If in the past few years a greater appreci-
ation”of contemporary Arab art has been
stimulated in London, this has been largely
due to exhibitions organised by Gratfiu,
firstin a small gallery off Oxford Street and
now in association with Blackman Harvey
at the latter’s city gallery only two minutes
- walk from the Guildhall. Here in the sum-
_mer some fifty recent works by nine out-
standing artists, some already familiar
from previous exhibitions, brought a fresh
and exhilarating crop chosen by Caroline
Collier. These works contrast healthily
~with the much-publicised expressionist
~ crudities by some American, German and
- Italian painters in the past decade or so. For

expressionism though it has become re-

surgent again in Western 20th century art
 haslittle place in the canon of living Islamic
_ artists. Which is understandable when one
~ remembers the Quranic proscription of the
~ image directly reflective of the human
form. Inherently the essence of Arabic art
tends towards permanence, the creation of
a picture or an object containing associ-
ations beyond mere decoration while
possessing abstract qualities of colour and
design capable of stirring emotions
through the retina.

Thus Dia al-Azzawi, who has lived and
- worked in London fer-several years after
leaving his native Baghdad, shows recent
works developing from his formidable
earlier concepts in solid cut-out structures;
bright primary colours recall something of
the social ambiance and architecture of life
in the towns of Iraq. Here he extends his
repertoire of iconic symbols, vividly writ-
ing with his brush curves, angles and
whorls of pigment echoing the historic
arabesques of Islamic scrollwork, while
also treating motives from the environment
as strong upright reliefs hinting at Iraqgi

folklore.
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suggests rather than spells out any literal

meaning. Mehdi Qotbi is a young

Moroccan painter of iridescent composi-

tions who has worked in France for some
years. He weaves veils of tone in tiny
gouache strokes of his brush immediately
evocatve of Arabic script, but which as he

the notation of music in which he is deeply
interested. These skeins of detail with their
minute intricacies akin to those of woven

lace shimmer in bands of movement across

the paper. This is his first time in London,
and this attractive sampling should assure
him of the success he deserves. o
-Rachid Koraichi, an Algerian now liv-
ing in Tunisia, is already well-known from
previous exhibitions, some at the Iraqi
Cultural Centre, London. In his virile and
dynamic two-dimensional structures are
ideographic symbols assuming human @i
lines with their own dramatic tensili

From his native environment in North

Africa he has followed the long pedigree of
the visual image that predates even the rich
mosaics depicting Roman gods, some of
which I discovered in 1942 being used as
‘hard standing’ for British Army ammuni-
tion dumps at Bulla Regia in the fertil¢
plain of the Medjerda near the Tunisian
front line. -

While it would be rash to assume that all
Arab art is imbued with overtly religious

~ graphic signs and texts emerging i
 subtle forms, as in the series Pages
- books by Iraqi artist Saleh al-Jus:

now lives in California. His works
ed media on paper live up to their i

 here are lines of inscrutable text
~seeming partly obliterated, many =
explained to me were as representative of  signs

covered under the sand; the restor:
his ancient history has an unfailing

Though most of those artists -
their native countries, temporz;
longer, there is in none of them any

tones there is no doubt that the proscrip-  ©

tion on human figuration acknowledges
the effectiveness of painted and carved
al power ina

symbols to imply sublimina
positive sense. This sense of ritual comes
trequently into play in the use of calli-
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If in the past few years a greater appreci-
ation of contemporary Arab art has been
stimulated in London, this has been largely
due to exhibitions organised by Graffiu,
first in a small gallery off Oxford Street and
now in association with Blackman Harvey
at the latter’s city gallery only two minutes
- walk from the Guildhall. Here in the sum-
mer some ﬁfty recent works by nine out-
standing artists, some already famihar
from previous exhibitions, brought a fresh
‘and exhilarating crop chosen by Caroline
Collier. These works contrast healthily
with the much-publicised cxpressmnm
crudities by some American, German and
Iralian painters in the past decade or so. For
expressionism though it has become re-

surgent again in Western 20th century art

has little place in the canon of living Islamic
artists. Which is understandable when one
remembers the Quranic proscription of the
image directly reflective of the human
form. Inherently the essence of Arabic art
tends towards permanence, the creation of
a picture or an object containing associ-
ations beyond mere decoration while
possessing abstract qualities of colour and
‘design capable of stirring emotions
through the retina.

Thus Dia al-Azzawi, who has lived and
worked in London for several years after
leaving his native Baghdad, shows recent
works developing from his formidable
earlier concepts in solid cut-out structures;
‘brxght primary colours recall something of

the social ambiance and architecture of life
in the towns of Iraq. Here he extends his
 repertoire of iconic symbols, vividly writ-
ing with his brush curves, angles and
whorls of pigment echoing the historic
arabesques of Islamig_scrollwork, while
also treating motives from the environment
as strong upright reliefs hinting at Iraqi
folklore.

While much has been written about the
~ recurring presence of calligraphy in Arabic
painting, perhaps too much stress on this
aspect has obscured the fact that much of it

uou@che strokes of | L uarely
evocative of Arabic script, b... which as he
explained to me were as representative of
the notation of music in which he is deeply
interested. These skeins of detail with their
minute intricacies akin to those of woven
lace shimmer in bands of movement across
the paper. This is his first time in London,
and this attractive sampling should assure
him of the success he deserves.

Rachid Koraichi, an Algerian now liv-
ing in Tunisia, is already well-known from
previous exhibitions, some at the Iraqi
Cultural Centre, London. In his virile and
dynamic two-dimensional structuves are
ideographic symbols assuming human out-
lines with their own dramatic tensions.
From his native environment in North
Africa he has followed the long pedigree
the visual image that predates even the rich
mosaics depicting Roman gods, some of

i6dia on paper ve up to
_ here afe imes of inscrutable tex
seeming partly obliterated, many :
signs of the erosion of time now
preservation even in their incormp!
Much of the Arab’s history lies
covered under the sand; the restor
his ancient history has an unfailing

- Though most of those artists &
their native countries, temporz
longer, there is in none of them any

‘hard standing’ for British Army ammuni

tion dumps at Bulla Regia in the fertile
plain of the Medjerda near the Tunisian
front line.

While it would be rash to assume tl&aﬂ
Arab art is imbued with overtly religious
tones there is no doubt that the proscrip-
tion on human figuration acknowledges
the effectiveness of painted and carved
symbols to imply subiammal power in a
positive sense. This sense of ritual comes
frequently into play in the use of calli-
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its  hatched brushstrokes.
- One exception to the non-figurative
 majority is Walid Abu Shakra, whose
is distinction apart, the effectis - etchings have an openness in their land-
overlaid complexities and  scapes of trees and gardens that though
' the versatile  broadly traditional in approach elaborate
~ their spaced depths across the width of
ach plate. With important new works by
~ popular artists seen in previous Graffiti
shows plus the advent of such exciting
painters as Mehdi Qotbi seen for the first
Inawab, b ~ time in London, Contemporary Arab Art
. 1985 at the Blackman Harvey ‘Gallery is
ersonal poetry in  notable for its special impact in competing
ring his surfaces  with the other exhibitions in the interna-
textures of scored and cross-  tional arena,of the London art world.
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ternational con-
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