) 
This regards, influences and change the identity of the individual, its sta-
tus and position of exile. In exile, one is exposed to opposites between 
the subjectively experienced and the objectively attributed in many 
areas. People living in exile are often given new roles and positions – 
and with that in risk of being attributed a new and maybe alienated 
identity. In the border between what a person sees himself as in his own 
country and what he wishes to be in the future, we find the exile’s di-
lemma. Status, either self-attributed or attributed by others, influences 
in many ways and in different degrees personal identity and relations to 
institutions or to other people. A person in exile (in this case the artist) 
is often seen in a new social category. The social status or position the 
artist had in his home country, socially and artistic, will in exile either 
be disallowed, maintained or maximized. This counts both in relation to 
own countrymen as towards Norwegian surroundings. The artist in exile 
might seek to be considered from the same position he had in his home 
country, and for this to be acknowledged in new contexts. The ethnical 
diversity is all about similarities and differences – gives new dimensions 
to the society’s cultural expressions and challenges the urban life. The 
diversity is, further on, a part of the global fellowship that is integrated 
as expression in the local and national. Ethnical artists find expression 
in many ways as a minority (in relation to a majority). Every one of them 
stands in contrast to one another because they all have got their own 
ethnical “label” describing one group’s distinctive stamp in relation to 

others. The contrast between ethnical artists deals with their network 
creating bonds between persons representing different and contrasting 
ethnical artistic groups. Members of one ethnical group have a common 
history and a social biography separating them from other groups. The 
words “we” and “them” create a degree of distance between groups 
and strengthen their experience of inner unity and relation.

Kwestan’s art: About her escape and life history

The history of the Kurdish artists’ escape. “I get inspiration from women 
living under suppression. That’s what occupies me. To give a vote by 
using colour, by painting” says Kwestan Jamal. 

Forced migration

“Stones’ history” is a painting showing that we can read our history 
through the stone. We might say they have been becoming witness over 
the accidents that have happened. The motifs call attention to social 
and political relations, but taking a closer look one will, in the lines, the 
colours and the figures, find comments on cultural identity and global 
understanding. It is inside caves and through stones one first could find 
cultural discourse in human history. 
In history, people have used stone to herd animals and protect them-
selves. While culture and modes of using materials change through his-
tory, stone has been kept stabile as material through times. 
I, as a Kurdish artist, have experienced a dictatorial system where my 
enemy has attempted to destroy my history, my culture and my lan-
guage. Only the stones can tell this story about a people. In my picture, 
the stones are telling us about political problems and the history of my 
people. While an historian is to write about a people, I, as an artist, 
express the history with colours and lines in an aesthetic form. 

Prof. Haci Ackman
Dep. of Archeology, History, Curatorial Studies 

and Religion, University of Bergen
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A little girl

A big wish

It was the beginning of the foundation of the Sulaimanyah Fine Art Institute. Fate pushed me to take responsibility in its establishment in that 
critical situation. The fascist Baath party had gone too far in suppressing our Kurdish people. This institute has become part of the struggle of our 
people in the mountains and in the cities.

Kwestan Jamal was one of the students at that time. The fine art department were working bravely and sincerely in order to maintain the culture 
and art at a high level, and worked to develop it further.

From that moment onwards, Kwestan has introduced her experiences to her people, especially after going abroad. Thus, I congratulate her on all 
her success in her carrier and life. Many times I remember a speech by Artumorvasky, one of my teachers, saying: “Art is like gold, everyone seeks 
it, but few find it.”

I am happy to see my student taking steps toward the summit and hope to see her victorious.

Ali Jola, 
Visual Artist

Sulaimanya, Irak
1 February 2016
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EDUCATION:
2007-2009 Master from Bergen Academy of Art and Design, 
  department Fine Art 
2002-2006 Bachelor from Bergen Academy of Art and Design, 
  department Fine Art 
1980-1985 Diploma in art, Sulaymania Institute, Kurdistan 

MEDIUM: 
Painting, drawing, installations and performance

SOLO EXHIBITONS:
2016 The Foundation 3,14. Bergen
2013 Gallery Amina Suraka, Sulaymania
2011 Hardanger center of the arts, Norheimsund 
2010 Gallery N.B. Eidfjord 
2009 The Alvøen Project, gallery KunstiBadet, Bergen                                       
2005 Gallery By the way, Bergen                                                                            
2004 KM International art-center and Museum, Oslo                                                  
2003 The Rafo Foundation, Bergen                                                                           
1998 Harding Puls gallery, Norheimsund                                       
1996 Sulaymania Museum, Nord-Irak               
1993 Hewler, Dhok, Zako gallery, Nord-Irak                                                   
1982 Sulaymania Institute of the Fin Art, Nord-Irak

PERFORMANCE:
2013  100 year anniversary of women right to vote, Fensalen Bergen 
2013   Performance together with the writher Barzan Hastyar. 
 The world project; Public library of Bergen 
2005  Performance; What is freedom? During the day of united   
 nation at the faculty of law in Bergen   
                                          
GROUP SHOWS ABROAD:
2010  17th JALLA International Art Exhibition, Kawasaki City 
 Museum, Japan 
2005  The exhibition of Harding Puls, Nordic Museum in USA                               
2005 Streekmuseum Opsterlan, The Netherlands
1994-2004    Kurdish group of culture, Toronto, Canada   
1998   Kurdish group of culture, Tokyo, Japan   
1992-1994    A touring exhibition, Germany 
                                                            
GROUP SHOWS IN NORWAY:
2015  US3, together with Aud Bækkelund and  Solfrid Aksnes, 
 Puls Gallery, Norheimsund
2012 Responding Place, Norheimsund Puls Gallery
2010 Assumptions, gallery F15 
2010 KLIMA, Radøy Art center

2009  IN REAL TIME IT WOULD LAST A THOUSAND YEARS, Bergen   
 Kunsthall      
2008  Hardanger artists ’INSPIRERT’ by Olav H. Hauge and Geirr Tveitt             
2007   Norwegian faces; Bryggens Museum in Bergen                                                 
2004  BIKS med International week, Bergen                          
2003  Member exhibition of Harding Puls, Norheimsund                      
2002  Harding Puls, Hordaland Art Center gallery (HKS), Bergen 
2002  Annual Jury exhibition in Oslo  
1999   Harding Puls, Hardanger Folklore museum 
                
GROUP SHOWS IN KURDISTAN:
1982-1997  A series of exhibitions in Sulaymania, Hawler, Dhot,   
 Zako, Nord-Irak

GRANTS:
2015  One year of the visual artist fond for consideration 
2014  Norwegian Cultural Ministry, project support regarded 
 cultural exchange; Norway/Kurdistan 
2013   The municipal of Bergen project support for cultural 
 exchange between Norway and Kurdistan 
2013  Local county project support for cultural exchange between  
 Norway and Kurdistan
2013  The municipal of Bergen, ’Bergen in the world and the world  
 in Bergen’ 
2012   Hardanger - Berlin, stipend
2011 The municipal of Bergen, ‘to find a place’
2010  The municipal of Bergen, exhibition grant
2010  Compensation Fund, project support 
2010  Compensation Fund, project support
2010   The municipal of Eidfjord, artist stipend 2010
2009  The municipal of Bergen, exhibition grant
2009  Norwegian Cultural Ministry, project support
2007   The state´s artist support; establishment

ACQUISITIONS:
2010   The municipal of Eidfjord 
2003 Norwegian Cultural Ministry

HONOR: 
1997   The Kurdish Cultural Minister ’the women’s day’ group exhi- 
 bition, Sulaymania, Nord-Irak

MEMBERSHIPS:
The Norwegian Artist Association (NBK), The union of visual artist in the 
county (BKFH), board member of Gallery Puls in Norheimsund, The Kurdis-
tan Artists Syndicate, associated member of Harding Puls. 

Kwestan Jamal Bawan

1965 Født  i Sulaymania/Irak
Bor i Norge siden 1998
Atelier: 
Møllendalsveien 17, Bergen
jkwestan@hotmail.com

www.kwestan-jamal.com 
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