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Let There Be

Light
An artist, a patron of the
Royal Academy of Arts, the
daughter of a national treasure
and the Lord of the Atlas’s
granddaughter; MEENA AMEEN
talks to Ghizlan El Glaoui about
how she manages it all
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range trees swaying in the warm
breeze, the sound of shisha
pipes bubbling late into the night
and the intense smell of camel
leather lingering in the air; on
my holidays to Morocco as a child,
the country seemed to be alive with
magic. As an adult, not much has changed. Ghizlan
El Glaoui agrees with me, as we chat in her Chelsea studio,
the Glebe Garden Gallery, on a cold October afternoon.
She sits across from me, perched on a stool with a
cigarette dangling gracefully between her two fingers like
a French actress from the 1960s. With her other hand she
waves excitedly towards a large painting, hung proudly on
the wall behind her. “This is my father’s,” she explains. “It
is one of his from the ’70s and it’s one of my favourites.”
Riders dressed in traditional Moroccan kaftans gallop on
horseback across a striking pink sunset. The painting is
one of a recurring theme in Hassan El Glaoui’s illustrious
portfolio – the beauty of the nation. “All of Morocco’s
traditions are in those paintings and it’s fabulous,” Ghizlan
says proudly.
Ghizlan’s father is the son of the late Thami El Glaoui,
the famed war lord, the Pasha of Marrakech and once one
of the richest men in the world. “My grandfather was the
first person to request a waterproof watch from Cartier,” says
Ghizlan. “He said to Cartier: ‘I want a watch that goes with
me everywhere, even in the bath.’ And so, Cartier created Le
Pasha.” Thami El Glaoui was unsure he should allow his son
to paint, but was persuaded by Sir Winston Churchill, after
the Prime Minister saw Hassan’s work in 1943.
The walls in Ghizlan’s studio are covered by her
art and several pieces she has collected over the years.
She talks with affection about the various stages she goes
through to create each painting, techniques that she has
adapted from her education at the Académie Charpentier
in Paris. Traditionally, mosaic portraiture involves cutting
squares and gluing them to canvas, but Ghizlan paints
the squares, using the ‘golden ratio’ (a technique that
incorporates mathematics with art), straight on to linen
instead. The images are then illuminated from behind
by a lighting designer who uses a mix of warm and cold
light, creating an enchanting translucent effect that can be
changed according to preference by remote control. “The fact
that a portrait is sometimes very static is why I chose to light
mine up,” she divulges. “I wanted to create a portrait that
changes with you and the ambience of the day and night.”
I ask why Ghizlan chooses to focus on the faces
of her models. “I think it has always related to my father
painting me as a child,” she replies. “He would place my
body simply and for half an hour there was this intense,
scrutinising eye contact between me, the subject, and him,
the painter.” Her muses are mainly women, occasionally
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animals and rarely men (apart from the time she painted
Steve McQueen, of course). “Coming from my family,
I have a very high opinion of beauty in my mind,” she
admits – one would expect nothing less from someone
whose mother used to model for Givenchy in the 1960s.
“I have always admired the way the beauty of women
has been represented and changed through art. I want
to make women shine and I have tried to work with
technology to allow that.”
It seems incredible to me that anyone could possibly
leave Morroco, a country full of myriad colours and
tradition, but Ghizlan justifies her reasons. “Chelsea is the
heart of the art world and for me I had to help preserve
that, so I opened a gallery here. I wouldn’t want to be
anywhere else in the world. It’s a receptive and openminded city. I grew up with an image of punk guys on
Piccadilly Circus and across the road a very chic lady with
her Burberry raincoat, neither of them shocked by the
other.” I nod in agreement; I guess Chelsea has its own
kind of magic.
Glebe Garden Gallery (by appointment only), 5 Cedar
Studios, 45 Glebe Place, SW3; ghizlanelglaoui.com
Ghizlan El Glaoui is exhibiting at Baar & Bass, 336 King’s
Road, SW3 from 3 December
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