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Large-scale compositions of bold patterns and sympathetic colors, 

Steven Naifeh’s structured offerings in methodical series are not shy. 

These works inhabit substantial space with confidence. At the same 

time, they seem to invoke an exchange with their settings: give me 

space to breathe, and I will give you my oxygen. Perhaps paternal in 

scale and dignity, they also have a maternal assurance, generous and 

synchronous with the passage of daylight: Reflections wrought by me-

tallic pigments cross the flat surfaces, provoking a gentle transforma-

tion of mood. Naifeh’s works may reside monumentally, but they also 

envelop and embrace. The viewer, whether in the hermetic retreat of 

the art gallery, or just getting on with things in the course of ordinary 

life, senses the dual atmospheres of these works as feeling, in equal 

capacity with seeing. 

Each multiply conjoined work is the result of precise thinking and 

execution. A duality is present here too: the mind of the artist is 

paramount, while the hand is irrelevant. The concept for each work 

is developed on a computer on the basis of a preliminary sketch. The 

joints and overlaps are calculated, and the proportions adjusted for 

scale. The search for congenial color relationships is an integral part 

of the artist’s thought process. Once the detailed drawing is ready, a 

team of four technicians produces the work. 

In the case of the canvas constructions, the techniques are identical 

to the traditional, labor-intensive craft: The wooden stretchers are 

measured, cut and assembled; the canvases are stretched and their 

surfaces prepared by priming, spraying and sanding to build up multi-

ple coats of opaque consistency. When a smooth surface has been 

achieved, patterns are defined by tape stretched across the multiple 

canvases. There is no tolerance for distortion despite the invitation to 

err while traversing a possible a hundred and ten individual elements. 

The metallic colors are sprayed between the established lines. When 

the tape is removed, all evidence of the handwork dissolves. 

A similar conceptual approach is adopted to produce the welded steel 

Saidas, bathed in copper or chrome-plate, or those cut from pale, 

Texas limestone.

The smooth, machine-like finishes of Naifeh’s works recall John Mc-

Cracken or Donald Judd, while a ready admiration of Frank Stella’s 

Maximalism is cheerfully acknowledged by their three-inch depth. As 

an artist who chooses to work in the line of these Minimalist predeces-

sors, Naifeh is inspired by the dual potentials of walls and floors as 

surfaces for display. However, the patterns that he proposes are linked 

with much earlier ideas about art. Each work stands alone, but also 

suggests the singular units of an infinite repetition, an idea evident 

in various artistic traditions, most notably those developed in Muslim 

lands a thousand years ago. The floor works with their elements cut 

to various heights also explore possibilities of texturing and propor-

tioning, blending the concerns of pre-modern arts with those of the 

present.

The abstract prisms of each pattern may represent the end-result of  

a process of harmonious calculations, but they also speak a lan-

guage. Naifeh’s language provokes meanings through associations—

an evocation of memory of place, material and scale. The medium  

is architecture remembered from a childhood spent in the Middle 

East, especially in Lebanon and Jordan: Rustic Ajlun with its sturdy and 

rough-cut stone masonry, stately Jerash with its Greek proportions  

and elegant colonnaded streets, and Petra, the formidable, solitary  

funerary complex of the Nabateans with its classicizing pediments. 

The question of scale as a response to memory is part of Naifeh’s 

calculus. 

Far from Orientalist romance, communing with ruins is a local con-

cern: it is an encoded trope in pre-Islamic and medieval Arabic poetry 

usually associated with nostalgia for the lost beloved. Other meanings 

are also possible. An encounter with ruins can signify both resignation 

to and a protest against the injustice of the inexorable and unidirec-

tional passage of time—it can go for or against the grain.

Such ruins have preoccupied American artists for some time—Fred-

erick Church’s El Khasne (1874), inspired by a visit to Petra, comes to 

mind. More relevant to Naifeh is Stella’s Protractor Series from the late 

1960s and early 70s, also inspired by a trip to the Middle East. These 

bold paintings of synthetic colors laid down in stripes are comprised  

of planes constructed by means of the simplest geometrical instru-

ments: the sweep of the compass and the straight edge of the ruler. 

Stella was fascinated by the interlaced decorative surface patterns he 

saw in still-standing remains of buildings, mainly in Iran. He created 

a visual language catalogued by names that followed his itinerary—

Ctesiphon, Tahkt-i-Sulayman, Harran, and Khurasan. Each series 

was created in multiples, representing phases of experimental devel-

opment. Clearly, Naifeh follows this scheme as a form of tribute.

Naifeh’s work mounts an intellectually considered challenge to 

Stella, in accord with his scholarly pursuits as an art historian. For 

example, the Topkapi series is, in a sense, a homecoming, taking 

its inspiration from the publication by a fellow scholar at Harvard of 

a fifteenth-century scroll of architectural drawings preserved at the 
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question the assumptions heretofore made regarding the structure, 

meaning and application of abstract geometrical designs, many of 

great complexity, in architecture in the late medieval period in Iran 

and Central Asia. Far from soulless and superficial schemes, these 

designs were intimately bound with ideas about religion, social affil-

iation, and advances in mathematics. By drawing upon this source, 

Naifeh is acknowledging a level of intended meaning in his own 

work that requires consideration.

Finally, through the exuberant Uzbek series, Naifeh moves in new 

directions, using acrylic sheets and other materials that are entirely 

cut by machine. Drawn from the patterns created by brick vaulting in 

some Central Asian domes, these works suggest something flowing 

and organic, a sea anemone or the petals of a flower. Their whirling 

vortices invite the viewer to let go.

Heather Ecker

Independent curator

STEVEN NAIFEH:
Chromatic Meditations



Saida II – White, 1998 (detail)
Enamel on canvas
120 x 120 in / 304.8 x 304.8 cm
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Saida XXX – Venetian Blue, 2012
Installation view at The Columbia Museum of Art
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Saida XXX – Venetian Blue, 2012
Acrylic on canvas
120 x 120 in  / 304.8 x 304.8 cm
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Saida V – Iridescent Gold, 1998
Acrylic on canvas
120 x 120 in / 304.8 x 304.8 cm
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Saida I – Black, 1998
Enamel on canvas
120 x 120 in / 304.8 x 304.8 cm

Saida II – White, 1998
Enamel on canvas
120 x 120 in / 304.8 x 304.8 cm
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Saida X – Chrome, 2013
Chrome on steel
72 x 72 in / 182.9 x 182.9 cm
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Saida XV – Limestone, 2013
Limestone
240 x 180 x 180 in / 609.6 x 457.2 x 457.2 cm
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Cyrene XI – Mystical Green, 2010
Acrylic on canvas
64 x 64/ 162.6 x 162.6 cm
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Cyrene IX – Shimmering Sky, 2010
Acrylic on canvas
53 x 53 in / 134.6 x 134.6 cm

Cyrene II – Silver, 2010
Acrylic on canvas
53 x 53 in / 134.6 x 134.6 cm
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Cyrene VI – Lilac, 2010
Acrylic on canvas
53 x 53 in / 134.6 x 134.6 cm
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Cyrene XVI – Gold, 2011
Acrylic on canvas
89 x 115 in / 226.1 x 292.1 cm
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Installation view at The Columbia Museum of Art
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Jerash XXI – Teal, 2012
Acrylic on canvas 
120 x 120 in / 304.8 x 304.8 cm
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Jerash XI – Black Cherry, 2011
Acrylic on canvas
84 x 84 in / 213.4 x 213.4 cm

Jerash XIII – Shimmering Sky, 2011
Acrylic on canvas
84 x 84 in / 213.4 x 213.4 cm
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Ajlun X – Sashay Red, 2011
Acrylic on canvas
80 x 84 in / 203.2 x 213.4 cm



34 35

Ajlun I – Black Pearl and White, 2002
Acrylic on canvas
80 x 168 in / 152.4 x 426.7 cm
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Ajlun IV – Silver and White, 2002
Acrylic on canvas
80 x 168 in / 152.4 x 426.7 cm
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Topkapi XX, 2012
Acrylic on canvas
72 x 98 in / 182.9 x 248.9 cm

Previous page 
Topkapi XX, 2012 (detail)
Acrylic on canvas
72 x 98 in / 182.9 x 248.9 cm
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Topkapi XXIII, 2013
Acrylic on canvas
72 x 72 in / 182.9 x 182.9 cm
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Topkapi XXIV, 2011
Acrylic on canvas
60 x 43 in / 152.4 x 109.2 cm

Topkapi XXII, 2011
Acrylic on canvas
60 x 43 in / 152.4 x 109.2
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Topkapi XIV, 2011
Acrylic on canvas
60 x 25 in / 152.4 x 63.5 cm

Topkapi IV, 1992
Acrylic on canvas
60 x 25 in / 152.4 x 63.5
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Jali XXVI – Sashay Red and White, 2011
Acrylic on canvas
72 x 144 in / 182.9 x 365.8 cm
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Mughal V – Silver and White, 1984
Acrylic on canvas
96 x 192 in / 243.8 x 487.7 cm



52 53

Mughal I – Black and White, 1984
Acrylic on canvas
96 x 192 in / 243.8 x 487.7 cm
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Uzbek XIII (Stainless), 2014
Stainless steel and acrylic with LED lights
48 x 48 x 20 in / 121.9 x 121.9 x 50.8 cm
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Uzbek II, 2012
Acrylic with LED lights
48 x 48 in / 121.9 x 121.9 cm

Uzbek XI – Red, 2014
Acrylic with LED lights
48 x 48 in / 121.9 x 121.9 cm
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Uzbek XIII, 2014
Stainless steel and acrylic with LED lights
100 x 100 in / 254 x 254 cm
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 Ph.D. (ABD) in Fine Arts
1979 Harvard Graduate School of Arts and Sciences, Cambridge, Massachusetts,  
 M.A. in Fine Arts
1977 Harvard Law School, Cambridge, Massachusetts, J.D.
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The American Center Auditorium, Karachi, Pakistan, August 18, 1971
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B.  1952, Tehran
Lives and works in Aiken, South Carolina
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Saida XVI – Granite, 2011
Granite
48 x 240 x 240 in / 121.9 x 609.6 x 609.6 cm
Installation view at Joye Cottage

All images © 2013 the artist

Photography by Jonathan Goley and Chuck Ezell

Catalogue design by Carolina Zalles
© 2014 Leila Heller Gallery, New York

I want to thank all of the brilliant people at the Leila Heller Gallery who have created such a beautiful installation for my work and this splendid catalogue.  My thanks 
go first, of course, to Leila Heller.  My work simply could not be in better hands.  It is such a privilege to be a part of her gifted group of artists, and to benefit from both 
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