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Winnipeg Jewish artist uses computer to. 'paint'Jand· 'draw' 
77-year-old Irene Chaikin never seems to run out of ideas 

By MATI BELLAN 

A bOU.t nine yeo ars. 
ago, Irene 
Chaikin decid

ed she needed a com
puter to communicate . 
bye-mail with her 
three daughters. 

A talented ·artist for 
more than 40 years, 
the former 
Winnipegger quickly 
discovered a new 
world of painting and 
drawing at her home 
in Upper Nazareth, 
Israel. . 

Chaikin started using 
computer drawing and 
painting programs on 
her Dell Windows XP. 

"You don't have to 
get dressed in old 
clothes to work on the 
painting," Chaikin, a 
warm, friendly moth
er and grandmother 
again living in 
Winnipeg explained 
last week, showing a 
visitor to her Ft. 
Rouge apartment how 

IRENE CHAIKIN 
holds her WACOM· 
pad and pen, 
demonstrating how 
she creates art on 
her computer, and 
(inset bottom right), 
two flowers she 
quickly drew. 

she does it. "And you don't have to wash brush
es." 

Chaikin has used different programs over the 
years, changing to more advanced ones as they 
become available. She started with "Paint", and 
now mainly uses 
"Fractal Design 
Dabbler" . "Corel , 
Photopaint 9"· and 
"Adobe Photoshop 6". 
She also has a printer 
and scanner. 

The 77 -year-old 
widow of the late 
Winnipeg . dentist, 
Osher Chaikin, also. 
uses a "WAC OM pad. 
and pen" with her 
computer. That's an 
electronic easel she 
holds on her knees 
and rests against the 
computer desk, letting 
her draw and paint as 
if she were using a 
sketchpad, instead of 
hunching over a com- . 
puter screen, using a 
mouse. In contrast to 
older media for paint
ing and drawing, she 
can also instantly and 
easily erase, change 
colors and tools. 

Chaikin is also ver
satile. Sometimes, she 
takes a photo, scans it, 
and enhances it using 
one of her computer 
programs. 

"I take pictures of 

with a conventional 
painting she did 
years ago of a cele
bration of the 
"Omer Festival" on 
an' Israeli kibbutz 
and (below) the 
computer painting 
she created of the . 
same sullject. 

everything. Before I throw out onions full of 
mould, I take pictures of them." 

Earlier this month, she took a series of pictures 
of herself in a mirror with her camera, printed . 
them, and transformed them into "charcoal 
drawings", on her computer. . 

Her theme: reactions to the changing news about 
Israeli Prime Minister Ariel Sharon's latest stroke. 
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"Sharon is still living. I'm so happy"; she titled 
the first drawing, adding a little blue bird of hap
piness, resting on her shoulder, and smiling. 

But her expression changes to a frown, on 
hearing more about the severity of his stroke and 
coma, and the."blue bird" also turns gray. 

An acrylic painting she did years ago, shows 
members of Kibbutz Ein Harod celebrating the 

. "Orner Festival" at the start of Passover, scyth-
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A series of "charcoal drawings" Chaikin creat
ed on her computer from photographs, show
ing her changing moods, reacting to Israeli 
Prime Minister Sharon's stroke this month. 

A "put in color and see what develops" paint
ing Chaikin did last Friday morning, January 
20, on her computer. "I used Dabbler, with its 
many amazing brushes and textured paper 
possibilities," Chaikin explained. "I worked 
hard, making it small enough to be seen easi
ly in an email." 

ing wheat. 
Chaikin transformed that, from scratch, into a 

computer painting, using the "Paint" program she 
started with, that she today considers "primitive". 

Chaikin, who speaks Hebrew fluently, studied 
and exhibited some of her work while living in 
Israel. She still has a videotape of herself explain
ing, in Hebrew, her computer art for the exhibit. 

Her artist's eye and skill allow her to transform 
objects completely, using her computer skills 
and tools. 

A photo she took of mould on a hunk of cheese 
became an intricate, elegant Japanese ink brush 
"sumie" drawing of a tree, which she displays in 
a curved plastic picture holder. 

A photograph Chaikiri took of her nightgown 
became a beautifullandscape painting, with yellow 
from the nightgown magically changed into a sandy 
beach, and blue from the nightgown, into a lake. 

This grandmother never runs out of ideas for 
her next painting pr drawing, thanks to her ultra
modern tools and talent. 

"I just love it, because it frees 'you and gives 
you ideas," Chaikin said of her computer. "You 
can do what you want with it. It's fun." . 
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Travel humor 

How· much isa good woman worth? 
On today's market .•. nine camels is a handsome sum - but not quite enough 

By BERNIE 
BELLAN 

(Warning to read
ers: The autho.r is not 
typically a misogynist 
and what you are 
about to read should 
not be taken out of .. 
context. Every culture 
has its norms and whO 
are we to judge what 
is acceptable in other 
countries?- After all, 
we're Canadians 
aren't we? We're so 
politically correct that 
our national state-run 
broadcaster consis
tently goes out of its 
way to make sure its 
reporting on the 
Middle East is always 
balanced, i.e there is 
no such being as a 
"terrorist" - at least 
not according to the 
CBC. 

A pensive Meachelle Bellan contemplates her future as ~er insensitive . 
'husband (second from left) ponders the value of a camel in Canada. 
(Question to self: Would the Crocus Fund have invested in a camel 
farm in Manitoba? Probably.) 

So" if, in reading this ,you find the20ncept of 
selling one's wife for a number of camels to be 
somewhat offensive, let me remind you that the. 
CBC code of conduct would not allow you to 
cast any aspersions on that practice.) 

D· . ateline Jordan, December 16 - some
where on the road to Aqaba. We crossed 
over mto Jordan today at the border out

post near Eilat -" a lonely spot in the middle of 
. nowhere that had very few tourists waiting to 
visit the Hashemite kingdom of Jordan. Once 
onto Jordanian territory, which we had crossed 
over by foot, my wife Meachel1e and my stepson 
Brett (who had just made aliyah) and I hailed a: 
cab, asking to be taken to the ancient city of 
Petra. 

Our cabdriver told us that he didn't go to Petra 
himself, but he would call a friend of his who, if 
he were still home, would probably be willing to 
undertake the journey. As it was, his friend 
Muhammed was home, and after a short wait, 
Muhalnmed met us in his own taxi. 

As we began the long trip to Petra, which was 
approximately 180· kilometres away, 
Muhammed turned out to be a fascinating con
versationalist. 

He was, he told us, formerly employed as the 
water sports instructor for King Hussein and his 
family. He had also been a scuba diver ig the 
Jordanian navy, he said, but I avoided asking 
him about. any experiences he might have had 
involving military training. (I didn't want to ask 
him whether he had ever planted any mines in 
Eilat harbour. That might have been a touchy 
subject.) 

As it was, the trip to Petra was as spectacular 
as we had been told it would.be. Up steep, wind
ing mountain roads, 'travelling a path that. ~as 
taking us through the very route that tradItIOn 
holds the Israelites took during the Exodus from 
Egypt, we drove for about two and a half ho~rs 
until we got to the town of Wadi Moussa; WhICh 
is adjacent to ·Petra. . . 

At this point Muhammed asked us If we. would 
like to have lunch at a hotel owned by a fnend of 
his. We were told that we would have to take a 
different vehicle to the actual entrance to Petra, 
as taxis were not allowed to go anywhere near 
the tourist site itself. (According to Muhammed, 
since the hotel bombings in Amman, security 

One of the camels under consideration in the 
looming trade. The camel was probably 
thinking to himself (herself): "I hear that 
Winnipeg is a good place to find a mate. They 
have something called 'Camelot 
Introductions' there." 

had been stepped up so greatly at tourist sites in 
Jordan that taxis themselves were treated with 
:much greater suspicion by Jordanian security. 
Apparently, the suicide bombers in Amman had 
arrived at their destination by taxi.) 

Now, I should explain that, during the course 
of our cab ride to Wadi Moussa, Muhammed had 
taken a rather strong interest- in Meachelle. When 
we had set out from Eilat earlier that day, it had 
been unseasonably warm and, not realizing how 
much colder it was going to be in Jordiln, we 
hadn't dressed at all properly. Each of us was 
wearing shorts (lJ.1d a light top and it wasn't 10~g 
before Muhammed realized that Meachelle, 111 

particular, was shivering. 
Being thegaUallt fellow that he was, he offered 

her his coat. In defence of my wife, I should note 
that she ordinarily goes out of her way not to 
offend anyone, so when she accepted 
Muhammed's offer and put on his coat, the fact 
that she turned sickly pale was an indication to 
me that Muhammed's coat was, ahem, shall we 
say, a wee bit ripe. 

Our driver Muhammed at left, with writer 
Bernie Bellan: A genial fellow, he stopped his 
car at one point to pray in a roadside mosque. 
After emerging, he told us that he had just 
combined his afternoon and evening prayers. 
"Not bad," I thought - "happy hour for 
prayers." 

Being the trooper that she. is, however, 
·Meachelle uttered nary a word, even though I, 
myself, could not come within three feet of her. 

Perhaps it was the sight of my wife in his own 
coat that turned Muhammed a wee bit giddy, but 
during the rest of the ride to Petra, he began to 
give a clear indication that he was somewhat 
enamored of Meachelle. "You know, I have only 
a very small family," he mentioned to us at one 
point. "I have only five childrens." 
. "I would like another wife," he said. Again, 
being ever so proper, it would have been m.ost 
unCanadian for any of us to voice any surprise or 
disdain for what Muhammed had just said. "Do 
you have any sisters?" he asked Meachelle . 

Taken off guard, Meachelle acknowledged that 
yes, she did have a sister, but unfortunately her 
sister was already spoken for. 

Not wanting to be at all rude, however, I 
thought it might be interesting to pursue 
Muhammed's line of inquiry, so I said to him: 
"You know, for the right price I might be willing 
to sell Meachelle to you." 
. Muhammed's interest was obviously piqued 

and he responded:' "How much would you want 
for her?" Not having the advantage of knowing 
what a good price might be, I was caught off 
guard, but I thought that if I responded with 
some outrageous price, that would end the bar
tering then and there. 

I said to Muhammed: "How about 10 camels?" 
At that point I thought the bidding would come 
to an abrupt end and Muhammed would fire 
back with an angry Arab epithet of some sort. . 

Needless to say, I was wrong. Muhammed 
sized Meachelle up and down, and the fact that 
he was so obviously impressed with her told me 
that we were in for sOlPe heavy-duty bargaining. 
"I would give you nine camels for her!" he coun
tered. . 

. Being a reasonable man, I thought that we 
weren't far off from concluding a deal. What the 
hey - what's one measly camel if that's all that 
stood between us, I thought to myself. But, being 
the shrewd negotiator that I pride myself on 
being, I held my ground: "I'm sorry, I'm not 
going to bargain ... I want 10 camels and nothing 
less," I said. 

The deal seemed to be foundering, and I was 
much relieved. After all, I thought, "How am I 
going to get the camels back to Winnipeg?" As 
for Meachelle., I thought, having grown up in 
California, she might find the Jordanian climate 
familiar and therefore, pleasant enough. 
(Cont. on page 14. See "Camel trade".) 
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