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The Naive Arab Artist

This exhibition is dedicated to a particular category of artists. They may not even be regarded
as "real” artists—but when they are, art critics make sure to add one of the multiple
qualifiers collected over the years to describe this specific group. The most commonly used
descriptors for identifying these artists include: naive, naifs, faux-naifs, faux-faux-naifs,
semi-naifs, outsiders, faux-outsiders, and art brut. And here is a longer list collected from
various sources:

... vernacular art, autodidact art, primitive art, maverick art, tribal art, isolate art,
folk art, visionary art, inspired art, schizophrenic art, self-taught art, patient art,
untutored art, idiosyncratic art, original art, psychotic art, introvert art, outlaw
aesthetics, estranged art, anti-cultural art, unfettered art, the art of the artless,
unmediated art, breakaway art, art without precedent, anti-cultural art, non-
cultural art, desublimated art, asylum art, art of the insane, raw art, grassroots
art, primitive art, autistic art, intuitive art, non-traditional folk art, mediumistic art,
dilettante art, amateur art, marginal art, would-be faux-naifs art, really-not-so-
naif art, eccentric art, rough art, /autre art...

The most commonly accepted terms in art historiography have been art brutand outsider art.
The former was introduced by the artist Jean Dubuffet in 1948 and has been primarily used
within the French academic context, while the latter was more recently designated as the
English equivalent of art brut (by Roger Cardinal in his celebrated 1972 book Outsider Ari).
For convenience, our exhibition often relies on these two terms, using them interchangeably
to signify the concepts or to refer to modes of production deployed by the artists grouped
under this umbrella.

The multiplicity of terms used to describe this category of artists points to many things,
but above all it signals the multiple encounters or attempts by mainstream art history to
approach or acculturate this strange form of art-making. Even within the context of Western
art history - and especially English-language versions of that history - this category of
artists has been, and still is, largely ignored (especially when compared to mainstream art).
And yet, we know these “outsiders” exerted significant influence on many canonical avant-
garde figures of Western Europe, especially following the publication of Hans Prinzhorn's
groundbreaking work Bildnerei der Geisteskranken (Artistry of the Mentally Ill) in 1922.
Artists belonging to this category had a deep impact on the Surrealists, Cubists, and /art
informel—think of Salvador Dali's “paranoid-critical method," of André Breton, Pablo
Picasso, Paul Klee, and many others.

Recent texts that do engage with outsider artists often stress the dearth of professional
art critical and art historical writing dedicated to their works and modes of creation. Art
historians pledge to free this form of art from the care of doctors and psychiatrists - who
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have shown great interest in such forms of visuality or symbolization - promising to ground
the naifs and outsiders in a more mainstream “legitimate” art history, or to link them to the
philosophy of art and aesthetics. But in this endeavor, mainstream criticism is promising to
do just the opposite of what the naifs and the “insane” have - consciously, or unconsciously
- resisted: namely, academization, rationalization, incorporation into the artworld, adoption
by the institution of art, and methodological treatment of these artists with the same
medicine by which critics and art historians have cured the “insiders” over two centuries of
enlightened modernity. In their pure naiveté, the outsiders reject precisely that which the
insiders have always dreamed of: namely, recognition, vanity, co-option by the academia,
and/or the incorporation into the canon of art.

The muiltiplicity of labels also points to the profound ambiguity and contradictoriness that
surrounds this form of art-making. The terms in themselves (brut, naive, outsider) reveal
first of all a /ack:a lack of experience, wisdom, culture, or judgment of taste (and sometimes
of reason itself); a lack of education, sophistication, or insight into art historical conventions;
and more recently a lack of familiarity with art critical and theoretical trends dominating the
contemporary artworld. But among admirers of this artistic genre and its practitioners, these
terms have also acquired a range of positive connotations: honesty, purity, sincerity, genuine
emotion, pure creativity, authenticity, truthfulness, spontaneity, innocence, and many more.
Today, when the insider artist is first of all a successful self-promoter and businessperson,
it is the outsider - and we are referring here to the genuine ones, not to the many trained
contemporary artists who have adopted the outsider persona or their pictorial language
- who keeps alive the romantic image of the artist as the social misfit, the dissident, the
shaman who is less invested in cultivating the aura of private authorship and more under a
mystical compulsion to communicate with other worlds.

Therefore, the primary aim of this exhibition is not to administer art historical or art critical
medication to this category of artists. Rather, The Naive Arab Artist seeks to bring to the
attention of the public a conflicted and conflated category of art and image-makers - some
names are well known while others are not - without any attempt to incorporate them into
the art historical or critical discourse. The exhibition does not seek to clarify or sort out the
confusion of labels listed above. (During my research phase in Beirut, on many occasions |
had to find ways to avoid discussions regarding how to distinguish between “outsiders” and
"naifs,’ between “faux-naifs,” “semi-naifs,’ and “psychotic art”") Instead, we have endeavored
to present an impartial survey of naive and outsider artistic and artisanal practices from the
Middle East, showing the works, or the relations among them, in their full ambiguity and
complexity. The exhibit approaches this category of image, craft or art-making in terms of
imaginary worlds set outside of mainstream art and its systems of exchange. The Naive Arab
Artist could be regarded, in other words, as an attempt to find ways to glimpse into black
holes—that is, to reach by free association into the “unconsciousness” of current official art.
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The exhibition focuses on a particular group of artists from the Middle East, displaying
instances of brut, naif, or outsider art from Lebanon, Syria, Morocco, Algeria, Egypt, Irag,
Tunisia, and Palestine. As in other regions of the world, this category has been around for a
long time; and also as in other regions, it has often been shunned by official art discourses.
Occasionally, the most famous of these artists have been invited to join the circles of the
insiders, but only after they received full endorsements from the colonial expert: as, for
example, in the very illustrative case of the Lebanese artist Khalil Zgheib (1911-1975),
who, as the Beirut artworld legend has it, counted among his earliest admirers a prominent
member of AUB's art faculty (Mariette Charlton), a distinguished French archeologist (Henri
Seyrig), and the minister of French culture (André Malraux)—all of whom are alleged to have
"discovered” him; or in the case of the Algerian self-taught painter Baya Mahieddine (1931-
1998, known as Baya), who is said to have influenced Picasso, and who refused to join the
Surrealist circles on the grounds of colonial epistemology and the imposition of Occidental
discourses on Algerian tribal art.

Some of these artists have been periodically recognized or invited by official art institutions:
for example, the Lebanese-Armenian Sophie Yeramian (1915-1984) was awarded second
prize in one of the Sursock Museum’s Salons. However, there has not yet been - to my
knowledge - a more comprehensive attempt to bring these very diverse artists together
under one discursive or material roof, as weak and frail as the structure may be, given the
multiplicity of conflicting descriptors listed above. The positions of the Beiruti critics and
curators towards the category, by and large, reflect the position of Western art history and
the museum markets. Here, the range of opinion has incorporated opposite positions: from
those heavily invested in preserving the "autonomy” of this kind of art (as a “pure” alternative
to "cultural art,” to use Jean Dubuffet's terms); to those who have denied its very existence,
seeing in it pathological aberrations of visuality; to those who propose that it must be treated
equally with every other form of art-making, competing with it on the omnipotent market.

The exhibition shows about seventeen naive and outsider artists from the Middle East,
including one unknown, and many anonymous craftsmen working on vernacular Qur'ans
produced in Central Asian and included in this exhibition. The exhibited artists and craftsmen
not only practice distinct forms of art-making, but also come from diverse backgrounds or
relate to different identities. Some of them did not even call themselves artists, even taking
pride in the fact that they were not "artists” or that they came to art from more ordinary
and sometimes quite old-fashioned trades. Khalil Zgheib, for instance, was proud of his
primary profession as a barber in the Sanaya district of Beirut, and is said to have ignored the
attention paid to what he considered his hobby. Similarly, for painter Ramzi Salamé (b. 1953),
a successful Lebanese businessman who has been working for years to find his own style,
painting and art in general remains only a hobby. The Algerian painter Baya came to art from
working as a house-servant to a French family. The Moroccan peasant Chaibia Talal (1929-
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2004) was known as “la paysanne des Arts," and the Palestinian Abdul Hay Mosallam Zarara
(b. 1933) was an electrician by trade. Boulos Richa (1928-2018), the only sculptor featured
in this exhibition, was a practicing blacksmith in the Lebanese village of Batroun. The Syrian
Abou Sobhi Al Tinawi (1888—1973) and the Lebanese Shaker Al Mazloum (the birth and death
dates of this artisan, active in the 1950s and 1960s in Baalbeck, are unknown to us) belong
to an earlier generation of naifs, or outsiders, and they come perhaps closest to this notion of
art as hobby. Both Al Tinawi and Al Mazloum belonged to lasting artisanal traditions: for the
former it was Syrian glass painting, and for the latter the Shia religious iconography practiced
in and around the main Shia mosques of Baalbek (in Lebanon’s Beqaa Valley).

We do not want to create the illusion that the group of outsider or naif artists brought under
the two roofs of AUB Art Galleries is a homogeneous one. Our grouping is heuristic insofar
as it is torn apart by internal contradictions: i.e. it consists of artists belonging to different
classes, religious or sectarian groups, nationalities, and educations. Some artists, particularly
of the older generations, were illiterate (like the Lebanese autodidact sculptor Boulos Richa,
who learned to read and write very late in his life, or Khalil Zgheib); whereas others studied
in universities or art schools (like Moustafa Khalidy, discussed in more detail below). Some
have placed their art in the service of the revolutionary struggle (like Abdul Hay Mosallam
Zarara and the Syrian-German Burhan Karkutli [1932-2003], who both saw their art as a
weapon for the Palestinian Cause); others made art a matter of personal education; while still
others used art as a vehicle for engagement and mediation with their external (Boulos Richa)
or interior worlds (Moustafa Khalidy). Something similar could be said about our incomplete
and provisional knowledge of these artists. While Zgheib was “discovered” very early on by
foreigners living in Lebanon, and while the painters Baya, Talal, Al Tinawi, Zarara, Yeramian
have all been widely known in the homes of collectors in Beirut or the region, others, like
Shaker al Mazloum or the Lebanese E. Jourdak, we know nothing about. We do not even know
the latter’s first name, but it was rumored that he painted scenes of the Lebanese Civil War.

Under a distinct category falls the work of Moustafa Khalidy (b. 1969). Having been diagnosed
with a psychological disorder in his early twenties, Khalidy spent more than two decades
in an institution in Pennsylvania (USA). Along with medical treatment, he was exposed to
prolonged and repeated contact with American Evangelical Christianity and its followers.
Upon returning from the United States - where he also briefly studied painting at the Baum
School of Arts in Allentown, Pennsylvania (@ community art school providing art education to
children, teens, and adults) - Moustafa took up painting, which became his main occupation.
One of Moustafa’s recurrent themes became representations of Jesus Christ—despite the
artist having been brought up in a Muslim family. In the house of Moustafa's sister Soraya
Khalidy (in whose care the collection of his paintings are kept), there are hundreds of
depictions of Jesus, along with other religious or archetypal symbols reminding the viewer
of the eternal fight between good and evil, order and chaos, fortune and misfortune. What
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is interesting about Moustafa's work - from an art critical position, which, as noted, we do
not want to abuse - is that the paintings made while the artist was under the influence of
psychiatric medication tend to be more violent in color and line, while those made in non-
sedated states are closer to the insider conventions of modern art. Moustafa's and Soraya's
mother Nadia Ayoubi el Khoury (1938-2016) was also an autodidact painter, making collages
or paintings in @ manner very close to modernist insider art. For this exhibition, we chose a
rather large number of works by Moustafa, along with a painting by his mother Nadia.

Another example of outsider art, currently on display in the AUB Byblos Bank Art Gallery, is
the collection of Qur'anic manuscripts from the recently donated Toubia and Letitia Hachem
Rare Book and Manuscript Collection held at Jafet Library's Archives and Special Collections
Department. These objects were collected from Central and Southeast Asia, and many were
likely produced in Caucasian regions like Dagestan. The Qur'ans seen here engage with
regional traditions of Islamic book production; however, they belong to the vernacular realm
rather than the elite enclaves of religious scribal workshops. Written on simple craft paper with
modern felt-tip pens, they serve as everyday examples of religious books that exude a folk-
art feel not commonly found in canonical Qur'anic productions. Not unlike other naive artists
we present in this exhibition - who had general understandings of, but little formal training
in, their artistic techniques and practices - the individuals who worked on these books had
a general understanding of the Qur'anic manuscript tradition, although they might not have
received much formal training in this practice. Similar to elite Qur'ans produced by hand, the
opening pages of these illuminated manuscripts include ornamental frontispieces, such as
decorative borders made up of interlaced vegetal, geometric, or floral motifs that frame the
first two chapters of the Qur'an. Unlike traditional illuminations, however, the bright colors
and patterns of these Qur'ans appear to be rather rudimentary—as if the artisans, using
everyday markers, drew the patterns with a quick flick of the hand. The calligraphy within the
frames and throughout the books themselves is also written with the same swiftness, which
lends these works a sense of earnestness in their production for what was likely a quotidian
audience and groups of amateur collectors.’

Itis ultimately the idea of the "naif," the “outsider,” and their “non-cultured"” artistic worlds - of
various magnitudes and emotional investments, velocities, or psychic dimensions - that we
want to emphasize through our exhibition setup. In line with that “outsider” spirit, we have
tried to renounce, as much as we could, traditional art historical or museum conventions. For
instance, we rejected including conventional labels for each artwork, replacing them instead
with small narrative vignettes on each artist. We grouped the works by artist (or media,
in the case of the Qur'ans), trying to imagine them in terms of isolated universes or black
holes through which one hopes to catch a glimpse of various unconscious manifestations of

" Paragraph provided by Hala Auji, who specializes in Qur'anic production.
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established artistic practices and their accompanying critical or historical discourses. These
are universes that touch upon the sublime and the mystical. They point to traces of a bygone
enchanted world of magicians and shamans who precede modern practices of rationalization,
industrialization, and standardization of artistic and cultural production.

Octavian Esanu
AUB Art Galleries and Collections

Major sources consulted during the research phase for this exhibition include: Roger Cardinal, Outsider Art
(New York: Praeger, 1972); Jan Jagodzinski, “The Realm of the ‘Real’: Outsider Art and the Paradoxes for Art
Educators,” The Journal of Social Theory and Art Educators" 2005, 25; James Elkins “Naifs, Faux- Naifs, Faux
Faux-Naifs, Would Be Faux-Naifs: There is No Such Thing as Outsider Art" in Mundos Interiores Al Descubierto
(Madrid, Fundacion “la Caixa”; Dublin Irish Museum of Modern Art; London, Whitechapel Gallery, 2006), 51-69;
John McGregor, The Discovery of the Art of the Insane (Princeton University Press, 1989); David Davies "On the
Very Idea of Outsider Art" in British Journal of Aesthetics \lol 49.1, January 2009, pp. 25-41; Thomas Roske,
“The Only True Art? Outsider Art as an Opposition,” International Conference on History and Future of Outsider
Art (Museum of Contemporary Art Kiasma Helsinki, 2005); Artist description files of the Dalloul Art Foundation;
Salwa Mikdadi, “"West Asia between Tradition and Modernity,” Heilbrunn Timeline of Art History, Metropolitan
Museum of Art (Dalloul Foundation Archive); FNND, “Tales of Exile — Abdul Hay Mosallam Zarara at Sharjah
Art Foundation,” October 29, 2014. “Zghaib Khalil" in Michel Fani, Dictrionnaire de la peinture libanaise (Paris:
Editions Michel de Maule, 2013); Cesar Nammour, Gabriela Schaub, Boulos Richa (Fine Arts Publishing, 2015);
Hortense Chauvin, “Sortir ses démons en peignant poissons, soleils et cigarettes," L'Orient le jour, Mardi 28
novembre 2017; Seloua Luste Boulbina, “Meet Bazaar Art Cover Star: The Iconic Baya Mahieddine,” Harper’s
Arabia Bazaar, 20 June, 2019.

We are grateful to the following foundations and individuals for lending us works for this exhibition: Dalloul
Art Foundation, Saleh Barakat Gallery, Farouk Abilama, Soraya Khalidy, Elham Zgheib, Sana and Hassan Tawil,
Maya Tawil, Ziad, Rawad, Jawad and Nidale Richa, Nadia von Maltzahn, Ramzi Salamé, and Dar EI-Nimer for
Arts and Culture. Special thanks to Saleh Barakat for frequent discussions and consultations offered during

the production phase.
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ABU SOBHI AL-TINAWI (1888-1973)
Syrian

(From the collections of Dalloul Art
Foundation and Sana and Hassan Tawil)

Abu Sobhi al-Tinawi was born Mohamad
Harb in a Damascus suburb in 1888.
Growing up among glass decorators,
Al-Tinawi acquired from his family the
skills of drawing on glass and fabric, using
colors that he himself mixed. His artworks,
which draw on traditional folkloric and
historic tales, were popular objects of
display in local cafés and, later, in the
major art collections in the region. One of

his common motifs is classical Arab heroes

from medieval history, often riding horses,
fighting on the battlefields, wielding
weapons, or engaging in agricultural work.
Al-Tinawi often incorporated symbols and
writings, despite being illiterate. The style
of his figures is simple yet expressive. He

never received training in the arts, nor was
he familiar with the canons of Western
painting. His story has allured historians
and filmmakers since his death in 1973,
when he became known as an “authentic
Arab painter.”
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KHALIL ZGHEIB (1911-1975)

Lebanese

(From the collections of Farouk Abilama,
Saleh Barakat Gallery, and Nadia

von Maltzahn)

Khalil Zgheib was a seminal Lebanese
naive painter. Born in Dbayeh in 1911, he
began painting in his forties for reasons
yet unknown. Henri Seyrig, a distinguished
French archaeologist and the director

of the Institut Francais d'/Archéologie du
Proche-Orient, noticed Zgheib's work and
introduced him to the artist Maryette
Charlton in the early 1950s. Charlton,

a faculty member of AUB's young Art
Department, would eventually promote
Zghaib's career. (According to other
accounts, it was Charlton who introduced
Zgheib to Seyrig.) Zgheib exhibited at AUB
in 1955. He also participated in the Salons
organized at the Sursock Museum in Beirut

during the 1960s and 1970s. In 1968 he
won the Sursock Museum'’s First Prize for
Painting. Furthermore, he was part of a
group exhibition in Rome at the Galleria
La Braccia in 1962. His paintings explore
themes related to Lebanese tradition
and everyday life; his work is definitely
nostalgic, but also joyous and magical.
The most common motifs in his work are
weddings, everyday mountain life, village
festivals (both day and night), agricultural
practices, landscapes, and flowers.
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BAYA MAHIEDDINE (1931-1998)
Algerian
(Dalloul Art Foundation)

Baya Mahieddine was an Algerian artist
known simply as Baya. She was born

in 1931 in Bordj El Kiffan. She grew up

in difficult circumstances, having lost

her parents as a child, getting raised by
her grandmother, and finding work as a
servant for a French woman, Marguente
Camina. Camina noticed Baya's artistic
tendencies and encouraged her to pursue
an artistic career. Baya created paintings
that incorporated figures from her life
and imagination, with design elements
like patterns and motifs. Her motifs were
inspired by Algerian tribal art, and the
intricate design elements were drawn from
traditional textiles. She was very much an
artist attached to her Algerian heritage.
Her work incorporates various elements

and characters, including animals, flowers,
figures, fruits, and musical instruments
inspired by her husband, a practicing
musician. She would eventually find
recognition in the European art scene. Her
critics, as well as many Parisian artists,
categorized her as a Surrealist painter,
even though she did not accept this title.
She had the unique opportunity to work
with Picasso when she was in France, and
it is widely accepted that they influenced
each other’s work. She remained in her
home country of Algieria during the Civil
War in the 1990s, despite having been
invited to move to France for safety.
During her lifetime, she found acclaim and
recognition as a prominent Algerian and
Middle Eastern artist.
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MOUSTAFA KHALIDY (b. 1969)
Lebanese
(Property of the Artist)

Moustafa Khalidy was born in Beirut in
1969. He spent more than two decades

in the United States, where he received
medical treatment along with some
training at the Baum School of Arts in
Pennsylvania—even though he prefers,
as he says, “not be told how [to paint] and
to continue searching for [my] own way.’
His painting incorporates multiple motifs
and subjects, using such imagery as fish,
the sun, apples, and cigarettes. Khalidy
states that his painting is “inspired by the
simplicity of the world we live in." One
recurrent theme, however, is that of Jesus
Christ, despite the fact that Moustafa
was brought up in a Muslim family. The
theme may have been related to the time
he spent in the United States, where he

was exposed to American Evangelical
Christianity. In the house of Moustafa's
sister Soraya Khalidy (in whose care the
collection of his paintings are kept), there
are hundreds of portraits of Jesus, along
with other religious or archetypal symbols
reminding the viewer of the eternal fight
between good and evil, order and chaos,
fortune and misfortune. He exhibited his
work in Beirut in 2003 and 2009, and

in London in 2010. He more recently
exhibited at Artisans du Liban et d'Orient in
May 2016.
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ABDULHAY MUSALLAM ZARARA (b. 1933)
Palestinian
(Dar El-Nimer for Arts and Culture)

Abdulhay Musallam Zarara was born in
Hebron, Palestine, in 1933. He escaped
the Nakba of 1948, becoming a refugee.
At an early age he moved with his family
to Syria and then to Jordan. After a short
time in Libya, he relocated to Beirut during
the 1970s. During that time, he developed
a unique technique that incorporates
sawdust and glue, creating relief-like
paintings. His subject matter is specifically
related to the Palestinian people and their
lives, traditions, and trials. During the
Lebanese Civil War, Zarara organized an art
exhibition in Beirut, a city torn apart by war
and destruction. His art explores folkloric
traditions of the Palestinian people: figures
of men and women, dressed in traditional
Palestinian garments and headdresses,

dance and sing. His paintings often have
verses from popular songs handwritten

in the background. He respects the role

of the woman in the family structure, and
sometimes uses hieratic scale to give her
importance and recognition. Nature is
often depicted in simplistic, pattern-like
motifs. He also explores themes related to
Zionist aggression and the resistance of
the Palestinian people. He has exhibited in
Libya, Lebanon, Norway, Finland, Sweden,
Denmark, Iran, Switzerland, Jordan, the
UAE, and Palestine. His work is featured in
numerous acclaimed collections including
the Sharjah Art Foundation. He currently
lives in Amman, Jordan.
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Other Artists in the Exhibition:

Nadia Ayoubi EI-Khoury; Ibrahim Ghannam; Jaber; E. Jourdak;

Burhan Karkutli; Moustafa Khalidy; Baya Mahieddine;

Théo Mansour; Shaker Al-Mazloum; George Riad Krohn; Boulos Richa;
Ramzi Salamé; Chaibia Talal; Abu Sobhi Al-Tinawi; Sophie Yeramian;
Abdulhay Musallam Zarara; Khalil Zgheib.
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