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About Barjeel

Barjeel Art Foundation is an independent, United
Arab Emirates-based initiative established to manage,
preserve and exhibit the personal art collection of
Sultan Sooud Al Qassemi.

The foundation’s guiding principle is to contribute to
the intellectual development of the art scene in the
Gulf region by building a prominent, publicly accessible
art collection in the UAE. Part of this objective involves
developing a public platform to foster critical dialogue
around modern and contemporary art, with a focus on
artists with Arab heritage internationally.

By hosting in-house exhibitions, lending artwork to
international forums, producing print as well as online
publications, and fashioning interactive public pro-
grammes, the Barjeel Art Foundation strives to serve as
an informative resource for modern and contemporary
art locally and on the global stage. B
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The ritual prayer (salat) perfectly demonstrates
the symbiotic relationship between spirituality
and embodiment.
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Rite, spirit and art in Islam

Text by Feras Q. Hamza

In considering ‘the artistic’ in an
Islamic context, the observer must
bear two things in mind. First, the
geographical broadness within which
that cultural singularity ‘Islam” endured
meant that its artistic refractions were
as diverse as the peoples who partici-
pated in its venture.Were it not for its
unfamiliarity, a better way of referring
to artistic production in this context
would be to call it “Islamicate’, a term
coined by the late historian of Islam,
Marshall Hodgson, to denote all artis-
tic creation conceived and produced in
lands where Islam was culturally domi-
nant, but not necessarily by Muslims
alone. Whatever term we use, though,
that diversity was more often than not
aggregated by a unifying aesthetic
sensibility, an impulse to represent and
to celebrate the very source of artistic
inspiration. At their birth, the earliest
forms of Islamic artistic production,
calligraphy and architecture,employed
simplicity to evoke sublimity, attempt-
ing in a kind of hierophantic manner

Foreword

to interpret the esoteric that sat at the
other end of, and gave ultimate mean-
ing and substance to, human reality.
Such articulations should also be read
as explorations of possible ‘pathways’
back to divine origins, a quest to
understand the interface between the
human and the divine.

The second thing to be borne in mind
is the, unfortunately, ever lingering
misconception of the relationship
between Islam and the artistic, on

the one hand, and the relationship
between the religious law (shari‘a) and
spirituality, on the other. In neither
case is the relationship one of polarity,
but of intrinsic harmony, these duali-
ties being binaries of complementarity
and not of contrariety. In its search for
‘truth’, art looks as much to the sacred
as it does to the profane, engaging
with the physical as it seeks to tap into
the metaphysical, so much so that in
great works of art the categories are
delicately and subtly collapsed. It is
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In his “Venture of Islam”, Marshall Hodgson
coined the term “Islamicate”
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not in frivolity that in the vernacular of
artistic appreciation, a person may be
heard to deem such and such a work
as ‘divine’, even as the work itself is
clearly ‘mundane’ in its genesis and
the observer intends no pious remark.

Analogously, in devotional terms,
Islamic religiosity marries the legal-
ritual with the spiritual, demanding
that religious practice entail body and
spirit, rite and reflection.

The earliest individual and communal
rite in Islam, the ritual prayer (salat)
demonstrates precisely this symbiotic
relationship between spirituality and
embodiment. Punctuated as it is with
acts of submission (islam) in the form
of genuflexions and prostrations, the
ritual prayer epitomises the orienta-
tion of the soul to its source of being:
the body moves to orient the soul.
Indeed, the very fact that— according
to Muslim tradition— the ritual prayer
was ordained during the Prophet’s
miraculous ascension (mi‘raj) through
the heavens meant that these physical
movements were invested with spiri-
tual moment from the outset, serving

as the symbolic yet practical means by
which every Muslim worshipper forever
there after could seek to reorient their
body-soul towards its spiritual origins.
The same spiritual consciousness can
be said to accompany all of the other
central Muslim devotions (the fast, the
alms and the pilgrimage), as has been
succinctly captured by Michael Sells in
his anthology, Early Islamic Mysticism.

All of this spiritual content was ground-
ed first and foremost in the Qur’an: a
text, which, while stipulating a set of
religious precepts (shari‘a)to define
the communal rhythm of social life, is
in fact mostly concerned with instill-
ing in its reader consciousness of a
higher reality (haqiqa). It would have
been inconceivable that this sacred
text should have inspired so much
intellectual, mystical and even artistic
creativity had it merely been a legalistic
text. A principal reason that the Qurian
continues to hold the attention of its
devotees and to inspire them intel-
lectually, spiritually, and artistically is
the effect that it achieves through an
extraordinary phonetic and syntactical
structure, employing unique rhetorical

devices, cadence and metaphor,
amongst other things, to produce
enduring sounds and images that have

resonated across time and geographies.

It is these evocations of the sacred text
that have nourished individual reflec-
tion, pious remembrance, and spiritual
contemplation; it is these very con-
figurations of sound and meaning that
continue to constitute the immense
auditory impact of Qur’anic recitation.
The text is replete with examples of
such moments, but we limit ourselves
to one. A striking example comes in a
well-known passage called ‘the light
verse’. (Qurian 24:35):

“God is the light of the heavens and
the earth. The likeness of His light is as
a niche wherein is a lamp, the lamp in
a glass, the glass as though it were a
glittering star lit from a blessed tree,
an olive (tree) that is neither of the
east nor of the west, whose oil would
almost glow even if no fire touched it;
light upon light; God guides to His light
whom He will and God strikes simili-
tudes for humankind, and God has
knowledge of everything.”

—author’s translation
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“..almost without
exception the major
figures of Islamic
scholasticism were all
In one way or another
affiliated with spiri-
tual paths (tariqgah).”

Muslims, already from the time of

the Prophet, came to realise that the
Qur’an was a multi-layered and multi-
dimensional text, and that within and
beneath the letter of the text subsisted
deeper truths and higher realities,
which could be experienced through
repeated recitation, reflection, and
interiorisation. Such a realisation is
recorded for us in sundry reports from
prominent companions and relatives
of the Prophet, such as Umar b. Al
Khattab, Ali b. AbiTalib, Ibn Abbas
and IbnMas‘ud. In one version, to Ibn
Mas‘ud, every one of the seven letters
(ahruf) of the Qurian is said to have
‘an exterior’ (zahr) and an ‘interior’

(batn), a ‘limit’ (hadd) and a ‘look-out
point’ (muttala®) (Al Tabari, Jami* Al
Bayan). In yet another report, attributed
to Ali b. Abi Talib, ‘Every verse of the
Qur'an has four kinds of meanings, an
outward sense (zahir), an inner sense
(batin), a limit (hadd) and a look-out
point (muttala’) (Al Sulami, Haga'iq Al
Tafsir). And while the later scholastic
tradition offered varying interpreta-
tions of what these reports indicated, it
was clear that there were levels to the
sacred text that spoke to the level of
its addressee. Ja'far Al Sadiq (d. 765),
whom Sufi tradition credits with some
of the earliest mystical teachings, is
reported to have said: “The Book of
God has four things: clear expression
(ibara), allusion (ishara), subtleties
(lata’if) and realities (haqa’iq). The
clear expression is for the common
man (‘awamm), the allusion is for the
elite (khawass), the subtleties for the
friends [of God] (awliya’), and the real-
ities are for the prophets (anbiya’).”

- Al Sulami, Haga'iq Al Tafsir

So powerful was this aspect of the
Qur’an that spiritual praxis was
enshrined as a fundamental and vital

accompaniment to the ritual obser-
vances. The true consummation of the
religious life for practitioners was to
seek greater spiritual awareness; and
this could only be done by the disci-
plining of the soul through the body.
That is why we see that in the historical
record the earliest Muslims, by the
example of the Prophet, were engag-
ing in all manner of supererogatory
acts of worship. Spiritual praxis would
ultimately be formalised and institu-
tionalised, in what became known as
Sufism.Indeed, spirituality became a
modality of Islamic life. This spiritual,
or mystical tradition in Islam was as
vital as its intellectual and scholastic
ones, indeed more often than not
accompanying the latter across
history: almost without exception the
major figures of Islamic scholasticism
were all in one way or another affili-
ated with spiritual paths (farigah).
The harmonisation of the legal-ritual
and the spiritual is epitomised in the
life and work of a renowned 12th
century Muslim theologian by the
name of Abu Hamid Al Ghazali (d. 1117).
Al Ghazali composed a celebrated
treatise entitled Mishkat Al Anwar
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“..the totality of that
truth’ remains inef-
fable; the ineffable
cannot, ipso facto,
be encompassed by
‘expression’ but can
only be intimated. *

(Niche of Lights), a mystical treatise
that drew its inspiration from the very
same Qur’anic light verse alluded to
earlier. But Al Ghazali was also the
author of a seminal work entitled thya’
ulum al din (Revivifying Religious
Knowledge), a practical guide to the
believer that explained the necessity
of harmonising religious observances
with an ethical philosophy and a spiri-
tual psychology.Both of these works
by Al Ghazali were inspired, under-
pinned and driven by Qur’anic verses
and themes. And so as the centre-
piece of Islamic devotion, the Qurian
has always provided the spiritual im-
pulse in and the substance of Muslim

piety: its meanings are continuously
‘transferred’ through the various ways
in which it has been, and continues to
be, ‘embodied’ in rituals, recitational
performances and the daily sacred
referents of every Muslim devotee.

It is perhaps apt that in this brief
historical note we should have men-
tioned ‘light’, fundamental as it is

to the production of colour and the
perception of physical reality. In effect
what the Qur’an does in this similitude
of divine light is to take a familiar
phenomenon and use it to evoke an
unfamiliar image in order to commu-
nicate a higher truth. In alluding to the
reality of the higher truths, the Qurian
employs the very same language that
it employs to express explicitly clearer
images. Though qualitatively distinct,
art aspires to the same communicative
process: an artist can use the very
same tools to produce extremely
different expressions of an idea, one
tangible and familiar, another abstract
and unfamiliar, the former immedi-
ately perceptible, the latter requiring
sustained contemplation. And yet the
very object of discovery in both cases,

the totality of that ‘truth’ remains inef-
fable; the ineffable cannot, ipso facto,
be encompassed by ‘expression’ but
can only be intimated. The spirit of
artistic endeavour strives for this inef-
fable and seeks ways to translate it, to
carry intimations of it into this human
realm. And just as the cosmic spirit
(ruh), a central Qurianic theme, acts
as the mediator between the divine
and the human, the eternal and the
temporal, the ineffable and the word,
bridging two contiguous, perhaps
overlapping spheres of existence, so
the creative spirit that drives all art
and artistic composition must neces-
sarily act as such a ‘pathway’(fariq).
We might usefully recall at this conclu-
sion that in the theosophy of Sufism,
imagination was a faculty by which
humans could obtain knowledge,

just as they could obtain knowledge
from prophetic revelation and rational
thought. The world of ‘images’ (‘alam
al mithal), or the ‘imaginal world’,
constituted an intermediate realm
between the world of pure spirit and
the world of pure bodies. Imagination
drives art and is necessary to interpret
it: it is what opens up that tariq. B-
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Tariqah

The word Tarigah in Arabic translates into English as a
pathway or route. In addition to its more literal reference

as a physical path leading to a destination, tarigah can also
be used to describe a method to achieve a particular result.
In this way, the term encompasses both the path and the
process involved in reaching a destination or outcome.
References to tarigah often appear in Islamic tradition to
describe an individual’s inner spiritual journey attained
through the performance of certain practices.

A spiritual pathway may not be visible and requires an
intuitive understanding of a surrounding environment, both
internally and externally. While in Islamic tradition certain
principles are obligatory and constant, performance of these
principles is shaped by individual expression.

By aligning path with process, the term tarigah can imply
the act of making pathways. Art-making, in a similar sense,
can employ these two facets by translating ideas into
material forms; carving out a pathway for their expres-
sion. This exhibition showcases artists whose journeys of
invention concentrate on the different ways of viewing and
referencing Islamic tradition. Each artist featured in Tariqah
brings her/his own influences to pieces that are contempla-
tive and constructive. B-

Mandy Merzaban
Curator, Barjeel Art Foundation
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Abstraction as a Pathway

Text by Suheyla Takesh

Abstract art, as developed in Europe in the early part of the
20th century, explored non-representational qualities of
expression in search of the universal. In 1915 Piet Mondrian,
the pioneer of the Neoplastic movement and a proponent of
‘pure’ abstraction, wrote:

“When we show things in their outwardness (as they ordi-
narily appear), then indeed we allow the human, the indi-
vidual to manifest itself. But when we plastically express the
inward (through the abstract form of the outward), then we
come closer to manifesting the spiritual, therefore the divine,

»

the universal.”"

In 1926 this idea was taken further by the Russian originator
of Suprematism, Kazimir Malevich when he wrote the following:

“[Art] no longer wishes to illustrate the history of manners,
it wants to have nothing further to do with the object as such,
and believes that it can exist, in and for itself, without things.”

By abstracting nature and eliminating an alliance to time and
place, European Modernists aimed at stripping art of contex-
tual connotations and creating an international style - one that
could have relevance to audiences regardless of their heritage
and geography.

These goals are very similar to ones that Muslim artists
pursued as early as the gth century CE, by making geom-
etry their fundamental means towards artistic expression.
Geometry lied at the basis of calligraphic scripts, as well as
arabesque design and architectural surface ornamentation,
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An arabesque on the Casa del Doncel, Siglienza, Guadalajara, Spain

and was one of the pathways (or tarigah), which Muslim art-
ists used to abstract physical reality. In the study of “Islamic
Art”, this approach is very often attributed to aniconism and
a prescribed renouncement of figurative representation.
Meanwhile, the choice of geometry was a manifestation of a
conscious and well-founded artistic development triggered
by the Islamic faith.

To mediate on the considerations behind geometric composi-
tions conceived by Muslim artists, one can look into the nature
of an arabesque (rectilinear or spline-based). Both consist

of distinct geometrically constructed shapes (or units), which

can be repeated endlessly and which only through their unity
create a harmonious rhythmic presence. As very well noted
by historian and scholar Wijdan Ali in her book ‘What is
Islamic Art?’, the infinite nature of the arabesque is “the best
means to describe in art the doctrine of tawhid, or Divine
Unity”.® Being non-representational, it is a visual metaphor
for eternity, divine precision and calculated perfection.

The creation of such a pattern involves mental concentra-
tion and an act of solving complex mathematical challenges,
leading the artist’s mind away from the physical realm and
offering a pathway into a state of contemplation and spiritual
devotion. The systematic repetition of units echoes the rep-
etition of God’s ninety-nine names, as was also pointed out
by Ali, and further re-enforces parallels between the produc-
tion of art and an act of worship.

This approach goes beyond an attempt to re-present (or
emulate) the physical world and thus offers an artist an
opportunity to create without competing with the Creator.

It enabled the gth century artist to process outward appear-
ances of the physical world and translate them into a universal
language that traversed time and space. B-

' Serge Fauchereau, Mondrian and the neo-plastic utopia
(New York : Rizzoli, 1994)
2 Kazimir Malevich, The Non-Objective World: The Manifesto of Suprematism
(New York: Dover Publications, 2003)
3 Wijdan Ali, What is Islamic Art?
(Amman, Jordan : Royal Society of Fine Arts, 1998)
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ART, HISTORY AND GROWING UP
IN THE CITY OF JERUSALEM

Barjeel Art Foundation speaks with Kamal Boullata

Barjeel Art Foundation: You were born in Jerusalem and
you grew up there during a critical period of its modern
history; how do you see your city of birth and what role
did it play in shaping you and in inspiring your art?

Kamal Boullata: Jerusalem is the only city in the world
that has been marked by an eternal bond between
heaven and earth according to belief in all three mono-
theistic religions. As a child growing up within the walls
of its Old City, I learnt that our hometown’s Bab Al Silsileh
or ‘Gate of the Chain’ is the site that commemorates this
legendary link which, as a child, | always imagined seeing
as a ray of light streaming through a crack in a vault next
to the Gate.

Nowhere else do | know of where physical and meta-
physical manifestations seem to coalesce, or in which
myth and history have been so tightly woven together.
All that mysterious aura of the place had its human toll,
of course, as the soil and stones of the city have been
drenched with human blood since the dawn of time. For
centuries under Islam, however, during which my ances-
tors lived, their native city was known to have enjoyed
multi-ethnic and multi-religious conviviality.

Soon after coming to the world, | witnessed how the city
got ripped in two halves in 1948 and barbed wires were
erected all along my way to school as its Western part
fell under the military control of the newly-born Jewish
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Mount of Olives, Jerusalem, Palestine
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state while the Old City where | continued living had fallen
along with its Eastern environs under Jordan’s jurisdiction
until 1967. Though my generation of Muslim and Christian
Arabs had been condemned to exile, we continue to cher-
ish the memory of the city’s Arab heritage which never
ceased to be a source of inspiration to my art.

BAF: Before speaking of how it inspired your art, could
you briefly indicate in what way Jerusalem is imprinted
in your memory?

KB: I do not remember how old | was when | was first
taken to the esplanade of the Noble Sanctuary to visit
Islam’s foremost monument, the exquisite Dome of the
Rock. That was the first time | experienced the splendour
and sanctity of the place. | remember being barefoot
when | was led down the steps into the cave underneath
the rock believed to have been the site from which the
Arab prophet ascended into heaven. That visit, which
filled me with deep awe, recalled a previous experience
when | had been taken up the Mount of Olives where |
touched the rock marked by what looked like a footprint
that | was told is the spot from which Christ is believed
to have ascended into heaven.

In time | realised that Jerusalem, whose every alleyway
leads either to some church or a mosque, is not only the
city in which I could see and touch the legendary link
between heaven and earth as believed in both religions
that formed the backbone of my cultural identity, but
that it also is a city where saints and soldiers, sufis and
statesmen lived and died. Their gravestones and funerary
shrines punctuated the city’s landscape. In spring these
sites were the background of our family picnics outside
the city walls.

As an adolescent, when | used to go out for walks in Wadi
Al Joz, the valley on the foothills of the Mount of Olives,

| often passed by the alleged tombs of Zachariah and
Absalom. | could not help but think that these burial
monuments, which go back to over a thousand years be-
fore Christ, must have surely been seen by the Nazarene’s
own eyes the day he went uphill to Gethsemane. In the
meantime, outside the Jaffa Gate neighborhood in which
| was raised, the Mamilla Cemetery honoured the remains
of some of the Prophet’s companions along with the bod-
ies of hundreds of soldiers who joined Saladin’s army to
liberate Jerusalem from the Crusaders.

“.growing up in Jerusalem one
cannot escape experiencing the pal-
pability of how the city - foredoomed
by all its tragic history- represented
a perpetual wedding between time
and place.”

In brief, growing up in Jerusalem one cannot escape expe-
riencing the palpability of how the city— foredoomed by
all its tragic history— represented a perpetual wedding
between time and place. This reality was to affect a whole
way of thinking for me.

BAF: In what way the memory of your city of birth left its
mark on your art?

KB: Before Jerusalem became a personal memory in exile,
growing up in it involved living through the city’s own
memory as recalled by my elders after its Western
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part was overtaken by Jewish forces and its Muslim and
Christian Arab natives, who were forcibly expelled from
it, ended up as refugees in the Old City. The Jerusalem

I grew up in was certainly a city broken in two, but one
in which the bond among its Arab population regardless
of their religious affiliations remained intact. That is the
spirit that kept me going wherever | ended up living in
this world.

While living there, however, it was the general cityscapes
of Jerusalem, its streets, souks, people and architectural
monuments that were the subject of my earliest paint-
ings whose sales allowed me to further my art studies in
Rome. Exiled away from it since 1967 and deprived of its
scents and sounds, its mundane everyday experiences, it
was the Arab cultural heritage of the city once called ‘the
navel of the earth’ which was to become the inexhaustible
source of inspiration to my abstract paintings.

BAF: What was the art education you received at home

in the aftermath of the 1948 national catastrophe that
prepared you for studying abroad and making you the first
Palestinian artist to graduate from a European art institu-
tion such as the Academy of Rome?

KB: The prevalent principle is that all children love to
dabble with paint. The majority who rush to join the adult
world stop painting. The others who never stop become
artists. Like all children I used to paint. As a young boy
whose talent in drawing and colouring was noted by
adults, my parents sent me during my summer school
vacations to the workshop of Khalil Halabi, one of the last
icon painters belonging to the post-Byzantine school of
Jerusalem. As an apprentice at his workshop, which was
situated in a Greek convent that was a few steps away

Q01 il undh 8ueIAl (8 8oudl i o ady adou e ouaib
Boullata as a child on the roof of his home with Basilica of the
Resurrection in the background, Jerusalem, 1956

from our home, I learnt all the basic rules of icon painting
in addition to being introduced to the techniques of wa-
ter-based colours and oil painting. As for self-expression,
that was a matter that had no space in Halabi’s workshop.
A lifetime was needed to explore it following my academic
studies in Italy, where | was not the first Palestinian to
study. There were a couple of other artists who preceded
me there before and after 1948 but it is true neither of
them graduated from the academy after spending all four
years there.

BAF: Looking at your work featured in this exhibition,
what dictates your exclusive fascination with geometry as
a tool? Why do you choose to render Arabic script using
geometric compositions, rather than allowing the words
to take fluid calligraphic forms?
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KB: To answer you on this important question, allow me to
go back to the origin of key words used in this regard. The
origin of the word ‘calligraphy’ comes from the two-word
combination of kalli and graphia in Greek meaning ‘beau-
tiful writing’. In Arabic, the word khat simultaneously
means ‘line’ and ‘handwriting’. Similarly, the verb khatta
means ‘to draw a line’ as well as ‘to write.” As for khattat,
it is confined to mean ‘professional copyist’ or ‘practitio-
ner of beautiful handwriting.’

During the period in which | made Arabic words the sub-
ject of my art, I never considered my profession as having
turned into one of a khattat. My profession continued to
be that of a musawwir, which literally translates to mean
‘image-maker.’” Naturally, here | use this term in its origi-
nal sense in which the Greek word eikon, meaning image,
is a word which the dictionary literally defines as a picto-
rial representation whose form suggests its meaning.
Here it is noteworthy to recall that in Greek, the painter
of Byzantine icons had never been identified as a painter,
but rather as a ‘writer of images.’ Thus, I like to think of
my works featured in your exhibition, that they live up to
having been the products of ‘a writer of images’, whereby
Arabic words assume the body of an icon, whose aes-
thetic components reflect a contemporary language of
abstract expression.

As for confining what | call my ‘word -images’ to angular
forms, it is because geometry is the primal visual lan-
guage that long preceded the art of calligraphy. Originally
meaning ‘measurement of earth’, geometry has always
been associated with numbers and measurements. It is
the language that makes connections between points in
space and creates forms by means of drawing lines and
angles to define surfaces. Since antiquity and throughout

il uadl p1anl aud

Dome of the Rock, Jerusalem, Palestine

the Renaissance, geometry continued to play a pivotal
role in the history of painting. Practising my profession
as a painter is what instinctively brought me in close
communion with geometry.

In contrast, calligraphy evolved as a form of art, which
sought to refine and elaborate the flow and aesthetic
quality of handwriting. It was only after the Arabs learnt
papermaking from the Chinese around 750 that cursive
scripts flourished to become the ultimate expression of
the beauty of Arabic handwriting.

That is how my geometric word-images operate as a form
of icon. Through them, I continued to practise my art as a
musawwir, whose aesthetic aim belongs to a totally differ-
ent realm than that we find in the virtuosity of a khattat,
even though words are the same vehicle through which
both arts are manifested.

29 Qoo



el Laslpni gl n ¢adn Ll 8 580l 8 jalll AN JuAL
GIg Guls ol Gle Ll Gag AN duns gl aglj ole
GUlabguioll @yl a8 s Pl ailaAll jiod 269
- Jojllpailad e el - 6)380] B all s J6n)
&l peg gandl e ol 8 elhodlgliniine]lasn 630g
o obwalaodl 48 o rodalig JLojallg © paiiol vadng rod
Wlgalll Lag draill gnc Jlisg. DUl 5janog . U jlocollg
" OlodAl oy (8 latoaaiwl JulLajl

2 ouicd 5l Lo aud @ it Uie i) padi ol &l Ja :. J. .o
"oyl JALA "6 gl - dolAll

SJlocl gl o ga ella e aungll Ul o) :.u.é

WU LJol6 Lol s ellig 1aVA pole e joul Gl dusl ey

- OlodAU Lwaiadl cpgA DAl puu LA (o e
Tl &l o caalli 264 6 LAl cilod Al Lol Lalico Lo aJlal)
Al rJ Gy pivliayloaa) Joli (89 wg i el ALl (Sg
raaio J4 8305 (il ucllindll eato 6o 6o (8 JgAall soil
‘%LO_CQQQIJQ_DLJ|}QQL@J;U§J|QL!D|MJQQGJ_LO_DQL|M

L G0 801y 62116 Aillou L)l LoA CilodAJ 042 6 g Cieln
Locllelallg il g i o @on LU dusladiul (s Lol

J8 o dypndiag gundlge jucl @ally rogleo galoAg
Ll U g an U gl) "ela gt Lo Jg&i Loaied . &ljall
Lol Jocdllam 6 jui (Jiug . ak alg s omdl lay ic)
uldll duglitio 6y ¢ LAl o auiljall U éuwaiall @ Al
iy (o Wl lodA alala J3AL 63l Ulgj &)l laninj
oIl ynisig 6lpoll 8 GUAC LalAg 8yl doldiiul gat
U0 &wl Gyl Glewaial Jﬁuﬂl lAa a laygy) yuacs JUI
auslonu acody sl polll Al gg ) duglidodl awgUl culajall
5ﬁ{| w1y Joludl J iy §pny jlaod (agl Ml A JoJl
JondlgEyall g Jalhdl pngnay doyjallaslianjing

SlgAoll Gle JATH sl Lol Joclllan dug) Joci g
0 dugé alea Lle dwg i JLAJg éwaiall JUALDIL ausuil

°e0® 30

Jor 9" hlnall" Jor g juoed lidos @iidal :.J.J.fo
¢ Jjguroll’

nlaA ) ake WUAJ 6 o 5l GLIAL Al & .o.é
Glgall anl callliAod jgrodl o jalnll (ég Al allg
il blaA bl cuiiug .olé padl laoa A i Ul duadaill
W) hAl L8 Boaaiiiied| auad ol ol dugadl sliAIL
ey lauliilg GubAd austéls ey Gl awnddl Lodla cols
1149 6880l Al 8 Ll @liie JALY Ul cadlial
" aislis acung pal g

L8 8218) g blhAl o oo LU J43) ol 2 Uig
92l o 8 baulé) ailolAiiul cipnal aég. ol poléoll

o3l guasoll A adghella g
oy acid pgdany cpatigesanll ald
J\Watat) Qulb WS ma Jan mkm
G 0 JallgiloA (pic ol oaaling)
"JocWorn e Aisy

A Lo g Un Wil hAln Jl oA wilihgihA ol dulifg
ole Jollpléodl (6 10drus Jonoll Jor Lol .cliiAcg

duwln ablio e allgAo jga 1nidy gall JuAdl cleaiuul
lodododl cpob .ol L8 gl aigha (6 Ll aic laicadag gl
djloLollegrnll Jllgngg dunuiioll ciligéyligduolliul
lah Wil Glelawlol (8 jgnoll Jor @igus Kasicl doAnll

“ JHA elAs go LA

ool @yl g s oll gl pwaiall 8yl dunily Lol
Olalg JLo4allg 6 pAuiioll L Jrll (8 i allgal cls 264
oleg ol (8 oo Ji o8 auds LUl Gadal poude il

Photograph courtesy of Meem Gallery

S @Ie (10 Gp10n 0 gl

BAF: How then do we differentiate between the artwork
of a ‘khattat’ from that of a ‘musawwir’?

KB: To determine the fundamental difference between the
artistic productions of a khattat from that of a musawwir,
we can start by identifying the tools traditionally used by
each. Having always been an art associated with penman-
ship, the main tool of Arabic calligraphy has been the reed
pen, which facilitated the flow of handwriting, giving full
play to cursive styles due to the liquid consistency of ink.

The product of a khattat serves reading, and its useful
evidence has traditionally been confined to the manu-
script, the book, the archive and the library. In contrast,
the work of a musawwir calls up images whose sole
function is to court the sense of seeing in the spectator’s
privacy or in the public’s environment at large. From the
miniature and the icon to the monumental architectural
setting, the being of a musawwir’s art has always been
indelibly associated with space.

As for geometric script, its primary tools have originally
been the ruler and compass and a precision utensil like
today’s pencil. Unlike the cursive scripts, which were de-
termined by the angle of the reed pen as it crawled across
paper and papyrus, the major characteristics of geomet-
ric scripts, which preceded the invention of all cursive
scripts, had been dictated by the tip of a chisel on stone.
The ruler and compass have been traditionally employed
by artisans, architects and the earliest iconographers, as
well as the Renaissance painters.

BAF: Could you please give me an example to explain
what you mean when you speak of your word-image ‘as a
form of icon’?

KB: Perhaps the most
illustrative example is
one of the earliest silk-
screens | realised back
in 1978. There, it was
the first time | sought to
explore the question of
how the geometric com-
position of words could
suggest their meaning.
The words depicted were BURCIS

from the Qur’anic verse, Lam Allf, 1983

‘Wa fi anfusikom afala

tubsirun’ (It is within

your own soul can you not

see?’) Here, | never intended to illustrate the holy verse
as calligraphers have perfectly done with refreshing vigor
over the centuries. In my work, the image of these words
represents a visual reading that extends an invitation to
contemplate the transparency that exists between seeing
and understanding.

As you know, the act of seeing has always been synony-
mous with understanding as when we say, ‘I see’ to mean
‘l understand.’ Thus, the boldness of the angular lettering
of the verse repeated twice in a mirror-like reflection ap-
pears through the transparency of a lozenge. The colours
operating as an analogue to the geometric structure are
limited to two alternating shades of green, which offer

a visual metaphor that alludes to the very question the
verse poses in regard to the overlap between perception
and conception.

Viewing this artwork based on the binary components of
geometric forms and colour shades that are all woven
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together to suggest the meaning of the words is what
makes of it an icon. That is how reading becomes inter-
changeable with the sensorial experience of seeing. In
the process, the image-reading itself operates like a
mirror, inviting one’s own reflection to look within as the
verse proposes.

BAF: On what level do you think a non-Arab viewer can
connect to your work that makes use of Arabic script?

KB: Just as much as | can enjoy listening to a cantata by
Bach or a lied by Schubert even though | do not under-
stand German, | can equally be moved by the spontaneity,
flow and virtuosity of a Japanese or a Chinese piece of
calligraphy, even though | read neither language.

Certainly, understanding the language and the cultural
connotations of meaning, especially in words that con-
stitute the heartbeat of an artwork, would enhance a
fuller aesthetic appreciation and a deeper understand-
ing of how space is conceived differently in each culture.
But my illiteracy in these languages has never stood

in my way to behold and be moved by what | hear and
what | see. Similarly, | trust that art connoisseurs with no
knowledge of Arabic can appreciate the icon in my word-
images as each of these works is visually endowed with
contemporary aesthetic qualities that hold together over
and above the semantic significance an Arab viewer can
additionally discern.

As for this particular series of silkscreen prints, it is
noteworthy to remember that they were all created thirty
years ago when | used to live in the USA. It was in 1983
when they were first displayed at the Smithsonian Institu-
tion in Washington, DC in conjunction with the exhibition

‘Islam Centennial Fourteenth’. At the time, it was non-
Arabic speaking Americans who were their first viewing
public, and it was non-Arabic speaking art-lovers who
were the edition’s earliest collectors.

BAF: After leaving word-images behind to explore geomet-
ric abstraction over a period of 25 years, what made you
come back to their subject in 2009?

KB: Returning to a subject matter that was explored at
an earlier period has been a common practice among
many writers, composers and visual artists. When

it was not a sign of repetition and the drying up of a
once-genuine talent, coming back to a subject matter,
especially after spending years of serious work along
the same trajectory, usually represented the maturation
of a creative moment by which the artist seeks to pen-
etrate the deeper levels of certain aesthetic questions
raised earlier.

At the time, it was non-Arabic speak-
ing Americans who were their first
viewing public, and it was non-Arabic
speaking art lovers who were the
edition’s earliest collectors

In my case, | see an unbroken continuity between the
geometric word-images | created in the early 1980s and
the geometric abstract paintings that followed over the
following two decades. The square grid— which had been
the fundamental framework upon which all pictorial
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arts were based since Byzantine iconography and the
very grid that perpetuated the patterns of geometric
abstraction in Islamic art—has been the same frame-
work | employed in creating my word-images. In my
geometric paintings, all |1 did had been to extract the
square unit itself from its nuclear network and turn it into
the principle subject of my exploration. Thus, the square
had been expanded, dissected, rotated and multiplied as
it had begun to define the outer dimensions of different
painting series. In the process, the square’s fragmenta-
tions and reconfigurations generated a whole constella-
tion of geometric forms that composed the skeleton of my
abstract paintings.

As for the undercurrents that actually prompted me to re-
turn to word-images after all these years, they happened
to be several coincidences that converged the year before
| embarked on my painting series.

By the summer of that year, however,
the nascent idea took wing when [
happened to meet with Dr. Lamees

Hamdan in Cannes.

Early on in 2008, | have finished reading Kitab al Manazir
(Book of Optics) by the eleventh-century polymath Al Hasan
Ibn Al Haytham better known in the West as Alhazen. That
certainly was the most powerful incentive that triggered
the urge to begin thinking of dedicating a series of works
to Ibn Al Haytham’s legacy, which had been frittered away
and long forgotten in the West where | have been living for
over four decades.

At the time, | was living
in Menton, a little town
on the Mediterranean
Coast in the South of
France and my geometric
abstractions had been
reflecting elements of
my visual environment
involving colour trans-
parencies, light and its
refractions in water. This
was a subject that 1bn Al
Haytham had thoroughly
discussed in his treatise
using an inventive em-
ployment of geometry

to reach his conclusions
on visual perception.
Thus, | thought that only through the geometry of the
language he spoke and in which he wrote and that
continues to live on long after he was gone, could |
best pay tribute to the legacy this man from Baghdad
bequeathed to humanity.

[SINE UL
Thereis no ‘I’ but ‘', 1983

But how could I return to word-images? Where to begin?
What words could sum up Ibn Al Haytham’s seven vol-
umes? And how could the geometry of Arabic words
reflect the transparencies he analysed with mathematical
precision? All such questions continued to simmer in my
mind. By the summer of that year, however, the nascent
idea took wing when | happened to meet with Dr. Lamees
Hamdan in Cannes. That was a full year before she was
elected to act as the Commissioner of the UAE National
Pavilion at the 53rd Biennale of Venice. | was struck by
her memory of my word-images from over two decades
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Photograph courtesy of Meem Gallery
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earlier, and her enthusiasm for reconsidering a return to
them was the enkindling spark | needed.

Here, it is important to note that in my return to the sub-
ject of word-images, the main change was not simply one
of medium and dimension alterations but it was the very
rendering of the spatial components of each individual
composition of words.

During the early 1980s, the word-images created in a
deluxe edition of silkscreen prints were all composed in
boldly angular forms and solidly flat colour surfaces on
archival paper. In contrast, the painting series realised in
acrylic colours on canvas in 2009 were all composed of
overlapping layers of transparent colours in which free-
flowing brushstrokes were delineated by the razor-sharp
edges of the angular words. Foreground and background
often seemed to interchange, a factor that fused visibility
with legibility. By the year’s end, ‘Homage to Al Hasan Ibn
Al Haytham’ was the title of an exhibition that was dis-
played at Artspace Gallery in Dubai.

The singular coincidence in this regard that blew me away
was the fact that the same year | earnestly started work
on my painting series dedicated to Ibn Al Haytham, in
Munich Hans Belting published his groundbreaking book
Florence and Baghdad: Renaissance Art and Arab Science.
In this book, the German art historian, who is also a lead-
ing theorist of contemporary art, discusses the role Ibn

Al Haytham’s scientific findings played in the evolvement
of Renaissance painting, a fact that over the centuries had
remained buried in writing the history of European art.

Unfortunately, | was able to read Belting’s book only
after its English edition appeared in 2011. Today | wonder

whether or not my painting series in homage to Ibn

Al Haytham would have been different, were | to have
embarked on its realisation after reading Belting’s book.

| feel that in time, the impact of this work on the writing
of the history of European art could prove to be equivalent
to that of Edward Said’s Orientalism on the field of critical
theory and post-colonial studies.

Like Edward Said, Belting has had his share of critics for
daring to step outside the academic perimeters of his
field of specialisation. That is perhaps why, when he last
visited me here in Berlin, he was very excited to announce
that his publisher informed him that his book is finally
being translated into Arabic and that it is scheduled to
appear in Beirut.

Once in Arabic, would this magisterial work have its right-
ful place in the writing of the history of Arab art? What
kind of critical inquiries would it provoke in re-reading the
history of Western art? How would it impact today’s art
scene in the Arab world? These are some of the questions
that may be raised by all those of us who believe that
there is a whole world of untapped sources of inspira-
tion in our cultural heritage that are most pertinent to the
sharpening of our contemporary aesthetic sensibilities. B-
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b.1955, Qatar

Yousef Ahmed is a pioneer of Qatar’'s modern art movement.

Inspired by the flat desert of Qatar’s landscape, Ahmed cre-
ates textured abstractions overlaid with Arabic calligraphy.

As a child, Ahmed recalls drawing on the outside walls with
coal leftover from the stove and he has since dedicated his
practice to forging a local aesthetic. The artist thus draws
from the natural environment through his choice of colour,
texture, and materials, which he often makes himself.

Born in Qatar, Ahmed trained at Helwan University in Cairo,
returning to Qatar in 1976, when he was appointed manager
of the Culture and Arts Department within the Ministry of
Information. In 1982, he traveled to California to pursue a
master’s degree in painting at Mills College, during which
time he transitioned to working on a large scale. When

he returned to Qatar, he taught art appreciation at Qatar
University, a position he held for over 20 years.

A close friend of Sheikh Hassan bin Mohamed bin Ali Al
Thani, Ahmed played a role in building the collection which
would eventually become Mathaf: Arab Museum of Modern
Art, an institution for which he continues to serve as an art
consultant. Ahmed’s mixed media works are held in impor-
tant collections throughout the world, including the British
Museum and the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York.
Yousef Ahmed lives and works in Qatar.

Portrait photograph courtesy of Yousef Ahmed and ARTSPACE
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Mixed media on canvas
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2008
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b.1942, Palestine

Born in Jerusalem, Kamal Boullata has created a body of
work in which the Palestinian identity and the conditions
of exile form the basis of his artistic explorations.

Early in his career, Boullata developed a distinct pictorial
idiom that embedded Arabic words and letters in angular
Kufic script into colourful geometric designs. Particularly
meaningful to the artist, calligraphy and geometric pattern-
ing evokes his time at the Dome of the Rock as a child living
in Jerusalem as well as his early training under the iconic
painter Khalil Halabi.

Often working in the medium of silkscreen, Boullata’s formal
language also conjures up the patterning of traditional
Palestinian embroidery and the geometric abstraction of
western modernism. After 1967, the square became integral
to Boullata’s compositions. Dissecting the square through
lines and thin layers of oppositional colours, Boullata trans-
forms the surface of the paper into a prism refracting colour
and light.

Boullata graduated from the Academy of Rome and the
Corcoran Art Museum School in Washington, DC. In 1993,
he received a Fulbright Senior Scholar Fellowship to conduct
research in Islamic art in Morocco. His publications include
Palestinian Art: From 1850 to the Present and Belonging and
Globalisation: Critical Essays in Contemporary art and
Culture. After his extended residency between the USA and
France he moved to Berlin where he was elected in 2012-13,
as fellow of the Institute of Advanced Study.

Portrait photograph courtesy of Kamal Boullata; Artwork photographs courtesy of Meem Gallery
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The Alif and the Ya
Silkscreen

52 x52 cm

1983
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b.1945, Libya

Ali Omar Ermes is a prolific artist, writer, and community
activist. Since 1968, he has created ‘literary artworks’, paint-
ings based on Arabic literature and letters. Often in his com-
positions, such as the piece included here, Ermes focuses on
the single letter lam. With stunning colour and deft tech-
nique, Ermes infuses the letter with vibrant character and an
unfolding visual narrative. Throughout this signature body

of work, the words and text are always legible. Bridging the
aesthetics of the visual form with linguistic meaning, Ermes
shares the power of Islamic thought for the contemporary
moment with his international audiences.

Born in Libya, Ermes traveled to England for his education,
receiving a diploma from the Plymouth School of Architecture
and Design in 1970 and later attending the Central Saint
Martins College of Arts and Design (formerly known as the
Central School of Art and Design) in London. He is active

in numerous cultural institutions dedicated to interfaith
dialogue and is the chairman of the Muslim Cultural Heritage
Center in London. Ermes also publishes widely in Arabic and
English on a variety of social and cultural issues. He has par-
ticipated in over sixty exhibitions worldwide and his work is
held by private collections and prominent museums, includ-
ing the British Museum of Art, the Smithsonian Institution

in Washington, DC, and the State Hermitage Museum in St.
Petersburg. Ali Omar Ermes lives and works in London.

Portrait photograph courtesy of Meem Gallery
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Imperatives of the Letter Lam
Acrylic & ink on paper

154 x150 cm

2009
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The Seventh Ode
Mixed media on paper
mounted to canvas
257 x 237 cm

1993
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Diana Al Hadid
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b.1981, Syria

Born in Aleppo, artist Diana Al Hadid works in sculpture,
installation, and drawing. She is most renowned for a para-
doxical practice that erects elaborate architectural sculp-
tures in a state of near ruin. Working in a range of materials
from industrial fiberglass, polymer, steel, and plaster, to

inexpensive chicken wire, cardboard and polyurethane foam,

Al Hadid embraces an experimental approach to form that
is both labour intensive and thematically rich. She draws on
various motifs, including biblical and mythological narratives,
Gothic architecture, Islamic ornamentation, and advances
in physics and astronomy, to conjure up architecture’s
potency as a symbol of civilization, technological develop-
ment, and power.

Seemingly caught in a moment of transition between physi-
cal and temporal realms, Al Hadid’s creations themselves
appear to inhabit a space between the scientific and mythi-
cal worlds. Her meticulously layered drawings and mixed
media works on paper share a similar exploration in formal,
material, and temporal oppositions. Frequently interweaving
references from both legends and real historical events, Al
Hadid creates compositions that are simultaneously organic,
sculptural, and architectural - the visual effect of which is
strikingly eerie and aesthetically enveloping.

Raised and currently residing in the United States, Al Hadid
has exhibited in several museums and exhibition venues
throughout the United States, Greece, Germany, Spain,
United Kingdom, Turkey, France and the United Arab
Emirates. Diana Al Hadid lives and works in New York.

Portrait photograph courtesy of Diana Al Hadid and Marianne Boesky Gallery
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Untitled

Charcoal, watercolour,
conte and pastel on vellum
137.8x103.5cm
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Self Melt

Polymer, gypsum, steel,
polystyrene, cardboard,
wax and paint
190.5x147.3x142.2 cm
2008

Photographs courtesy of Diana Al Hadid and Marianne Boesky Gallery
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Lulwah Al Haomoud
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b.1967, Saudi Arabia

A pioneer in Saudi Arabia’s contemporary art movement,
Lulwah Al Hamoud is celebrated for an intricate process that
uses Arabic letters to form absorbingly complex abstract
works on paper.

The three pieces included in this exhibition showcase

Al Hamoud’s signature practice. In each work, a pattern

of black ink lines forms a web that vibrates with varying
intensity across the whiteness of the paper. A series of
contrasts illuminate the works: black and white; density
and lightness; abstraction and representation. Behind these
rhythmic abstractions is an intellectual process by which
Al Hamoud learned the mathematical codes behind the
Arabic alphabet and then employed those codes to break
down the letters into the building blocks for geometrical
designs. The processes that comprise the intricate symme-
try of these forms align the spiritual with the mathematical,
highlighting a delicate balance between realms of logic,
language, and mysticism.

Born in Riyadh, Al Hamoud studied sociology at King Saud
University before receiving a master’s degree from Central
Saint Martins College of Arts and Design (formerly known
as the Central School of Art and Design) in London. She
trained with distinguished Pakistani calligrapher Rasheed
Butt, and her work is inspired by the renowned Egyptian
calligrapher Ahmed Moustafa. Lulwah Al Hamoud lives and
works in the UK.
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Untitled

Ink on paper
18 x87.5cm
2008
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(left)
Untitled

Ink on paper
118 x87.5¢cm

2008

55 @eo

°0® 54



M. =19re glcl

Cun Gl (8 Jaall yall 8455 9lg) 0 §39.09 Jaod ey
Sl ot ol WA e aoicy sallasgll jaliy
5300 g9 .44 11lg lg) UL Ao aoJl uuuaial auAl g

Lo a4 1Jlg Gocdl clanl gl olad g bhgihAllg AL oL
a8 Al pnlicdlg el dle s jil @o alosllailb gglnul

LUl Gomoll"dusg i a4 paJl Jilis roal aal 5ag.00 lAg
GUlg du ol cag i nAl JLALLD o)l ploiall ciaiiin
bl gl oliig WliuieA (9 6 JuA Ay cuing

1ol olac Olaib aady 48 aidl aipuio 5agea Jaiul
role &l &uUg rouw i g1y §ag-on g e gl
Joollaacon 8 lwgja jgnaleA alacy yujlan gaal 8 19ee
105 jlag 19€0 pole §agon & 4T .« aLdl ol donledl (8 ol
GUJ2 G0 .l 8 aw i dlnlg.od dlogAn aaio e glole
duodalbh 9. «dlonl ggiol Wl daringd @i jaolh (8
)l gl gy 5900 5401 Lo A « fagll duw jaon g « g n
& gl ailag) aulini Lo WLeg .albilg Gyjo iyl cilé Uig
AT gy Ayl jgndl ledawl augjgll sl g
Gl JATp A ad) Al ady Loo SLaUldlli go aiag
InAJl allong aplhg i pnlic

Jlocl A e o J90. pole gl ga gl aud oo GLlnil Alog
~ ulegonolignlioll (o wacllg aygr A )leo 9 §ag0n
Lia 1280 Lewl A 5ag.00 ol W6 LDl janig odlel Jga Gl

" bayar a1 GliAyalaw Janyg

°0® 56

b.1924-2003, Iraq

A leading figure in Iraq’s modern art movement, Jamil
Hamoudi is recognised for a semi-abstracted art form that
creates colourful and dynamic geometric compositions.
Through the techniques of repetition, line, and shading, the
artist brings depth and movement to the two-dimensional
surface and brings into sharp relief the angular forms of
Arabic calligraphy and arabesque.

Hamoudiwas a member of what is known critically as the
huruffiyah movement, a critical term for the regional interest
in calligraphy and the Arabic letter that was popular through-
out the 1950s and 1960s.

Hamoudi began his career in Baghdad as a self-taught
sculptor working in a naturalistic style. In 1944, he began
teaching drawing and art history at a school in Baghdad while
also attending classes at the capital’s Institute of Fine Arts.
The artist graduated in 1945 and two years later received

a government scholarship to continue his training in Paris,
where he studied at Ecole Nationale Supérieure des Beaux-
Arts, Académie Julian, and Ecole du Louvre. In addition,
Hamoudi conducted research on Assyrian-Babylonian art and
languages. His work is often considered to merge modern
European aesthetics—particularly cubism and geometric
abstraction— with his own cultural heritage to create a dis-
tinct formal language based on the spirituality of calligraphy.

Since his first solo exhibition in 1950, Hamoudi has exhibited
internationally and his works are included in numerous muse-
ums and private collections worldwide. In his distinguished
career, he was also a critic and published extensively on art.
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Oil on canvas
87 x129 cm
1985
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b.1956, Qatar

One of Qatar’s most celebrated artists, Ali Hassan considers
his artistic practice to be an expression of his spirituality.

Hassan works in a range of styles and media to create semi-
abstract compositions, characterised by a use of bright bold
colours and a combination of calligraphic and figural forms.

Fascinated by the Arabic letter nin for over twenty years, the
artist has produced a rich body of mixed media compositions
along with work in watercolour, pencil, pastel, and ceramic
that celebrate this singular letter. In each piece, Hassan
extends, stretches, and transforms the nun across the
surface so that the form of the letter assumes an array of
dynamic, multivalent qualities and meaning.

In the last several years, Hassan has continued his explora-
tions into the formal and spiritual qualities of letters and
texts through the medium of installation art.

Trained as a calligrapher, Hassan is a self-taught artist who
graduated with a degree in history from Qatar University in
1982. He served as the former chairman of the Youth Creative
Art Centre and Girl’s Creativity Art Centre, both in Doha. In
2009, Virginia Commonwealth University (VCU) in Qatar
honoured him with a retrospective. Ali Hassan lives and
works in Doha.

Portrait photograph courtesy of Hunar Gallery
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Shakir Hassan Al Said

r.€-19r 0. glcll

1211 - 6gLowtl luno 8 aglgodl - e JT i JALD pic
o wacllaiilaég glcll 6 1adig 6 yaub (ulial 4l o
ol dgnilisgalio (o dogiutLoll dyay il auiall Jloc i

' wAdoJl ol JLALT po WALD Giadl pucil (8 olial §ljg

89 «22lg) 2 U ounl Cié e 00 Bl duds dawls ging

alll gAlod L polUl pdledlg U podl polledl oo @dlgdl elrvall Jiod
6cgiinodl 6uiall allocly ailag) JUA ¢po A ooy Jng jo
(08 (LA Cun acUlaa ¢ 8aod [uadi Gl 6aacio nilwg (o
an el il Juga Wl §a8) Lo ga LAl odAr (6 Jolll U

" Al ol go laangg

aacolh o elodnllode (8 ducol 6alaut Gle auciy I Jno
Gaidl amcon oo ouw i L8 6 Alg alacu (o pode o) Ll

8w jrodh g« g duosaldh (8 eal uja Lo «dlol

L9 edlionll ggiol dulArg wdud Al ggiall ol duing)
ngwgmmu@wluumw@amg&wp
drgono ,agl9olole (8 «cwaall poldalacyacloay
ol jrodo (e wglwl AL LaTlivl (o @aall g4 dugle)
Gl gl Gegnll o cila g Leo o (8 dyailailg dilany
U 8 Lou cual el jA0ll (8 1janio acw Jflanasd sal
g2l ailyaliall auAtAGlg Aol dyg il i JAll

gl Gulwnl 6 g Gl WLE Giddl aglul (8 arew Jloiclg
9 §onii Lal Ul e jalh (9 dogad gt Jgn myadi JilA o
‘wglul Jio dupncl dwidll pnlicll oo uacl e lag oo
A Gloi g « usl

e0® 6O

1925-2004, Iraq

One of Irag’s most revered artists and theorists, Shakir
Hassan Al Said produced abstract artwork inspired by the
principles of Islamic Sufism. The Samawah-born artist
regarded artistic expression as an act of sacred contempla-
tion, and he developed an art philosophy known as al bua’d
al wahid, or one dimension, representing the area between
the visible world and the invisible realm of God. Al Said’s
paintings and mixed-media works often sought to give a
glimpse into this dimension. He believed contemplating the
glory of God caused the personal self to disintegrate into the
eternal one.

Al Said pursued a degree in social sciences at the Higher
Institute of Teachers in Baghdad and in painting from the
Institute of Fine Arts, later studying at Académie Julian, the
Ecole Nationale Supérieure des Arts Décoratifs, and the Ecole
Nationale Supérieure des Beaux-Arts in Paris. At the begin-
ning of the 1950s, together with Iragi artist Jewad Selim,

Al Said founded Jama’t Baghdad lil-Fann al Hadith (Baghdad
Group of Modern Art), an artists’ collective seeking to create
a distinct Iragi style that was simultaneously modern and tra-
ditional. Al Said’s own practice was also informed by Western
modern thought and theories of structuralism, semiotics,
deconstructionism, phenomenology, and existentialism.

Spanning nearly three decades, the works included here
document Al Said’s philosophical interest in the notion of
time, as he layers colour, symbols, and lettering so that the
canvas appears ancient while containing elements— such
as graffiti and splashes of paint—that bring it into the
modern context.
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Untitled

Oil and plaster on board
66.5x56.5cm

1963
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Evacuation, We Will
Return

Mixed media on board
122 x 101.5 cm

1983
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Wall #1

Oil on wood panel
64 x45cm

1991
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b. 1947, Algeria

As part of a long ancestral line of followers of the Sufi Islamic
tradition, Rachid Koraichi views his multi-disciplinary practice
as an extension of prayer and divine reverence. Combining
language, scripture, signs, and the spiritual practice of Sufism,
this sculptor, painter, and ceramicist has created a signature
visual vocabulary of ideographic symbolism and contempla-
tive forms that reference numerous calligraphic traditions and
draw on a rich variety of influences from Chinese ideograms to
pre-Islamic Berber and Tuareg art forms.

In Sans toi, ni moi ou 'hallucination nostalgique (Without you
or me or the nostalgic hallucination), Koraichi centres his
composition on an ideogram in Chinese calligraphy posi-
tioned within a faded field of Arabic writing, framed by two
vertical bands or scrolls of fragmentary Arabic calligraphy.
Reflective of his broader body of work, the piece expresses
Koraichi’s exploration of the links between metaphysics,
spirituality, and aesthetics, as his art becomes an exercise in
the process of transformation.

Koraichi studied at the Institute of Fine Arts and the Superior
National School of the Arts in Algeria between 1967 and 1977.
He later completed his studies at the Ecole Nationale
Supérieure des Arts Décoratifs and the Institut d’'Urbanisme
in Paris. Rachid Koraichi lives and works between Tunisia
and France.
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Ink on clay on panel
64.5x49.5cm
1986
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Ink on clay on panel
64.5x49.5cm
1986
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Nja Mahdaoui
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b.1937, Tunisia

Nja Mahdaoui is known by critics as a “choreographer of
letters,” and describes himself as an “explorer of signs.”
Celebrated for his innovative practice, Mahdaoui composes
vibrant pieces through the energetic layout of calligraphy and
texts that he draws from legendary and sacred myths, tales,
and manuscripts. He is most recognised for his ink works on
parchment although he also works in wood, aluminum, brass,
papyrus, and melamine.

After studying at the Atelier Libre in Carthage, Mahdaoui
graduated with a degree in graphic design from Accademia
Santa Andréa di Roma. The Tunisian government then
awarded him a scholarship to continue his training in Paris
at Cité Internationale des Arts. Mahdaoui is a member of the
generation in the Arab world who studied abroad, yet sought
inspiration in the region. During the early 1970s he began
exploring the word in his practice under the influence of
prominent Iranian artist Hossein Zenderoudi.

A prolific artist, Mahdaoui is also a writer and illustrator

He has produced six books, and designed tapestries, book
covers, and publication illustrations. He has performed at
international cultural institutions, including La Maison des
Cultures du Monde in Paris. His monumental works are on
display at Museum Kuala Lumpur in Malaysia and the interna-
tional airports in Jeddah and Riyadh. Nja Mahdaoui lives and
works in Tunisia.
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Nothing Lasts Forever
(Maydoom 4)

Acrylic on linen canvas
150 x 150 cm

2002 - 2007
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b.1986, Egypt

Hazem Mahdy has risen to prominence with an unquestion-
ably beautiful body of photographic work that explores
issues of identity, the body, interconnectedness, and spiritual
oneness. Reinventing the genre of the photographic self-
portrait, the young artist questions his body’s physical and
spatial relationship to his heritage as an Egyptian born and
raised in Sharjah. Mahdy produces intricately composed

and aesthetically arresting visual images that conjure up the

complexities of the body’s relationship to community, history,

and heritage.

In his work, previously displayed in a show entitled One, Wahed,
Yi, Eins, Alpha, Mahdy explores the idea of spiritual oneness
grounded in a universal interconnectedness. Reminiscent of
Islamic arabesques, he creates intricate patterns made of
individual, yet interlinked elements. Mahdy draws inspira-
tion from diverse sources, such as the Islamic faith, Buddhist
ideologies, notions of universality explored by the ancient
Greeks, as well as scientific concepts, arising from develop-
ments in quantum physics. He studied photography at the
American University in Dubai, graduating in 2009. Hazem
Mahdy lives and works in Dubai.
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b.1953, United Arab Emirates

Calligrapher Mohammed Mandi is recognised internation-
ally for an individual style that combines letters and words

to form three-dimensional images and figures. Working with
different shades and colours, Mandi overlays the lettering

in a laborious process that can take years to complete a
singular work. By building up the surface in layers, Mandi
transforms the two-dimensionality of script into a vibrating,
multi-dimensional composition. The result is a breathtaking
achievement that forges the textual with the visual, the literal
with the symbolic, and the representational with the abstract.

For the artist, calligraphy is the art of the soul. Fascinated
by the beauty of calligraphy as a child, Mandi enrolled in the
Arabic Calligraphy Improvement School in Cairo, graduating
in 1977. He continued his training in Turkey during the 1970s
under renowned Turkish calligrapher, Hassan Chalabi. In the
1980s, he returned to the United Arab Emirates, where he has
since designed calligraphy for the logos of government min-
istries, private companies, and commercial establishments.
Mandi’s distinctive angular designs are found on banknotes
throughout the UAE and Bahrain, and on passports in the
UAE, Bahrain, Oman, Qatar, and Kuwait. One of his most
notable accomplishments is as one of the designers of the
interior calligraphy in the Sheikh Zayed Grand Mosque in
Abu Dhabi. Mohammed Mandi lives and works in Abu Dhabi.

Portrait photograph courtesy of Clint McLean
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Gouache on paper
68 x 30 cm
2008
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Gouache on paper
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2008
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Mixed media on paper
45 x 65 cm
2008
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Hassan Massoudy
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b. 1944, Iraq

One of the region’s most prominent artists, Hassan Massoudy
is internationally recognised for a distinctive practice that
draws on words and phrases from proverbs, poets, and
philosophers throughout the centuries, and translates these
historically rich texts into vibrant, modern works.

Best known for his works on paper, Massoudy highlights
individual letters and words in saturated colours, stretched
across the paper to the effect of accentuating pure form,
movement, and a tactile depth of surface. Often incorporat-
ing text depicted on a smaller scale and framing the central
letter, Massoudy draws our attention to sculptural dimen-
sionality and aesthetic wonderment of both the form of the
letter and the process of tracing it onto paper. As letters
appear to transform into both overwhelming architectural
form and figures dancing on the paper, Massoudy integrates
his training in both calligraphy and figural representations.

Born in Najaf, Massoudy moved to Baghdad in 1961, where
he learned classical calligraphy as an apprentice. In 1969,
the artist left to Paris where he studied figurative drawing at
Ecole Nationale Supérieure des Beaux-Arts and graduated in
1975. For the next thirteen years, Massoudy toured Europe
with a theatrical performance that combined music, poetry,
and live calligraphies projected onto a screen. His works

are held in private collections and museums throughout the
world. Hassan Massoudy lives and works in Paris.
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Untitled
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Untitled

Gouache on paper
84 x 54 cm

2002
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b.1979, Saudi Arabia

A rising figure in Saudi Arabia’s contemporary art world,
Ahmed Mater has created a unique practice that merges
his dual passions for science and art.

Also a practising medical doctor, Mater collages discarded
x-ray images with calligraphy and gold leaf ornamentation
onto paper that has been prepared with tea and pomegran-
ate—a technique traditionally used on religious manuscripts.
The result is an incomparable mixed media practice that
bridges modern medicine together with Islamic faith. As
Mater’s technique achieves a luminous surface effect, his
works symbolise the light of both religion and knowledge.

Mater was born in the rural village of Rijal Alma’a, Tabuk, near
the Saudi Arabian border with Jordan, to a father who served
in the Saudi Arabian Army and a mother who was a callig-
rapher. Enrolling in medical school in 1998, Mater pursued
art as a member of Al Meftaha Arts Village, part of the King
Fahd Cultural Center. In 2000, he began exhibiting his work

and has since participated in solo and group shows in Turkey,

Germany, Italy, Egypt, the United Kingdom, and across the
Gulf region. He first exhibited his x-ray works in 2003. Mater
is also responsible for numerous local initiatives, and is a
founding member of the independent arts initiative, Edge of
Arabia. Ahmed Mater lives and works in Saudi Arabia.

Portrait photograph courtesy of Ahmed Mater and ARTSPACE, Dubai
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Illumination (Torso)
Offset x-ray film print, gold
leaf, tea, pomegranate,
dupont Chinese ink and
mixed media paint on
archival paper

151x101cm

2009
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b. 1931, Egypt

Artist, philosopher, and musician Omar El Nagdi is renowned
for a series of works based on singular forms of calligraphy.
Initiated in the 1960s and 1970s, El Nagdi’s practice creates
rhythmic abstractions based on the repetition of the Arabic
numeral for ‘one’ (wahed), which shares its form with the
first letter of the Arabic alphabet, alef. With minimal form,

El Nagdi builds a pulsating and multi-dimensional composi-
tion that symbolises the indivisible nature of the divine.

Born in Egypt in 1931, El Nagdi graduated from the Faculty of
Fine Arts in 1953 (now part of Helwan University in Cairo) and
continued his training in Russia and Italy, graduating from
the Academy of Venice in 1965. He held his first exhibition in
Cairo in 1950. An active member of Cairo’s art community,

El Nagdi was a member of the Liberal Artist’s group headed
by Taha Hussein, and formed the Egyptian Mosaics Group

in 1964. He received awards at three Alexandria biennials in
1966, 1968, and 1974.

A multi-disciplinary artist, El Nagdi works in oil painting,
watercolour, sculpture, etching, and mosaic. Over the course
of his career, El Nagdi has refused to commit to one particu-
lar artistic style and identifies his inspiration as the diverse
cultures of rural Egypt and Cairo’s popular urban district of
Bab Al Shereya. His work is held in private collections and
museums throughout the world. Omar El Nagdi lives and
works in Cairo.

R L NAGD
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Mixed media on wood
119.5x119.5cm
1970
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1940-2013, Iraq

Rafa Al Nasiri creates compelling abstract works on paper
and canvas that draw on nature as a source of inspiration
and often include Arabic calligraphy. Influenced by the art
of China, most prominently the technique of ink drawing
and the use of empty space, Al Nasiri brings together deep
saturated colours and fluid gestural lines to create beautiful,
all-encompassing abstracted and spatial landscapes.

Born in Tikrit, Irag, Al Nasiri attained his BA in Graphics from
Baghdad’s Institute of Fine Arts. He then pursued his training
in China at Beijing’s Central Academy of Fine Arts (1959-
1963) and later received a scholarship from the Gulbenkian
Foundation at Gravura Lisbon, Portugal. He was a founding
member of New Vision Group (Al Ru’yya Al Jadidah) formed
in Baghdad in response to the 1967 Arab-Israeli War. He

has taught at the Institute of Fine Arts in Baghdad, Yarmouk
University in Jordan, and the University of Bahrain, and
played an instrumental role in launching the printmaking
studio at Jordan’s Darat al Funun during the early 1990s.

Al Nasiri is also a prolific writer on the history of printmaking
in the Arab world. Throughout his distinguished career, he
has received numerous international awards and is recog-
nised as one of the most important modern artists of the
region. Rafa Al Nasiri lives and works in Amman.
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Acrylic on canvas
130 x109 cm
1979
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b. 1945, Lebanon

Lebanese artist, critic and poet Samir Sayegh is a pioneer of
modernism in the Arab world. Driven by a deep interest in
the formal power of letters, Sayegh sought to liberate callig-
raphy from language and meaning. The artist instead focuses
on the aesthetic properties of the written word in an effort to
create a universal visual language.

Often uniting ornamentation with calligraphic script, Sayegh
has developed a distinctive practice. Through the formal
elements of line and space, the artist abstracts Arabic letters
and words into dynamic geometric compositions, which
often cover the entire surface. Visually engaged with the mod-
ern art movement, geometric minimalism, Sayegh’s works
bridge two artistic traditions to forge a unique contribution
to the history of modernism.

Sayegh studied art history at the Ecole Nationale Supérieure
des Beaux-Arts in Paris. His research on traditional callig-
raphy combined with his interest in contemporary design
led Sayegh to invent new calligraphic typefaces and he has
fashioned several logos. Also a prolific writer, Sayegh has
published numerous articles and essays on art and aesthet-
ics. From 2003-2007, he was a lecturer in the Architecture
and Graphic Design department at the American University
of Beirut. Samir Sayegh lives and works in Beirut.
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Acrylic and gold leaf on
canvas

100 x 100 cm

2010
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b.1951, Tunisia

Khaled Ben Slimane is a ceramicist, sculptor, and painter
whose artistic practice is a quest for spirituality. Playing with
graphism, Slimane choreographs letters, words, and Qur'anic
verses in an intimate and rhythmic dance. In this move-
ment across the surface of the medium, the materiality of
Slimane’s gestural writing seemingly transpires into infinity.

Inspired by Andalusian themes and Berber traditions, the
artist believes in the power of heritage and sees his craft as
a contemporary reinvention of historical ceramics. His works
on paper are recognised for the artist’s choice of the colours
blue, ochre, and gold and his ceramics are often charac-
terised by their functionality, taking the shape of a cylinder,
cone, or cube form.

Slimane graduated from the Technological Institute of Art

in Tunis in 1977 before continuing his training in Spain at
Escola Massana in Barcelona. From 2004-05, he held a
residency at Idemitsu Museum of Arts in Tokyo, Japan. His
career has been recognised with numerous awards, including
the 2002 Grand Prize in Vietri sul Mare in Italy and National
Cultural Prize in Tunis. His pieces are collected by prominent
museums worldwide, including the Smithsonian Museum in
Washington, DC and the British Museum of Art. Khaled Ben
Slimane lives and works in Tunis.
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Ascension Xl
Acrylic on canvas
200 x150 cm
2008
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Hurufism: Pathways and Prospects

Text by Charbel Dagher
Translated from Arabic by Basil Hatim

Le Petit Poucet tells the story of a
woodcutter and his wife, who in
despair at their increasing inability
to feed their seven children, one
night decided to get rid of them. Little
Poucet, the youngest child, overheard
the conversation and decided to take
precautions. On the morning of the
following day, as the parents led the
children into the forest to lose them,
little Poucet threw little pebbles on the
path in the hope that these might be
landmarks that would guide him and
his brothers on the way back home.

The story continues but this first part
should be sufficient to convey the
image | seek, although Little Poucet’s
way is the reverse of the process which
the Hurufist goes through on his or
her artistic journey. Contrary to what
little Poucet did, the Hurufist would
start with the pebbles, the material
itself, the well-known letters, with no
guarantee that these would safely en-
able him or her to reach any artistic
destination. Indeed, the Hurufist would

start with these letters in the very hope
that there will be no return to them, in

order to leave them well behind, to re-

place them, to change their character,

to find others in the process.

It could also be said that, like all art,
Hurufism in general and this exhibi-
tion in particular, has many and var-
ied pathways. This forces the single,
common meaning to yield different
connotations, which vary, yet ulti-
mately converge, along pathways that
are effectively different routes to the
attainment of art for art’s sake. These
ways may well emerge from distant
sources, but are never out of step
with modern aesthetics.

The visitor to this exhibition can go
round from one artwork to another
armed, it seems, with a single road
map. They can establish links between
one work and another and see these
pieces as ‘neighbours’, or ‘brothers’.
The visitor can seek connections be-
tween the artifacts, and envision a

dialogue between them, like that be-
tween neighbours or brothers. Despite
the kinship, however, visitors will also
see differences, convergences and
divergences which accentuate close-
ness or bridge distances, within a given
SCope or range.

The visitor can also move around
amongst these artworks along dif-
ferent pathways, and with different
objectives in mind. The viewer can see
these works as representative signs,
pointing to a far more extensive and
more comprehensive history than
what the signs would normally stand
for in isolation. This process may be
undertaken vertically or horizontally.
The vertical dimension presents one or
more artworks by this or that artist, as
subsumed by other artworks, always in
the open space of work by artists who
have gone before. On the horizontal
dimension, one or more artworks are
seen in dialogue with other artworks,
within a particular context that (in one
or more countries) may be historical or

* Hurufism. Huruuf is Arabic plural of Harf (‘letter’)
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Hassan Massoudy, Untitled, 1996
1997 ylgic ygas . 5ag Lol

aesthetic. In short, the production and
reception of art, in an exhibition hall or
in a book, invariably takes many and
different pathways.

History: From Calligraphy to Hurufism
There is a tendency among some art
historians and critics to study classi-
cal Arabic calligraphy, or twentieth-
century Hurufism, ahistorically, that

is, as if each of these pursuits has
emanated from a single source that
has influenced groups of artists at
specific points in time. This source-
and-influence theory is alluded to and
highlighted from time to time even
when it is sometimes conceded that
calligraphy or Hurufism, each in its
own way, has had different beginnings
and not a single source or origin. In
fact, research across many disciplines
has taught us that the single-source
notion is untenable, and that the
emergence of anything is more likely
to be the outcome of many and varied
influences, whether from a single point
in time or from different times.

This is precisely what was uppermost
in my mind when | pondered the ques-
tion of the sources of Hurufism in my

book Al Huruufiyya Al Arabiyya: Fann
wa Huwiyya (Arabic Hurufism: Art and
Identity) (1991). | examined this phe-
nomenon, and concluded that numer-
ous artists had trodden the art path
(or paths) without necessarily commu-
nicating with each other, or even being
aware of the experience of one anoth-
er. | have also demonstrated that these
artists adopted different approaches
to art, albeit with many artistic and
aesthetic similarities.

This is what overwhelms me when

| stand before any of the works ex-
hibited on this occasion. This is an
exhibition which has brought together
different experiences, some of which
| have actually examined sometime
in the past, others | have identified
with from a distance, and still oth-
ers | am in fact ‘discovering’ in the
here and now. In this exhibition, there
are the pioneers, and there are the
new artists. This can only point to a
historical and extensive reality within
which Hurufism exists as a pursuit in
its own right and a shining beacon
that illuminates the way for others.
The historical way is thus a certain
pathway into the study of art, includ-

ing Hurufism. True, those who study
art are seeking to acquaint themselves
with the experiences lived through

by the various artists, one by one, or
one after the other, co-influencing,

or departing from one another. But
there is one infallible artistic way most
suited to the study of art in general,
and Hurufism in particular. What could
this way be?

It is obvious for anyone re-visiting
the history of calligraphy in the Arab-
Islamic culture and societies that there
were specific uses to which calligraphy
was put and which can be surveyed
and identified objectively. Calligraphy
was used in:

The Holy Quran

Architecture

Manuscripts

Material artifacts (such as a

plate, a dress, a door, a sword)

Granted, calligraphy was widely used
in such domains as architecture and
manuscripts. But such a classification
would simply not be adequate for an
understanding of Hurufism. At the
outset, it has to be noted that Hurufism
was a giant leap forward in the art of
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Hassan Massoudy, Untitled, 2002
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calligraphy and the various treatments
associated with it. Hurufism has moved
calligraphy from a classical mode onto
an altogether different plane, namely
that of modern art exemplified most

prominently in the European experience.

Furthermore, some art historians, critics,

and even artists, have, over the years,
sought, too hastily perhaps, to estab-
lish a link between burgeoning Huru-
fism and classical Arabic calligraphy,
riding roughshod, on the one hand,
over artistic history and, on the other
hand, over the collective outcome of
Hurufist experiences, both artistically
and aesthetically.

Such gratuitous links are resorted to
by those who are over-keen on seeing
newly-emerging artistic experiences as
‘legitimate’ and ‘deep-rooted in heri-
tage’. But rarely, if ever, do these expe-
riences emanate from or are realised
within a particular logic. That is, they
would be embedded within a context
that, in any artistic treatment, has to
be seen for what it is: as something
over and above the ‘material carrier’,
the signifier. This must be prior to any
consideration of the elements of the

Arab-Islamic heritage that constitute
what is being signified or what is being
referred to, culturally, aesthetically or
symbolically. What governs an artistic
work is thus the logic of the exhibitable
‘individual artistic piece’, regardless of
whether the materials and tools used
in its production belong to the classi-
cal or to the modern period, and re-
gardless of whether it is being exhibited
for sale or for public viewing.

This denial of, or distorted interpreta-
tion of, history not only does an injustice
to history but also denies the particular
form of art in question a proper con-
text of reception, depriving it of a firm
artistic and aesthetic base, and leaving
it precarious, suspect and vulnerable to
vicissitudes from outside art.

The denial of history has other conse-
quences. The artists’ efforts, particu-
larly those of the pioneers, to ensure
that they ‘possessed’ the new art form
(with all its technicalities, tools and
values) would be denied. By relegating
artists to the position of mere conduits
for a particular culture, something
akin to a ‘re-possessing” would in fact
be implied. For example, what Arab

(and Iranian) artists have achieved
since the 1940’s has been dismissed,
downplayed and seen neither as ‘pres-
ent’, nor as ‘certain’, particularly by art
amateurs and enthusiasts. Govern-
ments have also shown this dismissive
attitude, oblivious to the fact that art
is necessarily a cultural process and
that, if a work of art does not carry the
hallmark of its artist, the process will
only be dull imitation of something
else and indeed nothing but something
else. Thus, what the pioneers of Huru-
fism sought to achieve, albeit sporadi-
cally, and often in the isolation of their
workshops, was not as ‘safe’ as Little
Poucet’s return path.

Departure from the ‘Regularity’

of Calligraphy

Anyone approaching the works of
Hassan Massoudy (Iraqi, residing in
Paris) and Samir Sayegh (Lebanese,
living in Beirut) would immediately

be struck by a remarkable similarity
between the work of these artists and
Arabic calligraphy. The same may

be said of work by Kamal Boullata
(Palestinian, living in the USA and South
France). It is striking how viewers can
identify affinities between what is there
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Samir Sayegh, Grace, 2010
T\ 8AY &lo flouw

Kamal Boullata, Lam Alif, 1983
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Lam Alif artwork photograph courtesy of Meem Gallery
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before their very eyes and the classical
works of calligraphists. This links the
artistic process to the so-called Arab
calligraphy ‘pens’: Massoudy returns to
the ‘pen’ itself, to the reed, with which
he would write on paper; he would not,
like his Hurufist contemporaries, return
to such tools as the plume, the chisel
or the ruler. Sayegh’s work, on the
other hand, approximates solutions
and outcomes reached by the classi-
cal calligraphists and thus relies on the
geometry of the letter. This is a com-
mendable return to the work of the
minister-calligraphist Ibn Mugla (272
A.H./886 A.D. - 328/939), described as
the one who ‘engineered’ calligraphy.
All this can also be observed in the
work of Boullata, which is reminiscent
of the square Kuufi calligraphy found
on walls of classical Islamic architec-
ture, or in manuscripts.

However, these links, in and by them-
selves, remain nebulous, if not utterly
misleading. The viewer may well ob-
serve and examine the modern ca-
dences which these works convey and
which put these works within the range
of modern art. These works have also
come out of innovation and practical

solutions worked out by the artist in
the production process. Indeed, view-
ers may pause at, examine and analyse
the works of these three artists, trying
to identify the extent to which these
works have deviated from the clas-
sical model, and the extent to which
new treatments have been incorpo-
rated. But none of these routes may
be the ‘safe’ route. The safe way, we
suggest, is a return to the actual cri-
teria of innovation in classical Arabic
calligraphy, to what in fact consti-
tuted excellence.

It is now a well-known fact that the Ar-
abic term for ‘tree’ has been adopted
as a metaphor to describe the differ-
ent Arabic calligraphic styles in terms
of the various ‘branches’ of a tree (in a
manner akin to the sorting and classi-
fication of tribal family trees, branches
and sub-branches). Classical scholars
of Arabic calligraphy, however, would
use this methodology consciously,
having first ascertained the identity

of the various calligraphic styles, and
the ways these styles may be ‘followed
most judiciously’. Students of callig-
raphy have long recognised that the
derivational connection, which exists

between one style and another, is pos-
sible by taking one particular, well-
known style as a point of departure,
and then by deviating from it. To take
a well-known example, calligraphist
Ibrahim Al Shujairi borrowed from cal-
ligraphist Ishaq Bin Hammad the so-
called Al Jaleel (‘majestic’) style, and
modified it into the lighter style of Al
Thulthayn (‘the two-thirds’), then into
Al Thulth (‘the one third’). In another
case of ‘branching’ from the Al Jaleel
style, Yusuf Al Shujairi (Ibrahim’s
brother), invented Al Ri‘aasi (‘Presi-
dential’). These are only two examples
from many where a calligrapher follows
in the footsteps of another in formulat-
ing a new calligraphic style.

These careful classical calculations are
no longer in evidence in present-day
Hurufism, even among those Huru-
fists who are close to the artistic past,
or to the more ‘authentic’ trends. For
example, in the works of Massoudy,
Sayegh or Boullata, and others, like
Mohammed Said Al Saggar, Mohammed
Al Ani from Iraq, or Abdul Ilah Al Arab
from Bahrain, conditions of judicious
following of Classical Calligraphy are
not met. True, these artists tend to

95 @eo



ool 548y odond clu Jio loaco
Ul Gulol e LA U ALY
uluedlo poyjls (g Hiaie duwglly
wJoua g s paliglh(laFo-IAVA)
Al o Loa e gf (19€-IAAo)
aupdlloyail e gl g ial

il A (@oAllgl sgall) pAailliaa
" Jlocl 8 aciyg @A Gyl nA
:JLocl ;89 [gle)) 53g-02 Jtoa Jal

m@g.[mé]%mgmgmlm@

el (8ol alll aicg (i) gaio i

(8uagc) o aonlg

rolol @86l ol puflall oS PIHU 40,
0 Jur ahiug i 5l aonl g Jor
ATl 6 el e @y Juas G sl
8ol (9 .gAT Ul yhoug 6 jgilol

;9 aagllaule pgailo Jlojuul.aluc
LAY 204l of ela elas Lol laslu
Lo lanAs 1S, e Ju 6 juc
s anblbolha. Qludl 8
laillniulg leiljlaiwlg wagjall (g Aj
2 adb jg4d of Jl sl gadd al Lablg jg
9 &l Lo gag .ALodoni U aulals
wlall ggo ¢ pdnoll gy ouall jaAa
i Al L8 Leauulid U ad jnyg
aing) 8 Jalny les .angl) Lol g Alll
a4y o Lo gag duig) DILA g a Ll of
cun uadll Jaall Joc (6 Légco
898 dlguit)l gy LULE (8 (BT

°e0@® 96

cols J.doJadliaclgoll @eg aanll
g Jgo (10 gl e pailhgan o
.00 el aaaioll il Jleg Lo (s
ol gotioll o ajacd J43 A0y
ol e el 9 clgus nAll o

- Jolga Jpaisigldl oo oluull
Unsg.aolino & wigabg 02 dualo
Al A el gygldcy g3l ol o
candl ol o JWU asyd) Lo (gl

2418y U o)l ol o)l 4o Al

IngnAll6jaub Jlelay laa lha clga
0v22 o lgaa il Lodlg Grodad)l auy ol
108 ng LatliLo.c 10 0uil8 6 QL)

A28l A "auolAS o

043 0 chil dusg)all ol Licy lam
G el nAl o Uypd ATl
L@ 3l alino 89 8l8) jglhio G99
Wlh)a0g Juleo @o dlelolog ddgingo
Jau JJlauanlasloul o alnaio
il ary Lo lhs Llauws Jcaig laio
anyo) clabl Gioll ool gln oo
OEMMUUIQULODIJ&]JQ}O
A glg duan Dlocl aung ol Jlocll
dou0llg @l L,_C} allo ey dungns
Llapcgducayolig

ouw Jg AWUA U

o2 3)9J 5ag.cuitoll Jlocl culs 1A

bl dn g il gle dwpclu
NNy« il @l Ay

*

7.'0

Kazimir Malevich, Suprematist
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Robert Delaunay, Relief Rhythms, 1932
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Yousef Ahmed, Read, 2008

FAW8 aoalwgy

_
_*_ || '\-f
Ali Hassan, Nin, 2008
AT g Gle

start off from calligraphic heritage,
and build on it. But, there is not a
single experiment of ‘branching out’
that adheres to the classical rules (of
innovation). Equally true, both in the
Islamic world and in the Arab world,
there are very few calligraphers who
moved on to developing new material
carriers (signifiers), using a variety of
tools, or were particularly concerned
with artistic structure in Arabic callig-
raphy, thus getting closer and closer
to classical Islamic art. These few no
doubt adopted a range of new styles,
which deviated from the trodden path
in process and method. But none of
them proposed a new calligraphic
line that could be added to the
classical tree.

In effect, this means that Hurufism,
starting from those experiments which
are closest to classical calligraphy, has
been evolving along different cultural
and artistic paths. It connects and
interacts with criteria and perceptions
accruing from modern culture, which
it influences and is influenced by.
This is true of any artistic work, from
conception to exhibition, and passing
through the various processes in be-

tween, that make the exhibited works
what they are - modern, but in their
own specific way in terms of factors
such as production, value and frame
of reference.

Between Writing and Drawing
Massoudy uses full sentences. Sayegh
and Boullata, on the other hand, are
content with the pure form of the Ara-
bic letter, and calligraphy becomes akin
to architectural design. Such designs
attract the eye with configurations
similar to the optical colour aesthetics
of the Russian Kazimir Malevich (1878-
1935), the French Robert Delaunay
(1885-1941) and other abstract geo-
metrists and colourists (chromatic
and structural artists) in Western
experimentation.

This conjuring up (in its weak or strong
form) of some styles of Arabic callig-
raphy is less in evidence in the work

of the late ‘pioneer’ Jamil Hammoudi
from Iraq, as well as in the works of
Yousef Ahmed and Ali Hassan from
Qatar, Ali Omar Ermes from Libya and
Ahmed Mater from Saudi Arabia. A
marvel for visitors and scholars alike,
the work of Yousef Ahmed is adorned
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Shakir Hassan Al Said, Untitled, 1963
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Ali Omar Ermes, Imperatives of the Letter Lam, 2009
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with the Arabic ‘igra’ (‘now you may
read’), an intertextual reference to

the well-known Quranic verse, of
course. But ‘igra’ can at the same time
also be a reference to what the piece
stands for in terms of artistic struc-
ture: Ahmed ‘writes’ the word, indeed
‘draws’ it, and does not ‘calligraph’ it,
as used to happen traditionally. This is
also visible in the letters’ form, circles,
elongation, and corners, giving the
impression not of a designed but of a
spontaneous flow of the hand. One can
see this in the way the two dots are
placed on the shape of the letter qaaf
-9- which, while at variance with how
this is done in writing, is in keeping
with the artistic design of the piece.

In this exhibit, noticeable also are the
coloured shades, a practice unknown
in classical calligraphy where it was
often sufficient to simply have black
on white, with no shading. A similar
phenomenon may also be observed in
the work of Ali Hassan, who resorts not
only to the pen but to a multiplicity of
media in the production of his artwork.
Here, colour graduates and fluctuates
in thickness and consistency. Whereas
Yousef Ahmed alludes to a Quranic
verse, Ali Hassan is preoccupied with

the letter ‘Nan” which also has a
powerful Quranic intertextuality. In
this and in other works by this art-
ist, a great deal of effort is exerted
on form’, turning the ‘Ndn’ into a
building block and at the same time,
ultimately, into an entire edifice.

Thus, while Ahmed keeps meaning-
ful sentences, Hassan focuses on
the single letter. But in both cases,
Arabic calligraphy would be treated
as a formal given’, as noted by Jamil

Hammoudi and Shakir Hassan Al Said,

the two Iragi pioneers of this artistic
trend. According to Hammoudi, “art
is inspired by the letter”. In a simi-

lar vein, Shakir Hassan Al Said talks
about “taking the Arabic letter as a
point of departure” (Al Bud Al Waa-
Hid - ‘the One Dimension’, Thunyan
Publishers, Baghdad, 1971). All of this
can be seen in other works in this
exhibition: Arabic phrases and sen-
tences, with no restrictions dictating
adherence to a particular calligraphic
style in the way these words are in
fact ‘drawn’” and not merely written.
The link between writing and drawing
seems to entail going beyond sim-
ply calling up particular letters and

sentences in isolation. These words
would encompass the entire artis-

tic edifice in the work of Hammoudi,
Ermes and Mater. Examining the works
of these artists would reveal that their
artistic structure does not rely solely
on the letter or the sentence, but are
integrated in an overall design that
certainly transcends the individual
letter or sentence. The Hurufist artist
integrates writing into other modes of
representation: nothing simply ‘de-
scends’ on a white sheet of paper, but
on a representational surface made
conducive in measurement and colour
to the reception of what descends.
Writing thus takes centre stage in the
works of artists such as Ahmed, Hassan
and Ermes. With Hammoudi and Mater,
however, writing becomes one of many
elements that go into the production
of a piece. In Hammoudi’s work, for
example, the written mode and a pre-
dominantly cubic artistic design are
intertwined. The bond takes the form of
a binary structure in the work of Mater.

In this way, writing and pictorial
representation are closely bound up,
within the framework of an artistic
piece (painted or sculpted). This is
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Ahmed Mater, lllumination (Torso), 2009
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Jamil Hamoudi, If Ever Forgetful Mention Allah, 1985
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the corner stone of an artistic work
that evolves from the perspective of
new experiences and treatments, ac-
cumulated, practised and re-ordered
by the artist in the context of modern
art experimentation. In this, there is
concern with the ‘form’ of the writing
material since writing is now seen as
part of form which, with colour, has
become the pivot of the artistic work.
Furthermore, there is now concern with
the colour of the ‘writing material’, and
with the colour of the ‘atmosphere’ into
which writing gets integrated.

Between Embellishment and Drawing
Whereas the works of Massoudy, Sayegh
and Boullata are in important respects
remarkably close to the art of calligra-
phy, art works by Nja Mahdaoui, Lulwah
AlHamoud and Mohammed Mandi
belong to, are inspired by, or commu-
nicate with an altogether different art
form, namely ‘Arab-Islamic embellish-
ment’ (zakhrafa). However, to exam-
ine this phenomenon, we must at the
outset distinguish between work by
one artist and that of another within
the group of artists represented in

this exhibition. This involves consid-
ering the specific experience which

each of the individual artists has been
through. Mahdaoui’s experience is one
of several experiences which this artist
has been through, experimenting with
different material carriers (signifiers),
using different tools and successfully
producing exciting artistic results. In
the work exhibited, Mahdaoui exploits
new Arab-Islamic embellishment pos-
sibilities (without the calligraphy which
is in evidence in his other works). In
the present work, Mahdaoui varies on
and re-considers these possibilities.
Relying on the ruler and the straight
line, the artist would go on to produce
interesting configurations, design enti-
ties and colour contrasts.

There is nothing in this work (or in any
of the other works by this artist) that
relates explicitly to classical calligraphy
or the art of embellishment. Calligra-
phy is present in these works but with-
out the formal letters, words or sen-
tences yielding ‘normal” meaning. The
same may be said of embellishment.
These works do not draw anything

in particular, no matter how useful

or commendable (e.g. the circle, the
square, the circle within the square,
the square within the circle, or other

symmetrical configurations). Rather,
these works innovate, producing
configurations that are both possible
and attractive on the line. In fact, it can
safely be said that Mahdaoui’s works
turn sight upside down and constantly
renews the view to reveal embellished
configurations. The works do not
adhere to such formatting principles
as vertical structure of the page, or
meticulous and systematic distribution
of items on the page lines.

What Al Hamoud does, relates to the
geometrical basis of embellishment.
Although it is often realised by dots
which, if seen in sequence, are the
basis of the straight line, Al Hamoud’s
work is conducted in accordance with
well-studied and extremely precise
calculations. There is a complex rela-
tionship between the constant and the
circular, which gives the impression

of the work circumambulating around
itself. But what is truly striking in this
excellent work is that the artist is fully
aware that any geometrical structure
has a constancy that freezes” and limits
the view, which conveys a perception
that is ‘cold’, or ‘engineered’, to use the
word in its negative, non-artistic sense.
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Nja Mahdaoui, Nothing Lasts Forever, 2007
U\ & fogaue (5lamo g

Lulwah Al Hamoud, Untitled, 2008
FWA aeie (g ag.oJl 6gJg)

Lulwah Al Hamoud, Untitled, 2008
FA el (o ag0l 6gJg)

So what the artist does is to suspend
this constancy effect by introducing an
element of movement which turns it
around itself. This makes the work, to
use a cliché, more like ‘now you see it,
now you don’t’; that is, you may think
it is constant but it is actually moving.
Such management of an artistic work
can only emanate from a wealth of
experience and from someone well-
versed in modern art. To accentu-

ate vitality, the artist punctuates the
calligraphy line with sequential dots,
which makes the figure lighter on the
eye and milder in impact: there is an
ethereal quality, as though the figure
has descended from afar.

However, what the artist was also
seeking ultimately to achieve at one
and the same time and in the same
process, was to conjure up a ritualis-
tic, spiritual and aesthetic reference.
What she did would certainly recall

Al Tawaf (circumambulation round
the Kaaba in Mecca) as an Islamic rit-
ual. But she would not simply emulate
or imitate a well-known scene. Rather,
she would only observe the ‘structural
form’ of the scene. That is, she would
see the movement of circumambula-

tion as the immediate outcome of a
form that is circular and uninterrupted.
In this, the artist has Arabic calligraph-
ic form, experimentation and innova-
tion in common with the other artists
we have examined.

It is precisely at this juncture that
Mandi’s experience would meet

that of Al Hamoud, or the other way
round. Al Hamoud refrains from using
any letters or sentences. By contrast,
Mandi resorts to these units of lan-
guage and relies on them heavily, albeit
in a manner that ensures visual ‘light-
ness and an ethereal quality. But what
links the two experiences is the fact
the Mandi structures one of his works
(Basmallah 5) on a circular basis,
revolving around itself and somehow
recalling or referring to the circum-
ambulation of Al Tawaf. He would
also align the Tawaf lines with geo-
metrical precision, using ‘laa llaaha’
(No god but Allah) as the basis of the
aesthetic structure. Using the gouache
pen facilitates a slow, cautious move-
ment of the pen in drawing a suc-
cessive movement which deviates
slightly, then reverts to systematicity
and becomes perfectly circular.
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Mohammed Mandi, Basmala 5, 2008
MAoddonul Galoaoa0

What is remarkable about Mandi’s
piece is that it is very much a “flat
surface’, (like most calligraphic and
embellished works, or modern Ab-
stract works) without a dimension

of perspective. However, the work
also conveys an impression that runs
counter to this observation, when the
eye identifies some movement in the
place, in the area, which makes the
work merge with something beyond,
descending into another scene that is
imagined and not real. This is enabled
by the movement of the pen from
dark to light, from the darkness of the
written letters, to the opening-up of
the white behind them, returning to
the whiteness of the paper on which
the drawing was made. This dark-
light fluctuation is what promotes an
impression of ‘depth’ in the work, and
what makes it akin to the form-colour
manipulation in modern art. The art-
ist attempts this in the Basmallah; he
would depart from the circular struc-
ture, towards a different, elongated
structure, erected on the basis of the
contrast ‘dark-light” on the one hand,
and on the basis of slightly embel-
lished written configurations, on the
other. What strikes the observer in

Mandi’s work is that it appears taken
out of a wider artistic context. The
work does not begin and end with
the paper, and does not have internal
demarcation lines. Rather, it is always
part of what is in fact wider and lying
further beyond. The end of the line
seems deliberately interrupted, and if
it so desires, the eye can roam, track-
ing a movement beyond the physical
paper. This forms the basis of the
third piece by this artist which most
clearly appears severed from what
preceded or what could come after

- this time vertically, on a wall. This
gives the work a spiritual or religious
dimension that merits closer scru-
tiny. Put simply, this is to do with art
being all about severing the part from
the whole, with the value and mean-
ing of art always residing outside the
work itself. Mahdaoui and Al Hamoud
return to the ‘structuralism’ of writ-
ing, and exploit this in new direc-
tions. The new investment appears
to be design-oriented in a number of
important ways: in accordance with
the movement of the ruler and the
straight line (which we have seen with
Boullatta, Sayegh and Mahdaoui); or
according to the spontaneous, yet at

the same time, calculated movement
of the hand (with Al Hamoud and
Mandi). This forms a point of depar-
ture for Diana Al Hadid and Omar El
Nagdi. Both artists (El Nagdi chrono-
logically prior to Al Hadid) invest in
the structuralism of writing, but in

a manner that is totally free from

any constraints or calculations, and
without being tied to writing in the
Arabic language either. Observers are
at a loss regarding whether or not to
categorise such works under Huru-
fism (an intrinsically Arabic pursuit).
These works can easily be subsumed
under Abstractionism (a Western en-
deavour), and perhaps more sensibly,
under ‘Informalist” Art. Thus far, what
we have seen are works closely bound
up with writing, as with Yousef Ahmed
and others. The Arab viewer is at an
advantage, compared with his or

her non-Arab counterpart. The Arab
viewer of Yousef Ahmed’s work can
function better, both linguistically and
visually. This added knowledge is not
called for in dealing with the work of
El Nagdi and Al Hadid: there is egali-
tarianism, so to speak, and the view-
ers’ origin, as well as their linguistic
and artistic repertoire, are irrelevant.
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Shakir Hassan Al Said
Evacuation, We Will Return, 1983
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Shakir Hassan Al Said, Wall #1, 1991
1991 @) jan ol e JALD

Analysts can here detect some varia-
tion that has emerged historically and
artistically among the diverse range of
experiments with Hurufism. This varia-
tion relates to those who sought to keep
close links (in structural form, value or
referentiality) with Arabic calligraphy
and classical Arab-Islamic aesthetics.
This is in contrast to those who pulled
the artistic work increasingly towards
the logic of Western modern art. This
can be seen most clearly in the work of
El Nagdi and Al Hadid. Both are intent
on exploiting the implications of hand
movement which thus becomes a
regulative criterion for the work of art.
This hand rhythm is musicalised with El
Nagdi, and on the verge of ‘vanishing’
with Al Hadid. To risk an interpretation,
the work of El Nagdi builds on pat-
terned rhythmic score revolving around
the various configurations of the letter
Alif. AlHadid’s work, on the other hand,
does not in any shape or form refer us
to any letter or to writing; it is the game
of pure form, codification and atrophy,
something akin to an artistic formal
alphabet in the making.

Departure but Towards the Art Piece
If observer-analysts were to draw a

different map for the exhibition, this
would possibly indicate that, bear-
ing in mind all the points of differ-
ence mentioned above, the works
by El Nagdi and Al Hadid serve as

a watershed separating what has
been exhibited from what is yet to be
exhibited. This is richer than a mere
point of difference, and subsumes a
range of orientations impinging on
the work while it is being created,
on the creation process itself, on its
referentialities. New, albeit differ-
ent, experiences can always emerge,
which makes the difference bring
forth a multiplicity of rich perspec-
tives. This is exactly what has made
Hurufism take root and stand on a
more solid footing. Pondering the
works of Shakir Hassan Al Said,

Rafa Nasiri, Rachid Koraichi, Khaled
Ben Slimane, and numerous others
outside this exhibition, would reveal
the extent of the differences among
these works themselves, and with
previous works. This renders the
artistic work the outcome of innova-
tions, attractions and choices, some
of which are purely artistic, while
others are to do with ideological and
religious calculations.

Dealing with these differences is
perhaps not an insurmountable task.
To start with the experience of the
pioneer Shakir Hassan Al Said, this can
be said to virtually sum up the scope
of the difference alluded to above,

and fathom its artistic and aesthetic
manifestations. Al Said founded One
Dimension (Baghdad, 1971) and,
together with Madiha Omar, Jamil
Hammoudi, Koutaiba Sheikh Nuri,
Mohamed Ghani Hikmat, Dia Al Az-
zawi and Rafa Nasiri, among others,
launched an artistic movement that
was to have a far-reaching influence
on modern Arab art, so much so that
some went as far as calling it ‘the Iraqi
School’ (a name that conjures up the
grace of having centuries ago had the
Wasiti School). Indeed, it can be said
that launching this forum has provided
us with a solid theoretical foundation,
both in the diaspora and all over the
Arab world: in Lebanon (Said Akil,
Wajih Nahlé, and Adel Al Saghir); in
Sudan (Othman Wakia” Allah, Ahmed
Shibrin, and Ibrahim Al Sulhi); Morocco
(Ahmed Cherkaoui); Algeria (Awsham
Group); Egypt (Hamid Abdullah,
Yousuf Sayedah, and Taha Hussein);
Syria (Mahmoud Hammad, Abdul
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Rafa Al Nasiri, Variations of the Horizon No. 5, 1979
19VA 0 o8y §aW el .5 pnlil @8l

Qadir Arnaout, and Sami Burhan), not
to forget Iranian experiences (Hussein
Zenderoudi and the Aga Khan School)
and others further afield. However, the
value of the Baghdad School resides
not so much in the reasons for the way
it was established (which were cer-
tainly different) as in what the School
meant as a school which radiated
inspiration and was a singularly shining
and effective source of inspiration.

We can begin with Al Said’s exhibited
works which, through their multiplic-
ity and different histories, map out a
pathway and succinctly but meaning-
fully sum up what this artist has tried
to do and excelled in doing. The work
‘Untitled’, which goes back to 1963,
represents one of the artist’s earliest
experiments in this mode, specifi-
cally in his ‘reflectionism’ phase. . It
was in this and subsequent experi-
ments that Al Said broke away from his
beginnings, and opted for a pathway
characterised by a search for a reli-
gious and aesthetic pivot for his art,

a goal reached in the idea behind the
artist’s remarkably revealing piece ‘The
One Dimension’. Here, the artist would
build on the premise that the letter is

a material entity (a signifier), which
exists only by virtue of what is outside
of it, beyond it, its ‘total truth” as he
would call it (the signified). Here is a
‘part’ of a ‘whole’, the ‘whole’” being
prior to and inclusive of art, a dictum
espoused in the artist’s other two
exhibited works. These belong to “The

Wall’ phase, which began in the 1970s.

What is indicated is simply that a
wall, like paper, receives on its sur-
face the inscribings or the scribblings
of the calligraphist or of the years,
which expand in their fullness. It is
this which makes the artistic work
home to traces, not an act of individ-
ual creativity. Art in this case would
only project events that lie outside of
it, that have intruded uninvited, more
willfully and more aggressively than
can be resisted by the artist.

Nevertheless, in dealing with Al Said’s
experience, we must distinguish
between what he himself says about
his art and what interpretative pos-
sibilities are open to the viewer or
the critic. There is no contradiction

in this variation, no conflict between
the discourse and the reality of the
artistic work. There is only a variation

between the artist’s ‘intentionality” and
‘self-defense’, on the one hand, and,
on the other, the freedom of unbridled
interpretation which, in modern art,

is the viewer’s or the critic’s preroga-
tive and no one else’s. Yet, it is not the
case, as some would claim, that the
way Al Said interprets his work is wan-
ton ‘intrusion’ on the part of the artist.
What is certain is that Al Said’s dis-
course is design-oriented, which must
inevitably have something to do with
how the work came to be, an aspect
of creativity that viewers or critics can
ill-afford to ignore or cancel.

Certainly some analysts were not
concerned with Al Said’s discourse
about his own art or about Hurufism
in general. But many heeded his
artistic experience and its noticeable
artistic presence. Al Said’s experience
is varied and wide-ranging, extend-
ing beyond the work in meaningful
ways which links it not only to Arabic
calligraphy or to the Sufist experi-
ence but also and equally significantly
to numerous Western experiments
(Antoni Tapies’s in particular). Al Said
sought to find links between time and
individual experience.
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Khaled Ben Slimane, Ascension XIIl, 2008
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It can thus be safely concluded that,
at crucial, decisive points, Al Said’s
experience with Hurufism tends to
fluctuate between being attractive
to the eye and being controversial
(‘a bone of contention’). Al Said went
as far as he could with allowing the
old discourse to infiltrate his modern
artistic, aesthetic discourse (diachron-
ically). Yet at the same time, he went
as far as he could in exploiting the
possibilities of Arabic in all its finest
configurations (synchronically).

It was on this latter point that debate
has raged, with “The One Dimension’
losing its impetus so soon after it was
first established. This underlined the
difficulties we inevitably face in trend-
setting or forming ‘artistic schools of
thought” within the Arab experience.
Furthermore, the dismantling of “The
One Dimension” meant the ‘fragmen-
tation” of Hurufism, in the sense of
going in different pathways. This will
become self-evident when the viewer
has an opportunity to sample the
other exhibits.

Rafa Al Nasiri was one of the Iraqi art-
ists who first dedicated himself to this

trend, then pulled out both artisti-
cally and organisationally. His artistic
works (like the one being exhibited)
were characterised by a structure that
combines the geometrical and the
free, the “fixed on the ground” and the
‘hovering on the horizons’. This is all

realised with a light calligraphic effect,

for some letters only, and for very few
geometrical signs. The exhibited work
of Al Nasiri builds on and is influenced
by the logic of engraving, although it
is actually displayed on oil. There is a
distinct structural design more suit-
able for engravings, just before the
engraving is affected. It can thus be
said that in Al Nasiri’s work, there is

a structural duality in a number of
respects: the designed vs. the loose,
the engraving vs. the oil painting, the
ground vs. the horizon, the lower vs.
the upper, letting colours run loose
vs. designing the geometrical area,
the fluctuations of colour and the
structure, the scribbling of signs vs.
the studied prominences.

This dichotomous structuration may
also be found in the work of the Tuni-
sian artist Khaled Ben Slimane. In fact,
his exhibited work looks very much

like @ mould within a mould. There

is, on the one hand, visible geometry
and, on the other, a calligraphy totally
unconstrained. But the work of this
artist tends to veer more towards the
logic of the painting, and the estab-
lished ways of structuring painting. In
an atypical fashion, the ‘letter’ seems
to have been toppled upside down, so
drastically that it has become expres-
sionless, as can clearly be seen in the
work of Mahdaoui, another Tunisian.
But what particularly attracts attention
in Ben Slimane’s work is the meticulous
care which he takes in structuring the
work in accordance with the logic of
the painting (not the calligraphed work
or the classic embellishments), with
such zeal that the signs pointing to cal-
ligraphy are rather distant or distorted
in extreme ways, which ultimately
usurps it of its identity. This is how we
see structural form and colour - the
two main ingredients of modern art -
so inextricably integrated. The form

is never separate from the colour but
elided into it, in such a way that the
viewer simply cannot distinguish one
from the other. Form does not delimit
colour, nor is colour there just to fill a
space in the structure.
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Rachid Koraichi, Without You or Me or the
Nostalgic Hallucination, 1986
(UL ALl
197730 Sluugla ) gag79 ¢heagag (g

This is precisely what the Algerian artist
Rachid Koraichi does, despite a pre-
dominance of the laboured nature of
form which exceeds the effort of colour.
As far as colour is concerned, the art-
ist is content with the game of black
and white. Essentially, these are the
two basic elements of classical Arabic
calligraphy, whether Arab-Islamic or
Asian (Chinese, Japanese, Korean).
But what is noteworthy particularly in
the structure of the work exhibited, is
the remarkable approximation to the
structure of classical calligraphy. The
graphic surface is divided like the page
of a calligraphic production would be.
Paragraphs are distinctly demarcated
as major and minor, core and marginal.
Like work on paper, the artistic work
can be sustained only in this way, in
the co-existence of these elements,
the harmony among different elements.
This has been a reservoir for all cal-
ligraphic experiences and has formed
the repertoire of material structures.

Koraichi represents and identifies with
the culture and artistic traditions of
calligraphed work, bringing together
calligraphy’s various elements, includ-
ing Asian calligraphed work. To Korai-

chi, the artistic work is built according
to a calligraphed ‘sign” which medi-
ates work that stands out in size and
presence. It is a sign not very dis-
similar to Asian calligraphy, which is a
brave attempt at widening the poten-
tial of Arabic Hurufism by taking itin a
totally different, new direction where
it can be enriched and varied at one
and the same time.

Variation. Experimentation. These
are modes which the Hurufist has
recently been inclined to explore, all
with the aim of finding ways to renew
art. The artist’s tools, materials and
frames of reference are some of these
means of renewal.

Hurufism: A Bifurcating Road

This is how the Hurufism road bi-
furcates, and has become so varied
and so innovative that variation and
invocation have become the hallmark
of the movement, a multiplicity which
this exhibition reflects so well. The
exhibition has brought together, on
the one hand, a number of Hurufism
pioneers and luminaries and, on the
other hand, a generation of young and
innovative Hurufists who have stud-

ied, lived or are still living in the West,
and thus in constant interaction with
new calligraphic configurations. This
is yet another indication that Hurufism
has taken root on the fine arts scene,
not only in the Arab world but inter-
nationally. Hurufist works have made
it to international gallery markets and
some of the most prominent muse-
ums. In fact, the present exhibition
has a long pedigree: similar exhibitions
in London at the British Museum, in the
old and majestic National Library in
Paris, and so on.

A great deal has been written and
said about Hurufism. A huge number
of single-artist or group exhibitions
have been organised showing its
works. A long list of doctoral and
master dissertations, as well as aca-
demic papers and articles, have been
written about it. It is therefore no
exaggeration to say that Hurufism is
the most documented trend in Arab
modern art.

Yet, debate has never ceased, with
Hurufism either praised to the sky
or condemned to the abyss. On the
negative side, Hurufism has been
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criticised and its value belittled. It
has been dismissed as an ‘accidental’
phenomenon, and its artistic make-
up said to be so weak and fragile that
it will not withstand the test of time.
Or, at best, it has been described as a
purely ‘Arab’ phenomenon that does
not ‘travel well’. But, if anything, such
criticisms have only confirmed that
Hurufism is here to stay. In fact, quite
a few observers are beginning to refer
to it as the ‘most prominent’ or the
‘most significant” trend on the scene
of modern Arab art. Of course this
does not diminish the value of those
artists who have distanced them-
selves from it, or even those who have
crossed swords with it. But what is
certain is that a host of factors, purely
technical or relating to international
politics and finance, have promoted
Hurufism to the privileged position it
so elegantly occupies.

Some artists may have opted for
shortcuts to get to Hurufism, cutting
corners as they went along, or at times
jumping on the bandwagon, as it were,
with Hurufism becoming a meaning-
less mantra, or a commercial trade-
mark, ‘guaranteed’ but in art this time.

But, these phenomena in no way mean
that it is a pursuit to be dismissed. On
the contrary, they have increased the
value of Hurufism in real terms.

The observer simply cannot afford to
ignore another important aspect of
this leading experiment, namely that
Hurufism has sparked a crucial debate
in the discourse on art - even if this de-
bate at times gets couched in religious,
nationalistic or spiritual terms, which is
at the end of the day a peripheral and
not a core concern. What has emerged
in this exhibition is that essential
experiments with Hurufism have
formed two-way bridges: from Arab
artto art in an international context,
and from Arab art to all its many and
varied local frames of reference. This
must mean a certain domestication of
fine art practices in environments and
communities not visited before, which
can all be a win-win situation in terms
of the totality of experiences and
experiencers, with nothing and no

one getting excluded.

This also means that the Hurufist,
unlike Little Poucet, did not very much
favour the idea of a return and decided

to continue the journey instead. He
preferred the wilderness of the forest
to home comforts, in keeping with the
wise poetic saying ‘Do not hold store by
who you are and where you have come
from, for what makes you who you are
is what you have actually achieved. B-
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