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WOMEN OF COLOR
An artist's obsession breaks Yemeni tradition
by Tijan M. Sallah



he artist, as soft-spoken as he is shy, sat in the studio of his house in the newer part of[image: ][image: ] Sana'a, bathed in Yemen's brilliant sunlight, and surrounded by his waiting works in progress. He has, what I call, the look: an unmistakable Somali forehead, copper skin-tone, and hybridized Afro-Yemeni features. His black hair is stacked high like an Einstein-Afro, and slightly graying.
Fuad Al-Futaih is one of the Arab world's most successful modern artists. His works challenge contemporary Yemeni thought and inspire collectors, galleries, museums, and curators in many parts of Europe with his strong and revolutionary sense of color and his bold portrayal of the women of Yemen. As a young art student, he concentrated on black and white drawings and three dimensional concepts. Suddenly, less than 10 years ago, he passionately embraced a carnival of colors. "It was a sudden torrent, the outburst of a rainbow," he said. And while his colors may draw much attention, it is the women he paints that hold it.
[image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ]In the Arab world, religious leaders reacted for many centuries to the moral corruption that prevailed before the advent of Islam by strongly admonishing the faithful to paint neither God nor man but only to depict trees, flowers, and inanimate objects. To depict the human figure was forbidden. Among those who question these sacred beliefs and give full reign to the imagination, Fuad Al-Futaih stands out as a radical force who respects the past and, at the same time, boldly experiments.
Al-Futaih gives expression to tradition through experimentation with colors and motif. "I want to give Arab or Islamic art a modern face with a strong personality," he said. "As you know, many Middle Eastern artists are aping after western art. Their art lacks roots and identity." The style of Al-Futaih is to use repetition, primitive geometric shapes, distortion, balance, and chromatic harmonies to achieve acoustic and other sensual effects within his pictorial space. His art is modernist and revolutionary in that he does not imitate the arabesque and calligraphy of traditional Arab art. His principal subjects are history, landscape, and the female figure. The women easily dominate his work, and his artistic obsession of experimenting with female sexuality displays the artist's radical political and social overtones.
In a society where women still wear the veil and where the guest and visitor sees only a woman's eyes—the rest hidden behind the mysterious fold of a black veil—Al-Futaih's art raises questions. Here is an artist who puts the female image in its unimprisoned purity at the center of his art, while the society that surrounds him affirms the image of the woman in medieval seclusion. Strictly speaking, AlFutaih's art is revolutionary; his waterbased paintings, combining techniques of symmetry, primitive geometric shapes, and vividly colored textures, convey subtle messages of freedom. Al-Futaih's art conveys women who appear subdued but dignified; who speak their condition by revealing strong spirits in their eyes and explosive sexuality in their shapes—those very elements that the prevailing conser-

Two Angels, mixed media, 1996
[image: ]
Traditional strictures put all their resources on publicly controlling the sexuality in women. The consequence is an inner-directed eroticism, where the erotic freedom ofwomen and the suppressed urge of the men erupts into an explosive fieedom in the bedroom. In Al-Futaih's work, art assumes a truth which teases social taboos and coaxes imprisoned urges.

	vatism of Yemeni traditional society treats as taboo, that Yemeni men want women to hold back in public. In AlFutaih's work, traditional strictures have their own hypocrisies; they put all their resources on public containment, on publicly controlling the sexuality in women—the consequence is an inner directed eroticism, where the erotic freedom of women and the suppressed urge Of the men erupts into an explosive freedom in the bedroom. In Al-Futaih's work, art assumes a truth which teases social taboos and coaxes imprisoned urges.
	often approaching midnight, he can be found in the old walled city of Sana'a, walking through a narrow alleyway tiled with black stones, just off the Baab al Yemen—the Gate of Yemen—to his own shop. Crowds of merchants in the Suq haggle with customers over intricately filigreed Bedouin silver, gypsum model Yemeni houses, Hadrami cloth, handwoven baskets and other crafts. Just beyond and to the left, stands the Samsarat al Mansurah, his 30-room, three-story art center where he and other artists sell their work. Al-Futaih is the director of this art center, a quaint but magnificent art dealership, thrust


[image: ]ach morning he spends five hours with its rich, colorful soul in the midst hours working in his studio.  The     of a country that is in economic terms schedule is broken only by                  so poor.
the occasional drought of the	          The nature of Al-Futaih's art is a imagination. Afternoons and evenings,  result of growing up in the charged
Untitled portrait, mixed media on paper, 1995
[image: ]
Al-Futaih's art conveys women who appear subdued but dignified; who speak their condition by revealing strong spirits in their eyes and explosive sexuality in their shapes[image: ]
political environment of colonial and post-colonial Yemen, and of studying art and theater in Cairo, Dusseldorf, Cologne, and other European cities. He continues his work from his studio in Sana'a and his shop in the old city.
[image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ]His paintings and etchings have received public recognition. In 1989, he was awarded Yemen's National Award in Arts and Culture. He received a medal from the Museum of Art in Alexandria, Egypt, won a U.N. poster competition, and mounted
exhibitions in eastern and western European capitals, and cities throughout the Middle East, in North Korea, Japan, Indonesia, and the United States.
He was born in 1948 in the Taiz governate of North Yemen, the son of the general director of customs, in the conservative and remote country ruled by the Zayyedi Imams, men who claim descent from Prophet Muhammed. When he was four years old, his father moved the family to the British colonial city of Aden, a major seaport along the shipping lanes between India, Asia, and the Horn of Africa. Schooled in a community of privilege, Fuad AlFutaih copied the art works he found in the texts of art books he found in local bookshops and a mobile library.
As a youth, he lived through revolution: the 1962 overthrow of the Zayyedi Imams in Taiz, and South Yemen's 1967 independence movement. When he was 14 years old, he attended Cairo's prestigious Sayyedia secondary school, and was surrounded by the rhetoric of Gamal Abdel Nasser's Pan-Arabic and Pan-African revolutionary sentiments. Throughout the political foment, however, the young Al-Futaih paid attention only to art, theater, and literature.
He was thrilled by the opportunities in Cairo to study English literature, and the staged works of William Shakespeare. At the Riche Cafe in central Cairo, he met and listened to lectures by journalists and writers such as the Egyptian Nobel laureate, Naguib Mahfouz. And when he returned home for the summers, he paid close attention to the poetry of Muhammed Saad Abdallah and the 



[image: ]A rare departure from the theme ofwomen, Al-Futaih's landscapes reveal breathtaking extremes: elaborate, closely stacked, red mudbrick and firebrick houses on top of mountains tentatively settle on rugged, rolling, reddish-brown mountains that dwarf the wadis, valleys that collect water for irrigation of qat farms far below.
[image: ]
Mountains No. I, mixed media on paper, 1995

[image: ][image: ][image: ]In developing themes the artist depicts the historical with Sheba, upper, in 12 paintings of the Solomonic legend, the traditional figure in a window, middle, in "Woman with a Pigeon" in escape from contemporary traditions, lower, in ''Flying Horse."
music of Ahmed Qasem and Muhammed Murshid Naji, whose voices were pure and gripping as the rainwaters of Wadi Hadramaut.

Politics continued to intrude on the painter's path. During his second year of study at Cairo University, the buildup to the Arab-Israeli war of 1967 forced his return home to Aden. Back home, he was thwarted when the [image: ]Seventy Days' War began between the Republican Army and the Royalists, who wanted to restore the Zayyedi imams. One day he heard on the radio that he had won an academic scholarship to East Germany. Bombs and rockets were bursting around the city, but he eventually snuck out of town in a taxi. When he reached Aden, however, he was told that the scholarship had been given to another student, Despondent, Al-Futaih returned home to work in his father's pharmacy.
South Yemen awarded him another scholarship to study politics and economics at the University of Baghdad. He took it, but did not like the classes. After two years trying to persuade his government that he wanted to study art, he gave up and went to Dusseldorf, where he befriended members of the faculty of the Academy of Fine Art, where he was admitted to study theater, graphic arts, and painting. While doing doctoral studies at the University of Cologne, he became a commercially successful artist, married, and moved to Berlin where he held several successful exhibitions, including one at the National Museum. With the support of the Iraqi Cultural Center in London, markets opened in London, too. His paintings were part of the First Graphic Arab Artist Exhibition in 1979.  After a short period of time in 1980 when he established the department of fine arts in Yemen's Ministry of Culture, he returned to his own art. [image: ]

Tijan Sallah is the author of Wolof, an ethnography published by Rosen Publishing Company of New York, and edited the 1995 anthology, New Poets of West Africa. He has written three books of poetry and a collection of short stories, Before the New Earth, which was published in 1989.
Sallah is a senior economist at the World Bank.
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