








THE ARAB NUDE:
THE ARTIST AS AWAKENER




The continuing interest of scholars and the public at large in the
modernizing discourse of the nahda has been for the most part
centered on the historical events or figures who contributed to
this “renaissance; or “awakening” (as the term has been most
commonly translated) by means of literature, language, politics,
media or the sciences. But in addition to the poets, writers,
scientists, lawyers, journalists, clergy or politicians, there was
another significant category of intellectuals, who proposed to
forge a modern Arab identity by other — pictorial — means. Fine
artists from various Arab' countries engaged in the project of
modernization by launching art institutions, developing stylistic
conventions, and inaugurating new genres and forms of fine
arts. Egyptian, Syrian or Lebanese and Palestinian painters
and sculptors of the late 19" and early 20" centuries — from
Mahmud Mukhtar and Muhammad Nagi in Khedivate Egypt to
Moustapha Farrouk and Omar Onsi in French Mandate Lebanon
— set out to effect an aesthetically grounded liberation from
both Ottoman and European colonization. They regarded the
fine arts as an efficient technology of modernization, even as
a means for the creation of an independent state and modern
citizen, an effective tool for the education of the masses in the
spirit of modernity. Arab painters and sculptors in the Mandate-
era Arab capitals were convinced that touching the souls of
men and women with art and beauty could elevate their moral
characters and transform them into truly modern subjects. Like
the European Romantics a century earlier, they believed in the
aesthetic education of mankind.

To address the question of the extent to which artists sought
to contribute to the lofty causes of social change through
specific art practices is the main purpose of this project. The
continuity between the spirit of the nahda and the cultural and
political situation in the Middle East today is suggested above
all through the title of this exhibition and conference organized
at the American University of Beirut Art Galleries. The main title,
The Arab Nude, resonates with another frequently encountered
phrase in contemporary journalism — “The Arab Spring,’ or earlier,
“The Arab Awakening!” The latter has been used by politicians,
scholars and journalists to discuss, question, predict or project
issues that seem at times to fall squarely within the same limits,
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" We realize that the term
“Arab” is anachronistic —
especially when applied
to territories that were
subject to multiple forms of
colonialism, with overlapping
and competing identitarian
schemes, administrative,
ethnic, and confessional
politics — but we decided
to use it nevertheless, not
towards further obfuscating
these contradictions and
ambiguities but towards
highlighting them.

contradictions and binaries that preoccupied nahda intellectuals:
tradition and modernity, secularism and religion, national unity and
sectarianism, colonialism and national independence, along with
a wide range of issues that touched upon the notions of gender,
class, ethnicity. In organizing this exhibition and conference we
hope to reconsider the application of some of these problematic
concepts, which seem to be still hopelessly caught in the above
dichotomies, and we shall attempt to do so from a particular art
historical and anthropological perspective, and through a close
examination of a particular genre of the fine arts: the Nude.

In recent years much has been made of graffiti and other forms
of urban, public art at the scenes of revolt, from Tunis to Egypt to
Yemen. Often, however, the celebrations of these contemporary
art forms assume a kind of aesthetic determinism, as if the
works themselves contained whole political platforms or fully-
formed meanings. What is sorely lacking from discussion of the
art practices accompanying “The Arab Spring” is a historically
grounded study of how artists envision their audiences in
situations of public upheaval or how audiences make sense of the
various new cultural and artistic forms, and what types of artistic
production and circulation advance or subvert the projects of
reform, revolt, or revolution. The Arab Nude offers a pre-history
that is worth exploring in itself but that will also enhance our
understanding of the roles that certain forms of art-making have
played in Arab social change, both in the distant past and today.

The subtitle, “The Artist as Awakener,’ sets the historical frame
of the exhibition, which is principally the first half of the twentieth
century. Was the artist back then an awakener? How does an
image of a naked body become Arab? How are Arabs made
Nude? How did people become professional artists with claims on
their society as Arabs through the production of these pictures?

The exhibition specifically examines the way in which artists and
intellectuals engaging in a double struggle against imperialism,
Ottoman and European, resorted to an ideal form or to a pictorial
device in order to concretize their visions of Arab modernity.
For that generation, to be “Arab” was as much a matter of
ambiguity and ambition as was the quest to be an artist, and
in fact, both labels required leaps of imagination over local
conditions and imperial plans. For this project we have consulted



archival documents, photographs, books, political cartoons,
advertisements, cinematography, and popular magazines from
the day, but primarily painted and sculpted nudes produced in
different parts of the Arab world from the late 19" century to the
first half of the 20" century. The exhibition examines what claims
for identity, community, and political society were invested in
the divesting of Arab bodies of their clothes. It documents the
debates that met the genre of the nude in exhibition halls and
newspapers; it situates artistic practices in relation to ongoing,
urgent discussions about the meaning of citizenship, urbanity, and
internationalism carried out amid movements for women's rights,
pan-Arabism, and various nationalisms, as well as educational
reform, militarization, the scouting movement and nudist colonies.
This was a period of great social, technological and political
transformation that caught many Arab intellectuals in its historical
vortex. It was also a time when new technologies, techniques,
and modes of representation worked their way into local cultures.
While we are not espousing the role of awakener for artists, we use
the subtitle to foreground social, political, or cultural motivations
for these artists to embrace and adopt the genre of the nude in
their artistic careers. Unlike much of the writing about “The Arab
Spring,” we can ask: who exactly was asleep? And why was this
type of awakening necessary?

The Arab Nude: The Artist as Awakener conveys a number
of different pictorial approaches to the genre of the Nude, as
elaborated by several generations of Arab artists from Egypt,
Palestine, Syria, Iraq, Algeria, and Lebanon. Some of these artists
are regarded today as founders and pillars of fine arts traditions in
their respective countries, or as truly “modern artists” in the sense
of their personal and professional autonomy. Some have been
entirely forgotten. The largest number of nudes displayed here
are of Lebanese origin, due to issues of accessibility. While this
is regrettable, the density of this collection allows us to observe
the complexity of this genre in a specific social setting. Class,
sexuality, gender, career ambitions, market practices, and political
leanings all played into how artists took up the genre and how
critics wrote about it. We hope the intricacies of the material from
Mandate Lebanon will inspire similar scrutiny of work known to
exist in other countries such as Egypt but under-represented here
due to limited resources.
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The visitor is invited to look at examples of the nude genre (including
original works but also reproductions and photographic material)
and to construct for themselves imaginary museums, by arranging
and rearranging these nudes chronologically, stylistically, by country,
by pedagogical affiliation in European ateliers, or by the names of
the masters who trained subsequent generations of painters. From
nudes made in the mid-19th century in Ottoman Syria by such locally
trained practitioners as Kenaan Dib [Kan’an Dib] (1801-1882), one
proceeds to the paintings and drawings of Daoud Corm [Da'ud Al-
Qurum] (1852-1930) — an artist trained in Rome and celebrated
in some Lebanese nationalist art histories as the country’s artist
progenitor — and further into the twentieth century to the nudes
of Habib Serour [Habib Srur] (1860-1938), Khalil Saleeby [Khalil
Al-Salibi] (1870-1928), Khalil Gibran (1883-1931), Marie Hadad
(1884-1973), Youssef Hoyeck [Yusuf Al-Huwayyik] (1883-1962),
Mahmud Mukhtar (1891-1934), Mohammed Racim [Muhammad
Rasim] (1896-1975), Cesar Gemayel [Qaysar Al-Jumayyil] (1898-
1958), Georges D. Corm [Georges Da'ud Al-Qurum] (1897-1971),
Moustapha Farrouk [Mustafa Farrukh] (1901-1957), Omar Onsi
['{Umar Al-Unsi] (1901-1969), Sophie Halaby (1905-1998), Abdel
Wahab Addada [‘Abd al-Wahhab ‘Adada] (b. 1915), and others. Most
of these artists traveled north to colonial metropoles to learn their
painterly skills, which they then redeployed back home, following the
current of social transformation by opening artists’ studios and new
state institutions, designing cultural policies that would address
local concerns, or negotiating and contributing to the formation of
the first national art schools, museums and art societies. The nude
played a prominent role in their claims to professionalization, as we
glimpse from the membership card Moustapha Farrouk designed in
1934 for the Society of Friends of the Arts, with its Venus de Milo
sprouting from a painter's palette, set between Pigeon Rock and a
Mediterranean minaret.

We start from the assumption that “rebirth” or “awakening”
requires radical and deliberately new and even alien techniques of
modernization. We can even call them techniques of consciousness,
since research into Mandate Lebanese art production has shown
that artists deployed the nude towards creating new types of
subjects who would see and experience their world and their social
reality in generally different terms. In other words, they embraced
the nude genre as a culturing tool (using the Arabic term tathqif, for



disciplining or cultivating). We note that this term became common
during this period and not earlier. To a large extent, tathgif consisted
of recategorizing norms for social interaction and self-scrutiny.
While one crucial component of tathgif was the repudiation of
behaviours and desires habitually associated with the Arab “past;’
such as male homosexuality, an equally important component was
the cultivation of “modern, “masculine” heterosexual eroticism,
and a dutiful feminine compliance. Through local debates in the
Arabophone press, and through artistic practices displayed at
exhibitions from Beirut to Cairo, these components were mapped
onto readers’ and viewers' bodies and associated with temporal
shifts. Critics and commentators spoke of hadatha (novelty) and
mu'‘asara (contemporaneity) to address the nude genre, pointing to
how it was deliberately new and alien, in both its material medium
and its impact on makers and viewers.

The connection between the genre and these ideas about an Arab
nahda is neither self-evident nor universal. It can be revealed only
by returning the paintings to the social context of the Mandate
era, and concurrently, by treating the social context as a product
of the nudes and similar imaginative projects. The canvases of
nahda artists provided occasions for experiencing the nude as a
geographically unconfined entity. They warped local interactions
with womanhood and with urban space. The nude's palpable
universality could emerge through the enrollment of viewers’
bodies in a process of tathqif. Ultimately, nudes from Mandate-
era Arab artists’ ateliers suggest that the famous “shock” of
modernity, or “psychological dislocation,” was for colonial Arabs
often cultivated, strategic, and productive, rather than imposed,
inescapable, and destructive.

One of the main aims of this project is to dispel the myth that
there were no nudes in the 19" or early 20" centuries in Mandate-
era Arab capitals. We display a large and varied selections of
nudes, made in different styles, media and techniques, as well as
a wide array of documents, works of photography and cinema,
and clippings from periodicals of the day. With all this material
we invite the student of Arab culture and the general public to
reflect upon the relation between the nude and the problematic
of modernization, and to entertain or question the validity of our
theme: whether artists can or should be regarded as indexes and
agents of modernity, or “awakeners," both in the past and today.
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How useful are the tropes of awakening and renaissance used
by Western academia and media to examine historical processes
of modernization and, more recently, to refer to cultural and
political processes in the Middle East? Is the word “awakening,’
which implies a previous state of dormancy, appropriate or
accurate enough for describing the political, social and cultural
transformations in the Middle East?

The curatorial and editorial framework proposed for The Arab
Nude is aware of, and sensitive to, the major turning points in
the Western art historical discourse of the nude. This should not
be regarded as unusual, given that most of the Arab painters
and sculptors displayed in this exhibition and discussed in the
conference encountered, studied, and absorbed Western artistic
practices in the European academies des beaux-arts. In the
curricula of the nineteenth-century art academies, the nude was
a prominent subject of study, given the key position occupied by
genre or history-painting. The latter heavily relied on the nude to
compose classical or Biblical scenes. The exhibition pays special
attention to the academic nude, showing some of the studies in
charcoal or sanguine that most of the Arab artists brought home
with them from Rome, Paris or Edinburgh. Upon their return they
applied their studies of the nude — both the “heroic” masculine
and the “gracious feminine” constructed under the voyeuristic
gaze of the male artist — in genre painting series that responded
to a range of local themes and motifs. They trained a plethora
of younger artists, particularly women, some of whom remained
amateurs but showed their work at their high schools and in
the annual salons at the School of Arts and Crafts in Beirut, for
example, and the Lebanese Parliament in the 1930s.

Within Western art historiography the nude has had a long and
convoluted history. The eighteenth-century classicist account of
the nude as manifestation of a free self and representation of
ideal sovereign subjectivity, or beauty unconstrained by a world
outside, as Winckelmann once saw it, has had a lasting impact
on the art historical theories of the nude well into the twentieth
century. Mainstream art history and art connoisseurship have
followed this paradigm, presenting the historical path of the nude
through the centuries as an odyssey that began on the shores of
ancient Mediterranean cultures, in particular the classical Greek



world and the democratic atmosphere of the Athenian polis. It
was only later in the twentieth century that reformist art historians
have revisited and engaged critically with the genre of the nude,
unveiling a range of hidden social contradictions and political
conflicts. Over the past half-century the nude has been scrutinized
from the perspectives of gender, class, religion and language, as
scholars of various factions posed a slew of questions related
to sexuality, to the role of the artist and the viewer, or revealing
deeply embedded social and political contradictions. Feminist art
history proposed considering the female nude as a technology of
regulation and control over women. Linda Nochlin showed that
the sexualization of the female model's body became grounds
for excluding women from the art academy and hence denying
women's ability to produce “great art”; Lynda Nead regarded the
nude as an instrument for containing and repressing femininity
and female sexuality. Kenneth Clark’s dualistic distinction between
nakedness and nudity (the “naked” referring to the embarrassed
body deprived of clothes and the “nude” to the cultured and
confident body “clothed in art”) has also come under close
scrutiny from various political perspectives. Marxist art historians
have revealed in the naked/nude opposition deeply-seated class
contradictions, and T.J. Clark has examined the naked and the
nude as markers of social positions and class identification.

But what are the consequences of the development of the
Western discourse on the nude for the representation of nudity
in the Arab world? What can we learn from the discourse of
the Nude prior to independence, or around the time when this
genre was only just making its way into local cultural milieux, long
before critics had scrutinized the nude from the perspective of
post-WWII emancipatory politics? Kenneth Clark asserted in his
canonical text of 1953 that the genre of the nude simply could
not occur to the non-Western mind; he thereby assumed for it
a racial and ethnic identity. Yet unbeknownst to Clark, artists in
this region had several decades of experience with the genre,
and as in the West, the Arab Nude was predicated on and
driven by numerous contradictions and discrepancies centered
around gender, sexuality, class or religion. We see it as our goal
to encourage a discussion around these contradictions and how
they manifest themselves in the nudes produced by Arab artists.
This exhibition does not only show how the artists expanded the
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genre's itineraries and social relevance, but it also highlights
points of tension, limitation, and potential critique: above all, the
conjoined figure of the male artist and the female model, the class
positioning implicit in the naked/nude opposition, and various
other conflicts informed by religious perspectives (or more often
accusations of intolerance).

The exhibition comes to suggest at what social cost the nude
was developed and deployed as Arab: among these costs is the
exclusion of women, the augmentation of social divisions and
hierarchies, the institutionalization and professionalization of the
art world, and, most disturbingly perhaps, the continued rebuffing
or even denial of the genre and its role as a marker of modernity
such that, “to this day” to quote one writer from 19292, people still
believe the nude could not have existed in the Arab World. AUB
has a special role to play in this exhibition. Moustapha Farrouk's
monumental work The Two Prisoners, showing a Nude odalisque
contemplating her caged condition, was first displayed in AUB's
West Hall in 1929, and Farrouk was an instructor of drawing
at AUB for nearly a quarter of a century. Omar Onsi, whose
exploration of ways of looking at the Nude graced the cover of the
monumental retrospective show, Lebanon: The Artist's View, was a
student at AUB (1918-1920) and illustrated student publications
during that time. Saloua Raouda Choucair, whose work Scuiptor
Destroys Realism documents her spurning of the genre in response
- according to the legend - to a philosophy lecture by Charles
Malek, was a librarian at AUB and part-time student here.

Various points and lines of tension run through the theme of the
nude in the Arab world. In what follows, Kirsten Scheid sets some
of the subjects in relief, in the hope that this can be used as a point
of departure to encourage further scholarship and exploration.

Octavian Esanu
Kirsten Scheid

2 Kamal Al-Nafi “Ma’rad
Farrukh fi al-jami‘a al-
amrikiyya”, Al-Ahwal,

June 1, 1929. Hani Farroukh

Archives, Beirut.






Some of the most fascinating Nudes from the Mandate era
make spectators look at people looking at nudes. In 1932,
Omar Onsi painted a composition he called simply, ‘A
l'exposition.” One contemporary art critic described it as
showing “several young women flocking to gaze at an artistic
picture that represents naked women." In the foreground are
six women and one small boy seen from behind, grouped
around a framed image of two nudes in poses straight out of
a studio art class. The women wear short black taffeta frocks,
silk stockings, high heels, and the yachmak (an Ottoman-
style head covering common among Beirut's well-off Sunni
families). In the background an amorous couple engage in
earnest conversation, not apparently acknowledging the
pictures on display. The man sports a suit and a fez; the
woman dons the latest Parisian fashion, including a turban
4 l'orientale. Painted after Onsi's participation in his first
exhibition among his compatriots, at the Ecole des arts et
métiers in December 1930, and referencing works Onsi
showed then, this composition wedges art as a genre for self-
awareness into Onsi's society.

A l'exposition both explores and induces transformations
in urban public behavior by impacting the act of viewing. In
it, nudity is /n the jauntily depicted canvas, while the viewer
of it is called by its composition to identify with the feminine
vectors of visual attention (the six women to the left and not the
heterosexual couple to the right). The catalogue from 1932,
when Onsi next showed in Beirut, again at the Ecole des arts et
métiers, suggests that it hung at the very entrance to the show.
Upon seeing it there, visitors could have become exceptionally
aware of themselves as embodying categories of viewing. After
seeing it, they would likely have a heightened sense of self,
of being seen rather than being the one seeing, of having to
observe social codes as well as pictures. The respect Onsi
demonstrates for women who attend carefully to nudes as art
forms, contrasts drastically with the critique he makes in his
next canvas on display, of a male viewer peeking surreptitiously
at women as naked bodies. That canvas was Les Baigneuses
de Darat Juljul.

A year after Onsi painted his critique of backwards masculine
ways of looking, Farrouk inked a caricature of regressive, rural
ways of looking. The title, Souvenir de I'exposition Farrouk
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(1933-1934), suggested it summarized the character of the
audience at Farrouk’s show a few weeks earlier. It depicts
a peasant couple whose questioning gestures and passive
stance mark their bafflement. These are not people whose
aesthetic encounter invigorates them. The composition draws
a stark division between the slovenly, stooping character of
the visitors and the geometrical rationality of the art on display.
Worse, the visitors actually darken the art, casting their
shadows across the viewing balustrade, rather than receiving
its enlightenment. The picture challenging their backwardness
is an academic nude. By aligning confusion over how to
understand and respond to an academic painting with
signs of pastoral lifestyle, Farrouk equates, by corollary, the
appreciation of this fine-art genre with urban, technologically
modern lifestyles.

The picture taunting the peasant couple specifically refers to
Au crépuscule (c. 1905), a famous work by Farrouk’s French
mentor Paul Chabas (1869-1937), member of the French
Academy of Beaux-Arts and President of the National Society of
French Artists, in whose annual exhibition Farrouk participated
in 1931. A similar work by Chabas, titled September Morn, had
prompted public outcry and a nation-wide anti-vice campaign
in America when displayed in a gallery window in New York
in 1913. Displaying his homage to Chabas’ oeuvre in Beirut,
Farrouk articulated his affiliation with a beleaguered lineage of
academic artistry. He also extended the challenge of aesthetic
enlightenment to his compatriots. Thus, the peasants standing
before the picture are a cosmopolitan problem and not
categorically a “Lebanese” or “Arab” one.

Given that Farrouk consistently created ennobling pictures
of peasants throughout his career, one can assume that his
critique of the couple did not attribute their backwardness
to an inherent cultural cause. Moreover, the signatures in
his 1933 exhibition registry place his audience firmly in the
urban milieu, and their comments attest to their labor to be
enlightened by the art. These facts set Farrouk’s ink-drawing
in the realm of fantasy rather than memory. Or rather, it alerts
upcoming audiences to the potentiality of peasanthood still
present in many who encounter al-fann al-jamil.






The Nude took pride of place in beaux-arts academic ateliers
where models, both male and female, were paid meager wages
to strip and pose for hours. Novice artists became familiar with
the process of repression required to produce this supreme form
of representation. As one nineteenth-century French art critic
delicately put it, they learned to feel “magnificent emotion” from
looking at an unusually undressed and yet (ostensibly) untouchable
human body, and they then learned to respond by composing
and drawing a two-dimensional rendering that “corrected” any
individual foibles of the body before them and produced an
abstract, anatomically perfect human. Academic art ateliers taught
historical, genre, still-life, and landscape compositions, too, but
the nude outranked all as the most intellectual and demanding,
and the most intimate and fundamental at once.

Accordingly, art historian Kenneth Clark argued in 1953, in his
definitive text The Nude: A Studly in Ideal Form, for treating nudity
in art as a civilizational index. Distinguishing between naked
bodies and painted “Nudes” (the capitalization of which he
introduced), he related the dominance of the genre to the end of
the European guild system, to direct sales, and to the anatomicall
training and ‘“life drawing” available at European government-
run art schools. Indeed, he went so far as to say that nudes
were “Western” because their making “simply did not occur to
the Chinese or Japanese mind!" In sum, the perfectly executed
academic nude did not simply certify professional competence;
it specifically signaled that its maker was a refined, intellectual,
modern, masculine individual of continental-Western outlook who
enjoyed access to elite, exclusively male art institutions.

Unbeknownst to Clark, artists in this region had several decades
of experience with the genre even before he wrote his sweeping
survey. In his memoirs, Moustapha Farrouk narrates the first time
he found a naked woman standing in the middle of his drawing
class in Rome: “My mouth went dry, my legs started trembling,
and my hand too. | was overwhelmed by stupor and shivering. |
truly tried my hardest to resist the unpleasant, unwanted reaction.
Horrified both at the woman's presumed humiliation and his
own “uncontrollable” physical response, Farrouk had to exit the
classroom after having made only a few sketches. He went home,
took a cold shower, and read from the Qur'an. Then he could
return to the atelier. It was both his desire to enter the lineage
of academic art makers and his consultation of the Qur'an that
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" Moustapha Farrouk, Tarig/
ila al-fann [My Road to Art],
Beirut: Dar Nawfal, 1986.
p.65

enabled Farrouk to overcome the obstacle posed by his bodily
reaction. His hand stilled and his method perfected, this triumph
marked his transformation from “a young man from Basta Tahta"
to a diploma-carrying artist.

Many Mandate-era Arab artists left their homelands at some point
in their careers to receive training abroad. Prior to 1920 they
would likely have gone to Istanbul or Rome, but with the Mandate
system’s new borders and patrons, they increasingly went to
Paris. Nationalist art historiography tends to treat such travels
as indicating a weakness in local art-making, but this trivializes
the student-artists’ effort to attain a/-fann aljamil (fine art, literally
beaux-arts). Moreover, it overlooks the role migrant artists had
in reinforcing the centrality of the beaux-arts ideals that were
under attack by various anti-establishment movements, and even
in reinforcing the centrality of metropolitan art worlds at a time
when European armies were invading each others countries,
in part to claim exclusive inheritance of Christendom and the
Greco-Roman mantle.

The racist and sexist policies of most European art academies
in the early 20" century deliberately precluded the possibility of
non-Europeans, and of female Europeans, taking the role of heirs
and progenitors within the academy. But they could not prevent
those people from universalizing that tradition by appointing
themselves its begetters and beneficiaries. By choosing such
masters as Paul Chabas or Pierre-Auguste Renoir as their
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professional forefathers, artists like Moustapha Farrouk and Omar
Onsi affiliated themselves with the long tradition of the European
nude and, in an unarguably radical move, became its originators
in their respective milieux. It was these painters, returning home
from their studies in European art academies, who in an instance
of mutual construction materialized the claim that Paris and Rome
were the true centers of the art world, and this in spite of their
internal struggles over issues related to tradition and innovation.

This exhibition shows how these artists expanded the genre's
itineraries and relevance. Their efforts are crucial to the history
of how the Nude gained central status in the process of
modernization, even though they have not been recognized
by mainstream art historical methodologies that focus on fixed
locations and sites and ignore historical trajectories. Painters
active from Istanbul to Baghdad to Algiers employed the nude to
make a conscious articulation of their intellectual pedigree and to
assert their membership in an elite with a refined ability to abstract
enduring metaphysical truths from beneath the wily surfaces of
quotidian life.

A curious trio of paintings from the 1930s shares a common
motif. They depict a popular episode described by the 6-century
pre-Islamic poet Imru’ al-Qais in his diwan A/-Mu'allagat, from his
courtship of Unaizah, when he secretly follows her and two of her
friends to a bathing pool and steals their clothes. In the poem Qais
then demands that each woman leave the pool and ask him for her
clothes back, which they resist until they are faint with hunger. A
reviewer of Omar Onsi's version of this episode, shown in 1932,
explains: “[Qais] stands awaiting their exit to the shore to enjoy
the view of their nakedness, and they are hesitant, deliberating
amongst themselves what to do."?

Unlike nudes, the naked women fixed by Qais's stare have not
undergone art’s idealizing, intellectual process. Whereas a
gilt frame around a canvas of a nude provides audiences with
dignifying assurance that they are observing an abstraction from
real life, the flimsy palm fronds framing Qais’s gaze proclaim that
he has adopted an improper position for viewing nakedness.
This is a sort of looking that stands resolutely outside social
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2 Jawaba, “Ma’rad al-fanan
‘Umar al-Unsi” Al-Ma’rad,
988, February 28, 1932, 20.
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interactions and social progress, in direct contrast to the picture
Onsi showed next to it at his first solo exhibition in Beirut, known
as A l'exposition [At the Exhibition].

With this scene at the pool, the triumvirate of nahda artists —
Moustapha Farrouk, Cesar Gemayel, and Omar Onsi — positioned
their nudes within the context of revered Arabic, pre-Islamic
poetry. Although we do not know the precise motive for their
common interest in this scene it indicates a vibrant interchange
between visual and verbal arts, suggesting that classical Arabic
poetry remained an important reservoir of motifs and themes.
One critic noted in Al-Ma’rad in 1931 that contemporary poets
found any poem beyond thirty or forty verses “boring,” and full of
“empty words" [kalam la fa'ida wara'’ih]"® Against the notion that
a poem must tackle a specific topic and must have a narrative
beginning and an end, the critic trumpeted the work of “old poets;’
such as Imru’ al-Qais and Abu Nawas, whose work epitomized
“actual poetry” as opposed to a “a mere compilation of verses
expressing individual ideas!” In 1934 the precocious literary critic
Ra'if Khuri published a full study on Imru’ al-Qais. Khuri was a
regular contributor to A/-Makshuf, published by Fu'ad Hubaysh
(a leading nudist) and full of the writings of the League of Ten,
who, like Khuri, called for an end to traditionalism in literature.
The conflation of embattled Arabic poetry and the imported visual
genre of the Nude undermines any resort to the conventional
binaries, such as traditional/modern, East/West, or authentic/
imported, for explaining its rise.
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8 Unsigned, ‘Al-Tatawur
al-muntazir fi al-shi'r al-'arabi,”
[The Expected Development
of Arabic Poetry] Al-Ma'rad,
no. 944, April 5, 1931, 6.

In early 1929, when Moustapha Farrouk was planning his first
exhibition at the American University of Beirut, he envisioned
a composition that might incite broad support among his
compatriots for restructuring gender relations and involving the
active participation of women in urban social development. He
titled the picture “The Two Prisoners” [Al-Sajinan], and based it
on a European convention for representing the East: the Nude
odalisque. This was the image of a reclining woman in her
private chambers, or ‘vda. Yet, for the picture’s actual making,
Farrouk came to borrow not only a European convention for
representing the East but also a European body:

I set about making the picture, but | found it
difficult to imagine the correct positioning of
the thigh, as I wasn’t able to procure a“modéle”.
I had a foreign intellectual friend who used
to visit me, and that is how he found himself
confused before my canvas that he liked. I
explained my problem. He said nothing, but
the next morning | was surprised by the entry
of his young wife into my studio. After greeting
me she started taking off her clothes saying,
“My husband told me yesterday that you are
painting a picture and that you have been kept
from completing it due to not understanding a
portion of the body. So here I've come to put
myself at your service to make your picture.”
No sooner had she said this than she was
completely naked. Well, | started shaking,
but I got up and closed the door, afraid that
someone might come in and find us in this
state, in which case no power on Earth or in
the Heavens would rid him of the idea that we
were not innocent. | undertook my work until
I was finished. As a matter of fact, it pleased
her. Then she put her clothes back on and left
after I had thanked her for her favor (Tariqi ila
al-fann, p.171).

Between artists and audiences, notions of aesthetics,
gender, and space intertwined in paradoxical ways to form
the basis for an “Arab” modernity. Farrouk’s shaking before
the naked feminine body as well as his overcoming potential



social objections to female undress were key elements in the
process by which he formulated his modern visual critique
of his society. These responses came from the very fiber of
the painter’s being, from his own rootedness in a “local” way
of life. Yet, the resulting picture had to please both the self-
proclaimed “native son” [ibn al-balad] maker and the non-local
sitter. In other words, the nudes bridged the local and the
nonlocal. Their newness involved an element of dislocation,
by which non-local standards could evaluate local ones.
Cultures are not merged. Grounded actors use the alienness
of dislocated elements to create an opening — the sense of a
gap needing to be filled — in one cultural setting and allow for
another to interact with it.

It became a repeated refrain in newspaper reviews of Mandate-
era exhibitions that undressed models were scarce in the Arab
world (as if they were bountiful outside). Farrouk’s own teacher,
Habib Serour, employed a model, his cleaning lady whom,
according to art historian Maha Sultan, he first approached to
draw and later, after his wife objected to this practice and left
him, married. Rather than complain that models were “lacking”
in Mandate-era Arab capitals, we might well ask, why was
it so important to get the thigh right, or to deal with a living
body at all? One answer is that the quest to have nudes as
an artistic project, from model to canvas, treated modernity
as a processual, sensorial experience that artists underwent
again and again and then transferred to their audiences.
Farrouk experienced his modernity at the conjunction of his
trembling body and his steady paintbrush, whether in Rome
in his life-drawing class or in Beirut in his private studio.
Equally essential, however, was the sense of lack pervading
the modern subject’'s sensual experience. Farrouk’s pleasure
in painting nudes was marred by the knowledge that he almost
missed the opportunity to be modern due to the lack of local
conditions for enabling fine art. Notably, Farrouk attributes the
disrobing of his model not to his instigation (he needed her
thigh for his composition) but rather to her foreign national-
ethnic instincts. He thereby dislocates modernity even as
he enacts and experiences it. For the artist, contrasting his
society with a foreign society in terms of having or lacking
naked models worked as a strategic appeal. With it he invited
his consociates, both female and male, to converge on a new
way of living that if not locally present, had to potential be so.
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THE NUDIST MOVEMENT

In the 1930s Beirut was the center of a nudist movement. It
involved local and expat intellectuals, journalists, and artists
for whom nudism countered physical debilitation, political
corruption, and all forms of social falsity. The movement’s
launching point seems to be Fu'ad Hubaysh's loose translation
of a French “educational novel” that he published in 1930
as Rasul al-'ury [The Prophet of the Nude]. Michel Zakkur's
journal A/-Ma’'rad provided Hubaysh and others a forum for
discussing the benefits of nudism. (See Hubaysh’s analysis of
Peter Kirten's serial killing in Dusseldorf.) The film La Marché
au soleil, directed by Hubert Schonger in 1932, played in
downtown Beirut in 1934 at the Olympia cinema. It portrayed
life in a German nudist colony, and it focused on nudism’s
moral, physical, and social benefits. It was considered
shocking at the time, but it was not censored. In early 1935
Hubaysh founded A/-Makshuf newspaper — the title means
uncovered, revealed — which was rife with “pornographic”
imagery and literature. It was also an important forum for art
coverage and criticism, and this overlap shows how visual
art was integrated in other art forms as well as in social
movements of the period. Most interestingly, local artists
associated with the nudist movement, such as the Polish
émigré Jean Kober (active in Beirut from the late 1920s),
maintained prominence and were entrusted with teaching
art to the children of local elites including the Bayduns and
Misks. These facts are striking given that just a few years
earlier, Khalil Saleeby’s assassins had presumed to appeal to
public sentiment by asserting in their defense that Saleeby’s
nudes indicated a corrupt morality and justified their crime.
That prominent families did not object to their daughters
studying with such an easy target for the label of “pervert”
contradicts the sense many have developed of a monolithic,
homogeneously conservative society in the aftermath of the
Ottoman Empire, fighting colonial occupation.

THE GENDERED NUDE:
ENGENDERING MARGINALIZATION

Academic art training in the European beaux-arts academies
prized anatomical study, following the dominant Christian
humanist belief that mankind was made in God's image
and thus was the closest source for understanding God's
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Advertisement for Rasul al-'ury
[The Prophet of the Nude] that
appeared in Al-Ma rad journal
(Beirut) repeatedly throughout
1930. It specifies that the
buyer's request will not be met
without the correct amount.
(Hala Bizri Collection)
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glory. Male models were at first more common than female
models in the ltalian ateliers where the early generations of
painters such as Daoud Corm, Habib Serour, or Moustapha
Farrouk studied. However, the trend to treat the beaux-arts
as a symbol of modern advancement increasingly invested
the production of nakedness with sexual significance.
The human body needed to be intellectually overcome,
that is idealized, and physically overcome, that is sexually
repudiated. Art historians have shown how this led to
the foregrounding of the female nude and the exclusion
of women from art training in ltalian, French, and British
academies. By contrast, in the areas that exited the
Ottoman empire and became Arab nations, women were
at first more active as artists in training. The introduction of
drawing lessons into educational curricula was based on
a notion of women's special, sensitive role in society, but
also on colonial theories for creating an obedient, rational
populace. This ambivalence when it came to the importation
of drawing lessons led to the division of art production into
two separate categories: amateur and professional.

While drawing was introduced into local society to cultivate
human resource potential, i.e. young girls and boys, in its
public applications, it was also linked to allegedly natural
feminine capacities and concern for social improvement.
The poet Muhammad Kamil Shu'aib expressed a common
theme when he argued in 1922 that the logic of essential
sexual difference required that society benefit fully from
the gifts particular to each sex. A woman's duties were
to care for her home and raise her children in a way that
best exploited their hidden talents and nourished their
good manners, and thereby help humanity distinguish itself
from the world of beasts. Marie Yanni, the editor of Minirva
women’s magazine, explained in her 1927 discussion of
“the refinement of young girls” that all arts awaken the
senses but the visual arts are the most readily accessible
as a universal language. Therefore, she continues, without
great intellectual development, and because they possess
senses naturally stronger than boys’, girls who engage with
fine art will have implanted in them a love of beauty that
they are best suited to transmit to the broader population.
This role demanded an educational program for girls
that gave greater attention to aesthetic matters. A few
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wataniyya [nationalist] schools like Al-Ahliyya, as opposed
to ajnabiyya [foreign] ones, enrolled young girls in the
project of becoming strong, observant, self-reliant, patriotic,
aesthetically attuned members of their society through
teaching them to draw.

In the early 1930s, a handful of women in Beirut studied
and exhibited as amateurs. The resident Polish artist Jean
Kober gave private lessons to daughters and wives of
bureaucrats such as Blanche ‘Ammun, Mrs. Bart, Marie
Hadad, and Gladys Shuqgair. Georges Cyr taught Aimee
Kuri. Moustapha Farrouk taught Nadia Baydun. According
to a list in his private papers, Omar Onsi gave private
lessons a Mme Skuthanovo, a Mme Kovalanko, a Mlle Yazgi,
a Mlle Shalhoub, and a Mlle Sonia Akjayan, a Ms. Moore,
and Saloua Raouda Choucair.

These women fared well with the art critics. In December
1930 the young female students of Jean Kober participated
with Farrouk, Onsi, Gemayel and others in a collective show
at the Ecole des Arts et Métiers, as did the school-aged
girls Asine Mubarak and Shafiqa al-Husami. Their work
received positive mention in A-Ma‘rad’s lengthy report on
the event, and, according to Helen Khal, in the French-
language magazine Tout the claim was even made that “the
only local painters who succeed in being very good, who
have done interesting things and remain original, are the
women.” Yet this early momentum was not sustained. At
the government-sponsored 1938 Salon des Amis des Arts,
only four women — Marie Hadad, Blanche ‘Ammun and two
French residents — appear to have shown. The organizers
argued that they had to be selective about who could show
if the exhibition was to provide an educational experience
for visitors. When ‘Ammun held a solo show that same year
at the Saint Georges Hotel she was identified in one journal
as “an amateur in picturing” At the 1940 Salon des Amis
des Arts, only ‘Ammun and Hadad still showed among the
“lady-painters” By the late 1940s, the exhibition of female
amateurs, or indeed any amateurs, at state-sponsored
events was a thing of the past. As Elizabeth Thompson
notes of this period of socio-political struggle, men and
women's anxieties about gender tended to feed into each
other. If one aspect of that anxiety was the female nudes
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painted over and over by male painters, another aspect
was the newly discovered necessity of drawing lessons for
children, especially girls. The role of the amateur was both
to index the omnipresence of aesthetic capacity in a society
and to encourage its expansion. Such a figure was not a
professional because she was not a specialist; she was too
riven by social obligations, too split by social identities and
traversed by multiple discourses to be exclusively identified
with the practice of fine art and with the monological model
of genius that it celebrated.
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Marie Hadad

Female Nude Seated

on a Blue Stool, pre-1934
Oil on canvas (reproduction)
66.7 x 94.6 cm

(Dahesh Museum of Art,
New York. DM 112)

THE NUDE AND THE MUSLIM SCOUTS

Following the path of the Nudes through the Mandate-run
Arab countries leads, perhaps unexpectedly, to scouts’
jamborees. Scouts and Nudes were brought together by a
concern for creating the modern, heterosexual, sovereign
male citizen. Both the practice of scouting and the painting
of nudes required overcoming physical limitations and
challenging conventional ways of belonging to public
space. Both were concerned with refashioning a masculinity
shattered by colonialism into one worthy of modernity.
Starting in the early 1910s, the scouting movement
borrowed ideas developed for the British invasion of South
Africa (1899-1902) to cultivate local youth who were
self-reliant, observant of their surroundings, versatile, and
curious: in short, “objective” Upholding the motto, “Be
Prepared” [kun musta’iddan], scouts explicitly contrasted
their disciplined physical fitness and rugged adaptability to
the effeminate dependency and vulnerability they associated
with the prototypical Ottoman dandy. The ideal manliness
that the scouts sought through improvised interaction with
rural nature was decidedly heterosexual, thus reaffirming the
division of society into binary genders as a constant theme
in the scouts’ narration of their adventures.

This attention to the sensual self has escaped the focus of
the few studies of scouting, but the fact that two of Mandate
Lebanon’s foremost painters were Muslim Scouts compels
a consideration of this connection. Both Omar Onsi and
Moustapha Farrouk were Muslim Scouts, and the Muslim
Scouts’ ceremony honoring Farrouk’s earning of a professional
degree from the Roman Royal Academy of Arts included a
painting of a topless woman (now lost). lts academic style
indexed not only the artist's entrepreneurial initiative in
overcoming social obstacles and receiving training, but also
his interest in close observation and rational interaction with
the physical world. Moreover, his initiative and mobility indexed
in this type of representation supported the idea that men of
the modern [al-‘asr al-hadith] era should be comfortable in
new surroundings, which they literally “scout out” Meanwhile,
colonial authorities eyed the scouts warily, sometimes agreeing
that scouting physically and sensually disciplined young men
(see the article in La Syrie, a pro-Mandate paper, arguing that
scouting prevents onanism), and sometimes worrying that
scouts had overly nationalist agendas.
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The Mandate era was certainly not the first time nudes appeared
in the Arabic-speaking lands. How and to what degree did
Mandate-era painters tie their work to ongoing artistic practices?
As models for developing their approach, did they take examples
by local predecessors (or by the Istanbul school, where Namik
Ismail, Feyhaman Duran, and Avni Lifij had introduced the nude
several years before)? Or did they deliberately change the format,
painterly technique, iconography, or other aspects to suggest how
viewers were to integrate the pictures into their self-understanding
as post-Ottoman, modern subjects?
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Khalil Gibran is perhaps the best-known painter of the
Nude associated with Lebanon. Although his pictures were
not exhibited in Lebanon during his lifetime, they were well
circulated through distribution of his books. Better known
locally were Habib Serour and Khalil Saleeby, both of
whom are credited with a large corpus of Nude paintings
along with significant influence on their successors. Their
contemporaries Jean Dibs (d. 19382), Yusuf Ghussub, and
Khalil Al-Ghurayyib seem to have done nudes as well but
are less remembered and less accessible today. All showed
at Beirut's 1921 Industrial Fair. Saleeby’'s Nu au dos can
be seen in postcards of Alfred Tarazi's stand at the Fair.
The journalist for Lisan al-Hal announces the audience’s
great appreciation of Saleeby’s work but does not mention
his nudes in particular. Apparently some viewers who
encountered Khalil Al-Ghurayyib’s paintings of women
with exposed breasts demanded they be removed, but
what they objected to was the women’s emaciation — they
represented mothers during the 1915-18 famine — and not
their nakedness.

Arabic-speaking journalists in the 1920s and 30s did have
problems with the painting of nudes — not for their lack of
clothing but for the overall social lack they seemed to index.
Kamal al-Nafi for example, writing in 1929 in the Beirut-based
Al-Ahwal, took Farrouk’s Al-Sajinan as a sign of the obstacles
facing women’s public incorporation and civic equality in
Mandate Lebanon:

[The Eastern woman] glances at her companion
in prison, a small bird placed in a cage that
sings sad songs that bring pain to the heart, the
songs of the eternal prisoner. For they are both,
verily, prisoners whose counsel still, to this very
day, fights to defend their cause before public
opinion.*

Al-Nafi spoke to an audience intensely involved in the debate
over women's suffrage, among other contentious components
of Mandate Lebanon’s political and economic character. Al-

4 Kamal al-Nafi, “Ma’rad
Farrukh fi al-jami'a al-
amirikiyya” [Farrukh's
Exhibition at the American
Universityl, Al-Ahwal,

Junet, 1929, Hani Farroukh

Archives, Beirut, Lebanon.
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Nafi's article had opened with expressions of doubt that Beirut
could even host a fine art exhibition. In response to learning
that a “native [watani] painter” was holding an exhibition at
AUB, he says he exclaimed, “Don’t be crazy! Do you think
you're in Venice or in one of the elevated cities of the West?!"
With the trope of teleological change guiding his review, al-
Nafi warns that people can have contemporaneity [mu’asaral
without novelty [hadathal. Merely living in “this very day” does
not guarantee living the life of an “elevated city” He then calls
on his readers to conform to the demands of mu’'asara, to
demonstrate their parity within linear time and their ability to
embrace new gender relations by engaging in gendered art
appreciation. They should attend shows, support a Art, and
not leave aesthetic uplift to “the foreigners in charge! The
stakes for “giving a Art its due” are high, according to al-Nafi:
“In so doing, they would show that they are a living people
truly striving for freedom.

Many art reviewers similarly combined a critique of their political
situation with praise for the aesthetic stimulation the Nude
genre offered urban viewers. In writing about the group show
at the Ecole des Arts et Métiers in Beirut in 1930, A/-Ma’rad’s
reviewer quoted intellectual and reformer Rushdi Ma'luf for his
argument that the epitome of the “successful modern picture”
was the painting of zalitat [uncovered feminine things], in their
undeniably “desire-provoking positions,” because they had “an
impact in refining characters that velvet and silken clothes cannot
for the way they camouflage’® Likewise, Sidon-based writer
Maurice Dibbana, reviewing Farrouk’s studio in 1932, asserted
that the sublimation of heterosexual masculine desires into a
graphic “avalanche of hips, thighs, breasts, and shoulder-blades”
demonstrated the “discipline of the fire of the artist before the
nude model"®

In this politically fraught period, journalist after journalist
contrasted artists’ works with those of politicians to argue
that, given the failure of other motivations and social controls,
aesthetic sensibility could be the basis of responsible urban
behavior. What emerged eventually was a theme of denial:
taking each instance of a nude as an exception worked in
favor of the larger claim that this art movement was still
insufficient. Thus, fine-art nudes revealed that a hurdle existed
that viewers themselves were challenged to remove.

40

5 Jawaba, “Al-Musawwirun
al-wataniyyun wa al-ajanib
ya'ridun atharahum al-
fanniyya” [Native and Foreign
Artists Exhibit their Artistic
Works], Al-Ma’rad 935,
January 22, 1931, 8-9.

)

Maurice Debbaneh, “Une
tournée dans le studio dans
un quart d’heure avec le
peintre Moustapha Farroukh”
[A Studio Visit in a Quarter
of an Hour with the Painter
Mustafa Farrukh], L'Orient,
December 13, 1932, 1.

To define their society as urbane, modern, and worthy of
independence, artists such as Farrouk and Onsi affiliated
themselves with academic beaux-arts painting, positing it as
a standard for modern life and social change. However, not
all their consociates were equally enthusiastic about the
genealogy and justifications for local art-making that these and
other artists proposed. The eminent calligrapher Nasib Makarim
openly denigrated them, in a 1931 interview where he asserted
that his work surpassed his peers’ in precision and composition
but that it was held back by its being Eastern (sharqi). His
interviewer added, “This is the fate of any creation that does
not come to us from overseas or from a French hand."”

One pupil of Onsi and Farrouk, Saloua Raouda Choucair,
eventually articulated resistance to the nude with more
cogency and vehemence. First, in a lecture in 1947 to the
Arab Cultural Club on “The Art of Picturing among the
Greeks" [Fann al-taswir ‘and al-yunan], she asserted that the
realistic representation of mundane life, which is the basis of
the nude, amounted to the achievement of a “healthy, naive
child"®If Greeks based their art on the human body, that was
because, she argued, “they stayed away from complicated
principles out of fear of them!” Legend has it that Choucair first
formulated her rejection of the nude in response to the claim
Charles Malik made in a philosophy class she was auditing at
the American Univeristy of Beirut (19483-44), that Arabs did
not know the arts [/lam ya'rifuna al-funun] because they did
not treat the nude. Though the statement is undocumented in

7 ‘Issa Mikhail Saba,
“Sa’a fi maktab al-ustaz
Makarim” [An Hour in the
Office of Mr. Makarim),
Al-Ma’rad 996,
February 29, 1933, 19.

®

Saloua Raouda Choucair,
“Fann al-Taswir ‘and al-
yunan” [The Art of Picturing
among the Greeks), Al-Adib
7 (2 February 1948): 9-14.
Page 14.
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Malik's writings, it does fit the prevailing Grecophilia among
Mandate-era Arab intellectuals.

Moreover, there are several works in Choucair's oeuvre that
seem to speak to her frustrations with the double role women
had to assume in making art in this tradition. The first is a tiny oil
painting on wood (dated 1943) that Choucair called Scuiptor
Destroys Realism. A stocky sculptor swings a heavy mallet at an
armless marble torso of a woman, reminiscent of ancient Greco-
Roman statuary. Two more sculptures stand in the background
as if awaiting their turn. The curved forms of the sculptor's body
suggest the feminine, and indeed, with her grayed but shiny skin,
she seems to be a bloated version of the statuary. This visual
resemblance lends credence to the possibility that the picture
shows a female artist in the act of destroying artistic renditions
of womanhood. A later gouache more clearly conflates woman
as artist and as art, and denaturalizes the relationship between
the act of female modeling and the creation of art. An unclothed
female figure with Choucair's facial features is seated frontally
on a low diwan. She has adopted a classic model pose that
opens her bare chest to full scrutiny. Beside her is a much
smaller bearded male figure in a jallabiya and a turban and
mounted on a thin pedestal, looking at the female and gesturing
with one index finger pointing to the ground. Inscribed behind
the female figure's head is the word subhan, from the phrase
“subhan al-khaliq [may the Creator be glorified]” uttered by
the pious in acknowledgement of an especially awe-inspiring
entity or event. Yet the created spectacle emphasizes instead
the degree to which the human artist deformed the model as
a woman. Rendered in the fragmented, denaturalized style
Choucair developed while attending Léger's atelier, this self-
image is an ironic counterpart to the male figurine representing
the golden age of Arab rationalism. While she has classically
desirable features, from her face to her pubic hair, she is hardly
restored to wholeness by the artistic act but rather breaks
herself into schematic bits under the Arab philosopher’s gaze.
As in Onsi's A 'exposition, a scene that encompasses both
viewer and viewed calls into question the act of looking and
what it reveals about the female subject seen. The figurine-
philosopher’'s gaze, unlike Farrouk's gaze at the lascivious
housewife in The Two Prisoners, cannot restore or naturalize
her. Caught between the need to be art and the need to create
art, the female subject splits.
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Conference

On the occasion of the exhibition The Arab Nude: The Artist as
Awakener, AUB Art Galleries will organize a one-day conference
on March 11, 2016. The conference invites students, scholars,
and the public to engage in a discussion of the genre of the Nude
and on its significance for the local historical and cultural context.

College Hall Auditorium B
10 am till 6 pm

LIST OF ORGANIZERS AND PARTICIPANTS
Hala Auji (American University of Beirut)

Saleem Al-Bahloly (Forum Transregionale Studien in Berlin)
Hala Bizri (Editions Snoubar Bayrout)

Nadia Bou Ali (American University of Beirut)
Jean Colombain (Independent Researcher, Cairo)
Elka Correa (Aix-Marseille University)

Octavian Esanu (American University of Beirut)
Michelle Hartman (McGill University)

Silvia Naef (University of Geneva)

Nadia Radwan (University of Bern)

Kirsten Scheid (American University of Beirut)
Dina Ramadan (Bard College)

30-minute presentations followed by discussions

March 11, 2016

Introductory Remarks: Kirsten Scheid and Octavian Esanu

Hala Auji (American University of Beirut)
“Early Representations of Nudity in Arabic Periodicals”

Nadia Bou Ali (American University of Beirut)
“Bare Language: From the Hysteric to the Nude”

Hala Bizri (Editions Snoubar Bayrout)
“Nudism, for a Better Life”

Kirsten Scheid (American University of Beirut)
“Art Criticism: Of Nudes Barely There”

Discussant: Michelle Hartman (McGill University)

Lunch

Silvia Naef (University of Geneva)
“Of Naked Bodies and Nudes - Arab Art Students and the Representation of
Female Bodies”

Nadia Radwan (University of Bern)
“Ideal Nudes and Iconic Bodies in the Works of the Egyptian Pioneers”

Elka Correa (Aix-Marseille University)
“The Feminine Nude as an Expression of Modernism through the Works of
Mahmud Mukhtar”

Jean Colombain (Independent Researcher, Cairo)

“The Art and Freedom Group Laid Bare: Surrealism and Intense Desire in Egypt

(1938-1948)”

Saleem Al-Bahloly (Forum Transregionale Studien in Berlin)
“Musallikha, or the Anti-Nude”

Discussant: Dina Ramadan (Bard College)

10:30am

10:30am - 1:30pm

1:30pm - 2:30pm

2:30pm - 5:30pm



ABSTRACTS OF PRESENTATIONS

Hala Auji (American University of Beirut)
Early Representations of Nudity in Arabic Periodicals

In this paper | will examine visual representations of

female nudity in the corpus of newspaper and journal
articles published in Beirut (and New York by Arab Syrian
communities) from the early 1900s to the early 1930s, in
the French mandate state of Greater Lebanon. In particular, |
will consider the ways in which the discourse on the subject
(ingrained in shifting attitudes towards gender, sexuality, and
visual practices) was framed in these publications, as well
as the sociocultural distinctions that were made regarding
nudity and “the nude” within the realm of artistic production
via the work of artists in Mandate-era Beirut. Depictions of
nudity in publications, books, paintings, and art objects from
the late 19" to early 20" centuries, which were rare and
tended to fall within the realm of satire and erotica, will also
be taken into account, in order to explore the ways in which
broader sociopolitical transformations altered local Arab

conversations on the depictions and display of the nude form.

Saleem Al-Bahloly (Forum Transregionale Studien in Berlin)
Musallikha, or the Anti-Nude

One day in 2003, a member of the militia of Mugtada al-
Sadr passed by the shop of barber/artist Basim al-Shakir in
Baghdad. He noticed a sketch of a statue of Venus that al-
Shakir had sketched many times at the Institute of Fine Arts
in Baghdad when a student there in the 1950s. The militant
condemned Basim for drawing what he described not as a
nude but “a piece of meat” [musallikha], and for doing so in
a place where it could incite the desire of young men.

This presentation reflects on the genre of the nude in the
Arab world by tracing its ethical and conceptual limits.

It sets the torture of an artist, in the aftermath of the
American invasion of 2003, by a member of the Mahdi
Army against the backdrop of the female body in the
cultural revival of the nahda, when a practice of modern
art was first established in Baghdad. In the context of that
earlier project, the artist Jawad Salim recovered the nude

from its modernist demise by transforming the female body
into a formula for vitality. Abstracted from its genealogy in
ancient statuary and the figure of the bather, the female
body was outlined in hard triangles and sensuous arcs
that do not so much depict a body as symbolize desire

— the desire of the artist but also a broader desire for life
characteristic of the nahda.

On the one side, then, the nude is bound by its status as a
signifier. Yet, in the aftermath of the American invasion, with
the modern art that came into existence in Baghdad on the
verge of obliteration, the nude is bound by the interdiction
against the elicitation of desire and the injunction to
“command what is right and to deny what is wrong.”
Comprising the theological basis of the Islamic Revival,

it authorizes the violence perpetrated against Basim for
drawing the nude. This presentation moves between the
nahda and the Islamic Revival, reflecting on the possibilities
and impossibilities of representing the nude body at
different moments.

Hala Bizri (Editions Snoubar Bayrout )
Nudism, for a Better Life

In order to provide a context for the conference’s focus

on the genre of the nude in visual art, this presentation

will discuss the “The Prophet of The Nude," which is both
the title of a book that appeared in Beirut in 1931 and the
name given by fans to its author, Fu'ad Hubaysh. Hubaysh,
who was also an art critic and friend of many of the artists
exhibited in our show today, was the pioneer of the nudist
movement in Lebanon that began in the late 1920s.

The presentation will analyze Hubaysh's perspective on
womanhood, sexual freedom, and the meaning of nudism. Its
primary sources are Hubaysh's own writings: his articles on
nudism, his translation of a French “educational novel” about
nudism, his newspaper, A-Makshuf, and a series of unsigned
novellas attributed to him. The paper will also examine

the transition of A/-Makshufin 1936, the year when the
newspaper transcended its “nude literature” (al-adab al-ary)
format to become a literary and cultural forum.



Nadia Bou Ali (American University of Beirut)
Bare Language: From the Hysteric to the Nude

Early twentieth-century discussions in the local Arabic
press of Beirut around the Nude indicate that the
genre oscillates between acceptance — seen as a form
of unveiling of the woman, of setting her free rather
than owning her privately, as a private property — and
an unleashing of sexual energies that are potentially
transformational for society. The Nude, as a topic of
discussion and subject of painting in early 20%-century
Beirut, emerges as a symptom of a crisis in patriarchal
ideology that had begun already during the nineteenth-
century liberalization of the Ottoman world. Starting
from the Lacanian insight into the “sexual masquerade”
that exposes how subjectivity is constituted in a duel
between lack and loss, this paper traces a dividing line
from perceptions of the Arabic language as a feminized
object and cause of desire to early twentieth-century
discourses on nudity. This path, | show, begins with the
exaltation of feminine subjectivity as the only subjectivity,
and leads to its self-impoverishment. The exaltation of
feminine subjectivity that had emerged from a crisis

of patriarchy led to a reduction of the feminine into

an abstract potentiality delimited by a historicity that

is confined to the biological limits of the body, to the
individual human organism floating naked in the chroma
of skin color. The excesses of nineteenth-century
nahda discourses on femininity, which the presentation
analyzes through Ahmad Faris al-Shidyaq's writings,
are absorbed into twentieth-century nude depictions
within the beaux arts: it is only in the latter that the body
emerges as affect to cover the cracks of the unfulfillable
desires of subjectivity.

Jean Colombain (Independent Researcher)
The Art and Freedom Group Laid Bare: Surrealism and Intense
Desire in Egypt (1938-1948)

By examining the works and exhibitions of the Art
and Freedom group, the presentation will show how

the Egyptian surrealists instilled a certain voyeuristic
curiosity in the minds of their audience, working to
uncover desire, denounce sexual frustration, and
promote sexual education. The surrealists often depicted
women, and their human figures were often emotionless,
naked, and distorted.

Elka Correa (Aix-Marseille University)
The Feminine Nude as an Expression of Modernism through the
Works of Mahmud Mukhtar

In Europe, academic sculpture drew its sources

from Antiquity. While the male nude was seen as an
opportunity to show the artist’s skill in representing
human anatomy, feminine depictions were the pretext for
mastering the treatment of drapery. Even if the feminine
nude had always existed, in many cases its nudity was
only partial. By the 19th century we observe more
feminine nudes, but it was Aristide Maillol (1861-1944)
who would make female nudity the main subject of his
work. By doing this, female nudity became intrinsically
associated with modernism.

It was through orientalist paintings that the feminine nude
was popularized within artistic circles in the Middle East.
As Kirsten Scheid remarks in her article “Necessary
Nudes", nudity in the Arab world was related to the desire
for novelty but mostly it was linked to modernization.
Mukhtar, who was studying in France during the interwar
period, was familiar with Maillol's statues, which became
a reference for his own work. In this presentation, |
analyze the way in which the Egyptian sculptor depicts
nudity in works such as A Treasure Trove in the Valley

of the Kings (1926), Isis (1929) or The Bride of the

Nile (1929). The female bodies represented by Mukhtar
detach themselves from the sensuality of odalisque, thus
from orientalism. In this way the Egyptian sculptor is
closer to the modernist sculptors of his time. The female
bodies that he represents are slender and deprived of
voluptuousness, contrary to his dressed figures, some of
which are more sensual than the nudes.



Silvia Naef (University of Geneva)
0f Naked Bodies and Nudes - Arab Art Students and the
Representation of Female Bodies

Starting from Moustapha Farrouk’s own description of his
first confrontation with a naked female, posing at the Fine
Arts School in Rome, this article will try to trace back how
Arab art students, in the 1920s, dealt with this compulsory
academic exercise and how they managed to include

nudity in their art shows. My basic idea is to explore first the
students'’ files at the Fine Arts Academy in Rome, which was
a sort of “passage obligé” for artists from all over the Eastern
Mediterranean. At the same time as Moustapha Farrouk,
Raghib ‘Ayyad and Yusuf Kamil from Egypt were studying in
Rome; the Iraqi Fa'iq Hassan also studied there a few years
later, as well as Jawad Salim. Many of these artists’ nudes
are known only from this very early time. My idea is to explore
their files and, in addition to the (scarce) published material
known to me at present, to try to provide a sort of “mapping”
of what their production might have been at an early stage of
their career, looking also for evidence in local press reports
(as this is recorded namely for Moustapha Farrouk).

Nadia Radwan (University of Bern)
Ideal Nudes and Iconic Bodies in the Works of the Egyptian Pioneers

Nude paintings and sculptures were widespread in Egypt at
the beginning of the 20th century. By the 1920s and 1930s,
artworks featuring nudity were regularly exhibited in galleries
and in the annual Cairo Salon organized by the Society of
Fine Arts Lovers, published in the press. The study of the
nude was also an integral part of the academic curriculum
of the School of Fine Arts in Cairo, established in 1908. The
so-called “pioneers,’ including the sculptor Mahmud Mukhtar
as well as the painters Mahmud Sa‘id and Muhammad Najj,
produced numerous nudes, which embody the pictorial

and intellectual reflections of their time. This presentation
proposes to explore the Egyptian pioneers’ investigation

of the nude genre through visual creations that acted as
metaphors for the nationalist claims and new identities
generated by the politics of the nahda renaissance project.

It also attempts to address the question of the reception of
nudes by their viewers, which included the main subject of
the artworks, namely Egyptian women.

Kirsten Scheid (American University of Beirut)
Art Criticism: Of Nudes Barely There

It is one thing to assert that nude artworks were practiced
and widely displayed by former Ottoman, now colonized
subjects. It is another thing to consider how the artworks
were received by critics and audiences. While visual analyses
give us a sense of the affiliations artists pursued, discourse
analyses can insert those affiliations into socio-political
projects that exceeded individual intentions or professional
ambitions. This paper considers instances of art criticism

in the Arabophone press between 1920 and 1940 to look
at how nudes were invited into ongoing social struggles,
and how those struggles insisted on seeing the artworks as
just “barely there! Tacking between visual and discursive
analyses, the paper offers a methodology for considering the
importance of style and genre in social production.
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