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As a Lebanese-born American artist and mother, my cross- 
cultural experiences inform my art. I have dedicated my 
work to exploring issues of personal and collective identity 
through photographs of female adolescence and woman-
hood—both in the United States, where I live, and in the 
Middle East, where I am from. I am interested in what it 
means to be a girl and a woman in a world that poses endless 
questions of girls and women of all backgrounds. 

My work addresses states of “becoming”—the fraught 
beauty and the vulnerability of growing up—in the context 
of our visceral relationships to our physical environment and 
universal humanity. It is also about collaboration, experi-
mentation, performance, empowerment, and pushing the 
limits of creativity and self-expression—both for the young 
women I work with and for myself.

I have recently started collaborating with two twenty-
year-old women who seemingly had nothing in common 
between each other: Alae, a Shia Muslim woman from 
Southern Lebanon, and Nathalie, a Jewish woman from 
Weston, Massachusetts. Whereas their lives and back-
grounds are very different, they are both college students at 
similar stages of their young lives and are alike in more ways 
than one could imagine, especially in their love of art and 
the artistic process. Our collaboration became regular and 
intense, and extended to different locations and seasons, 
with each bringing her own creativity to the process. I 
eventually found myself developing a similar and parallel 
collaborative relationship with each of them, and introduced 
them virtually to each other on Instagram. They instantly 
connected and we started a back-and-forth collaborative 
artistic relationship across continents, which coincided with 
my own trips between Lebanon and the United States. Each 
photographic encounter with one would elicit a photo-
graphic response from the other and so on, as I shared the 
images with them and acted as the visual “messenger.” 

By collaborating with these two young women, one in 
the United States and one in the Middle East, I am focusing 
on our essence, our physicality, and the commonalities that 
make us human, ultimately highlighting how female subjec-
tivity develops in parallel forms across cultural lines. In the 
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divisive world we live in today, I hope 
that these images and this unlikely 
collaboration between two beautiful 
young women of very different 
backgrounds can reveal the delicate 
and multilayered beauty in our shared 
humanity—in the universal as well as 
personal experience of young women 
encountering the challenges of 
grow ing up regardless of background, 
culture, and religion.

Rania Matar was born and 
raised in Lebanon and moved 
to the US in 1984. Matar 
received a 2018 Guggenheim 
Fellowship, 2017 Mellon 
Foundation artist-in- 
residency grant, 2011 Legacy 
Award at the Griffin Museum 
of Photography, and 2011  
and 2007 Massachusetts 
Cultural Council artist 
fellowships. She has 
published four books: SHE 
(Radius Books, 2021), 
L’Enfant-Femme (Damiani 
Editore, 2016), A Girl  
and Her Room (Umbrage 
Editions, 2012), and 
Ordinary Lives (Quantuck 
Lane Press, 2009). She  
is associate professor of 
photography at the 
Massachusetts College  
of Art and Design.

Rania Matar, Alae, Khiyam, 
Lebanon, 2019.

Rania Matar, Nathalie, Weston, 
Massachusetts, United States, 2019.
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