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LONDON − Today we are more connected than ever before but are we any closer? Despite (or perhaps because of) the dense networking 

of our society, many still feel lonely and isolated, and finding meaningful relationships in real life, not only online, is perhaps more of a 

challenge than in previous generations. Given this context, the exhibition aims to look beyond simply being in contact with others and ask 

what it can mean to be ‘close’ to someone else. 

Curated entirely from the extensive Barakat Collection, which is over a century in the making, this exhibition unites unique and 

extraordinary objects spread across 8,000 years of human history in order to celebrate the diverse ways humans come together; physically, 

emotionally and spiritually.

‘Closer’ also reflects a fresh approach to this fifth-generation, 130-year-old family business, famed for its collection of ancient art. This 

year, the London headquarters of Barakat will relaunch with an aim of welcoming new and existing audiences through a programme of 

exhibitions that explores different themes in its vast collection.  With a new, young team who are in the process of renovating the London 

gallery, Barakat seeks to encourage viewers to literally come closer into the gallery and to ask questions. Barakat’s motto – ‘mirror of all 

ages and cultures’ – expresses its ongoing hope that work from Classical Antiquity, Asia, Oceania, the Near East, Africa, and Pre-Columbian 

civilisations can inspire viewers to consider what brings us together, more than what keeps us apart. 

Art beyond borders

The single room of this show features a wide-ranging array of work of different periods and cultures that loosely suggest ideas of 

human closeness, from the erotic to the familial. It includes a stone bust of the Roman emperor Hadrian (100 - 300 CE)  who gazes into 

the bronze eyes of his great love, Antinous. The death of Antinous, in 130 CE, affected Hadrian so deeply that he deified Antonius, named 

a city after him, and founded a cult devoted to the worship of his beloved. The bronze revival effigy of Antinous featured in Closer was 

forged over 1500 years later, a legacy of this lost love that lasted through the centuries. 

‘Closer’ also includes a vitrine filled with curious objects. These include a sculpture of a pregnant neolithic fertility goddess (6000-4000 

BCE – one of the oldest pieces in the collection believed to be from Asia Minor), a Bactria-Margiana Wooden sculpture of a mother and 

child (2500 to 1500 BCE from Central Asia), a Cuneiform tablet describing the arrangements for a Mesopotamian marriage (c.1281 BCE) 

and a toe tag from a mummy, describing the familial relationships of the deceased person. 

On one wall of the gallery hangs a collection of late Mughal Empire erotic manuscripts from India (1700 - 1900 CE), while on the 

floor nearby is a large green stone phallus produced by an ancient Costa Rican fertility cult (c.500 - 1000 CE) as well as a neoclassical 

sculpture of Aphrodite. On another wall a large Han Dynasty Ancestral Shrine (0-300 CE, China) seems like a kind of ancient stone doll’s 

house with moveable family members on the different levels of the house-like structure. There is a Syrio-Hittite alabaster sculpture of 

conjoined twins – the pair are literally joined at the hip (2700 - 1500 BCE). This work has an echo across the room in a terracotta vessel 

(c.1890 - 1950 CE) of two conjoined female figures from the Mangbetu clans, cannibalistic people from the region of present day Congo. 

In addition, the show contains personal and contemporary component in the form of a single abstract painting by Fayez Barakat (b. 

1949), the owner of Barakat Gallery, an avid painter, with studios in each of his galleries and homes around the world.. Barakat began 
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to paint in earnest following a family tragedy – his beloved son and first wife died within six months of each other. For him painting has 

become a compulsion, a healing form of meditation and a means to creatively channel his grief and continue to live, while expressing 

his connection to his late family members.  

Taken as a whole, this exhibition orbits around the notion of ‘closeness’ and the pieces somehow work together to form an uncanny web 

of interconnection. They are the tip of the iceberg that is the vast Barakat Collection, which numbers tens of thousands of pieces. ‘Closer’ 

engages with diverse histories and cultures to open up multiple visions of how humans might be together and come closer. In exploring 

various expressions of human intimacy across history, this show reflects upon the complexity of connecting to each other and to the past.

Notes for editors

‘Closer’ contains almost 30 pieces, with the earliest piece dating from 6000 BCE.  All pieces exhibited in the show have been checked 

against the Art Loss Register.

Barakat Gallery is a fifth-generation family business, founded in Jerusalem at the end of the 19th century. Barakat now operates 

galleries in London, Hong Kong, Seoul and Los Angeles.  

Barakat London directors Isobel Lister, formerly of Hauser and Wirth, and Janis Lejins, a graduate of the Royal College of Art, share the 

aim of making the gallery’s rich collections accessible to new audiences, young and old, and connecting ancient art with contemporary 

culture. Over the course of 2019, they will be relaunching Barakat London and renovating its Mayfair townhouse, with the aim of creating 

a project space on the ground floor to present a changing programme of exhibitions, as well as spaces on the upper floors housing the 

gallery’s vast collection of ancient art. One floor will focus purely on Chinese antiquities. Another will be dedicated to a display of Fayez 

Barakat’s paintings.

 

Biographical note on Fayez Barakat

Barakat is owned by Fayez Barakat. Born in 1949 into an old farming family, Barakat and was exposed to ancient art at a very young 

age. The family owned vineyards in the Hebron Hills in Palestine and villagers ploughing the fields would often unearth tombs. 

Rather than discarding them, as was often the case at the time, his grandfather preserved them and intermittently took the artifacts 

to the marketplace, along with the family’s produce, selling them to foreign tourists who were often more than happy to pay. Barakat, 

meanwhile, spent his formative years working alongside British archeologist Kathleen Kenyon, developing skills in the basic principles 

of field archeology, and he would later apply his passion to studying under renowned Middle Eastern scholars and archaeologists Nelson 

Glueck and William Dever. His interest, in particular, was in ancient coinage, though he would become a fervent student of whatever 

new period of art took his interest.

“For me to be able to connect to Emperor Constantine at the age of seven, after being told a coin I found was about 1,700 years old, 

simply blew my mind,” he says in a 2010 interview of finding his first coin, by accident, on the way to school. “I became such an avid lover 

of history at an early age.” He turned down an opportunity to study medicine and joined the family business, helping to build it up across 

multiple locations in Jerusalem and Bethlehem. For the past 50 years Barakat has presided over a meteoric expansion of the gallery from 

a small shop in a Jerusalem Souq to a unique world class collection and dealership with a global reach.

Barakat’s early collections were classical, biblical, Egyptian and  later  Mesoamerican, or pre-Columbian, art.  The latter, in what emerges 

as a theme in his life story, was influenced by a chance meeting with the late American film director, screenwriter and actor John Huston, 

who would come to be a good friend and ultimately influence Barakat’s decision to set up his first overseas gallery in Beverly Hills in 

1983. Barakat had already opened in Amman, Jordan, in 1973, and galleries in London (2003) and at the Emirates Palace (2008), Seoul 

(2016) and Hong Kong (2017) would come much later.
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“California’s proximity to Mexico, its closeness to South and Central America and the availability of the material in Los Angeles that 

I was able to purchase and to trade in and to learn about,” are among the reasons listed by Barakat for the move to the US. However, in 

Jerusalem, Barakat had already begun to amass an impressive clientele list that included notable 20th-century artists such as Pablo 

Picasso, Marc Chagall, Salvador Dali and Andy Warhol. It was a chance meeting with Picasso that Barakat has credited with his interest 

in African art, following their first encounter when Barakat was in his teens and Picasso was visiting the family gallery with the mayor 

of Jerusalem. 

Barakat, has also experienced his own share of tragic events with cancer robbing him of his first wife in 2009 just under two years 

after it claimed his son. When his wife first became ill, he would often retreat to a studio where he would paint into the early hours 

of the morning. It was the first time he had sat in front of a blank canvas since his teenage years, when that first chance meeting with 

Picasso had inspired him to paint regularly. Today, irrespective of where he is in the world, he paints nightly. As the galleries become 

increasingly self-reliant, Barakat is winding back on a gruelling schedule that has seen him travel every month between homes and 

galleries around the world to focus on his paintings.
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