
dahlia elsayed: 
navigations 
in 
the 
present 
tense



dahlia elsayed: 
navigations 
in 
the 
present 
tense



Newark-based artist Dahlia Elsayed reexamines the interconnectedness of writing and painting in her latest 
exhibition, Navigations in the Present Tense. Inspired by a recent residency at the Joan Mitchell Foundation 
in New Orleans (Spring 2013), she adopted harder edges and bold colors such as orange, evoking its 
association with construction signage and barriers. These recent compositions fuse multiple perspective 
points: looking up, down, sideways, and inside from both close-up and far away. Breaking from her previous 
work, she now favors fewer elements in isolation and juxtaposition to each other. The individual forms are 
larger; they span or push the boundaries of the entire composition instead of being small, discrete, and 
self-contained. Elsayed newly integrates text as a footnote or a list of things rather than an overarching 
word that defines the composition. As a result, the reader is drawn into the juxtaposition of words, the 
sounds of reading them aloud (alliteration in some cases), and the visual and mental associations they 
conjure. Her language is specific to a place, landscape, experience, and a moment in time. 
       
Language further evolves in this accompanying publication that pairs a handful of diminutive compositions 
with a poem. The colorful abstract compositions mimic stanzas of a poem, where pauses and breaks can be 
used to emphasize words or images around them. The arranged forms evoke sky, sun, horizon, architecture, 
and water. Her words now occupy pages of their own. 

Elsayed found inspiration in the writing of William Carlos Williams (1883 – 1963). She previously created 
“Paterson Landscapes” (2001-2), a series of paintings inspired by the poem “Paterson,” and revisited 
the subject for this exhibition at William Paterson University. Elsayed conducted research on Williams 
at the library in Rutherford, the poet’s hometown. Culling through his poetry, autobiography, interviews, 
statements, and journals, she discovered an affinity for Williams’ process of writing the poem “Paterson.” 
Like Williams, she visited Paterson—strolling, listening, observing, and conversing in this post-industrial 
city.  Her poem incorporates several citations of Williams’ own words that capture what Elsayed describes 
as “Williams’ fluctuations between doubt and drive, his idea of the city as a metaphor for man, and his use 
of mosaic structure—mixing in letters, historical documents alongside his own prose.”

In the pages of this book, there is a new call and response between painting and text and between Elsayed 
and Williams. Elsayed constructs a personal and collective sense of place, merging her own discoveries 
with the familiar, recognizable aspects of the city of Paterson, past and present. We are reminded of the 
city’s inventions: the Holland submarine, the Wright Brothers airplane engine; the city’s famous forebears: 
Alexander Hamilton, Lou Costello; and the city’s food and smells: Latino bakeries, Texas Weiner joints, 
and pizzerias. And we are encouraged to meander, look again, and pause in her words and forms.

Kristen Evangelista, Director

To make a start,
out of particulars
and make them general, rolling
up the sum, by defective means –
Sniffing the trees, 
just another dog
among a lot of dogs. What 
else is there?

- From “Paterson,” by William Carlos Williams
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Navigations in the Present Tense 

It was sunny, 
maybe the best day of the year
It was the best day of the year.
There were a hundred modifications of this general plan
Something (think) 
on the brink, bring, bridge
Something of a binge. 

A bobbin, 
a packing slip, 
a barrel, 
a magic trick.
This seemed to me to be what a poem was for.
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To plant, to fabricate, to fold
a bit of a plane engine 
and almost 
a submarine. 

To trap, to net, to catch 
and release 
It became more and more the lucky burden,
all those near misses.
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Larry Doby. The origin of coordinates.
(navigations in the present tense)
It was a Wednesday
It was a Sunday
I went on Sundays in summer.
A back road, a flood zone, a train track, a market
A history of hot dogs.

And scrapping and scraping, for arms
to arm, to shell
Bivalves (Binary, Brick, Bisect)
To plan, to plot, to grid
To bend around
And I searched around for what would be the center of the thing,
And over (and under) her historic center.
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A bakery.
A bakery.
A bakery.
Something you could visualize so distinctly, practically hold it in the hollow of your hand 
A navigable landmark.
Lou Costello,
Alexander Hamilton.

To thump, the doppler, a 5-piece living room set 
(for sale or rent)
PUPUSA
next door to
PUPUSA 
next door to
PIZZA
To blurt out the information second hand… kills all the mystery of the thing
That was all her land use. Syria.
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To squeeze, to squeeze.
Meet me at the roundabout
Meet me at the mill
Meet me at the 7-11
Meet me at the mall
Almost casual.

To light, to loose, to loft, to loom
To perch, to lift, to dip, to swoon
Fancy pants,
Complex.
I wanted a city. I thought of Newark, that’s on the river too.
A box inside of another box and milkshakes
All this Cherry Vanilla (time)
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Hairpin to a fault,
Some gradual abolition and all that furnish, finish.
To point, to view, to point
Dutch cemetery with a depth curve
Almost sensual.

Sneaker Zone
Red, White and Blue
Main Army Navy
NJ French Kiss. 
To not touch,
to Bargain.
The thing was to use multiple facets.
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Little Lima, Little Istanbul, Little Dearborn
Made for an audience of one
The meander line, meanderable,
The variable foot.

Passaic County 651
Passaic County 675
Passaic County 639
A week ago I went into a tailspin,
It almost finished me.
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From the bounding line, Manor section, to the Halal south
Eastside and Near Eastside,
I flounder and flunk
Four becomes five.

In silk, to strike
a star chart for midday.
To slash it unmercifully 
An ultra directional transmitter
Metes and bounds. 
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To labor, to steam, to sink, to bunker
I wanted something nearer home, something knowable
A national manufactory,
A log painted sky blue, old ochre walkway
Walk away.

The mean sea level
Nearing completion,
The catastrophe of the Falls itself,
A girl beating a rug.
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