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Passengers lounging in the observation car of Amtrak’s Coast
Starlight on the way from Los Angeles to Seattle. 

Amtrak’s Coast Starlight train at Union Station in Los
Angeles.

By Sajeev K Peter

In a rare artistic ensemble, a group of students from
the American University of Sharjah (AUS) recreated
a masterpiece of the era of European Renaissance-
’Raphael’s School of Athens.’ The group gathered 61

students and the Faculty of the Architecture department
including founder of AUS Prof Martin Giesen and Dean
Varkki. They dressed up in the costumes of the era and
posed for photographs outside the main building of the
university. “Well, it started out as a pleasurable pastime,
but eventually it evolved into a more meaningful endeav-
or,” said Divya Mahadevan, a member of the ensemble. 

The overarching themes of their recreations are to
reconsider the rather limited representation, per today’s
context, in celebrated work from the past and to spark
conversation about the accepted conventions of portrayed
figures. One of the team members Tasnim Tinawi stitched
and refined the taken photographs into an artwork.  “Our
work pays homage to the great maestros by re-imagining
their artwork and re-positioning them in this place, day
and age,” Divya, an Indian expat from Kuwait, pointed out. 

Re-gendering
To the students, the reenactments of these paintings

explore multiple themes with a primary focus on the re-
gendering of a traditionally all-male ensemble. As archi-
tecture students with a keen interest in art history, the girls
began analyzing and re-interpreting the art they admired.
The figures in the painting have also been re-represented
in terms of regional and religious diversity. “To make it

Sharjah students ‘recreate’
Raphaelite masterpiece

more culturally specific, we re-costumed the figures using
traditional attire such as sarees and shaylas,” Divya point-
ed out.

The Renaissance was a period in European history that
marked the transition between the Middle Ages and what
is now referred to as the Modern era. The movement
began in Florence and signified the rebirth of art, architec-
ture, politics, science and literature. During this period,
there was a focus on an invented humanism that adopted
the Greek concept  “Man is the measure of all things”. 

Although the Renaissance saw revolutions in many
intellectual pursuits, as well as social and political
upheaval, it is perhaps best known for its artistic develop-
ments and the contributions of such individuals as
Masaccio, Leonardo da Vinci, Michelangelo and Raphael.

“We also have re-contextualized the painting by using
familiar settings on the AUS campus that feature similar
compositional elements. In terms of the objects depicted
in the paintings, we replaced them with tools that are

essential to our architectural education,” she added.  As
much as the reenactments were about generating signifi-
cant images, the students realized that the process itself
created a sense of community that was more meaningful
than the final result. “This, for us, redefined what we con-
sidered most important about the effort and its relevance
to our experiences as students of this college,”  she said.

The group used a small space in the department build-
ing to reveal the final image. “We called this event
‘Redressing the Renaissance’ and showcased the original
Raphael’s painting side by side with our image. We also
wanted to show our evolution and how this idea occurred
to us so we showed some of our earlier, more amateur,
work that we did in the past years,” she added. 

The team leaders of the ensemble

AUS students re-enacting 
Raphael’s “School of Athens”

By Nicole Evatt

It was late Friday night and we were scouring the
usual sites touting the top things to do in Los
Angeles. Uninspired by our options and facing a
long weekend without obligations, my husband and I

made a last-minute booking on Amtrak’s Coast Starlight.
Ten hours later we’re settling in for a 35-hour train trip
spanning 1,377 miles (2,216 kilometers) up California’s
picture-perfect coastline and Oregon’s rugged terrain.
Seattle may have been the end destination, but this week-
end was all about the journey.

10 AM Union Station, Los Angeles
At the station we are greeted by a friendly car atten-

dant who shows us to our private room. Amtrak’s top-tier
accommodation sleeps up to three and includes a small
work or lounge space, your own bathroom, shower and
five meals. “This is gonna be fun!” our attendant beams
as the train roars to life.

12:40 PM Santa Barbara
As the scenery changes from urban and industrial to

the golden beaches of Ventura, we stumble toward the

dining car for lunch. Lunch options include tasty steamed
mussels, spicy chilaquiles and a delightful chocolate rasp-
berry tart. Making meal reservations and obsessing
about what to order becomes a full-time job as we roll
into hour three.

3:30 PM San Luis Obispo
With forced relaxation in full effect, it’s time to kick off

happy hour as we pass by the central coast’s sprawling
vineyards.

10 PM Emeryville
Amtrak’s sleeper cars offer turndown service and with

little else to do, we tuck in for the night. Not exactly lux-
ury, but a few notches up from camping, sleeping in the
train’s tight quarters was adequate with occasional inter-
ruptions from noisy neighbors, announcements or bumpy
terrain.

8 AM Klamath Falls, Oregon
I wake in Oregon to high desert wilderness and snow-

dusted pine forests. We opt for the buffet breakfast and
spend the morning taking in the panorama from the
observation car, which offers comfy seating. Cell service
is non-existent for most of day two, which meant board
games, deep conversations and actual human connection
sans social media.

9 PM King Street Station, Seattle
There were a handful of stretch breaks, including

quick stops in Eugene and Portland, but I’m ready to get
off when we reach the grand, granite-clad King Street
Station. With only a few hours left in our spontaneous
weekend adventure, we set out to explore Seattle’s
nightlife. Finally, an early flight brings us back to reality -
wobbly-legged and wonderfully rejuvenated from the
journey. — AP

The journey is the vacation 
on this 35-hour train trip

People inside Seattle’s historic King Street station, and is
where Amtrak’s Coast Starlight ends its 35-hour journey from
Los Angeles.

Amtrak’s Coast Starlight passes by the Oceanside city of Carpinteria during a scenic 35-hour
trek to Seattle. 

The scenery changes to sprawling wetlands and snowcapped mountains as Amtrak’s
Coast Starlight kicks off day two of its 35-hour journey from California to Seattle near
Klamath Falls, Ore. — AP photos

Photos shows people inside Los Angeles’ Union Station.

Photo shows the dining car of Amtrak’s Cost Starlight
train near Los Angeles.

A passenger peers out the window at central California
farmland as Amtrak’s Coast Starlight Train makes its way
from Los Angeles to Seattle.

Photo shows the northern California coastline from the win-
dow of Amtrak’s Coast Starlight as the train journeys to
Seattle from Los Angeles.


