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THE MONUMENT OF FREEDOM*

‘Abd al-Rahman Munif

Translated by
Karam Nachar®

Jawad Salim and Fa’ik Hasan are considered the two most prominent
founding fathers of contemporary Iraqi art. Fa’ik preceded Jawad in life and
practice, and long outlived him too. But Jawad’s impact on Iraqgi art is more
apparent, especially since he was not only a painter, but also a sculptor. In both
fields, his accomplishments were of such a high caliber that they could qualify as a
turning point in their own right in the artistic development of Iraq and the entire
Arab world.

In this brief overview, we will only talk about Jawad and attempt to devote
a later study to Fa’tk Hasan.

Jawad Salim is considered a pioneering artist. Besides his many
accomplishments in both painting and sculpture, he was a theorist, or at least he had
opinions. His opinions were reflected in his behavior, in his stands and in the few
writings he left behind. His accomplishments were possible because of his unique
talent as well as his participation in the many artistic groups that came into being in
Iraq in the fifties and sixties, such as the Pioneers and after it the Baghdad Group
for Modern Art.

But as to how he was able to occupy this place, one has to take into
consideration several other factors. His talent was accompanied with diligence and
experience and enriched with exposure to international art movements through his
studies in France, Italy and England and through his many friendships with artists
from other schools and countries. Moreover, there was his meticulous search in the
environment and in the cultural heritage for roots that could distinguish the art of
the region and set it apart in terms of features, flavor and style.

There is no doubt that the period Jawad lived in was of special importance.
For it was a period of turmoil, interaction and a search for everything new in all
fields. Thus, it was the formative period of contemporary Arab art that gave it its
features and delineated its directions. This had an impact on future generations of
artists; especially insofar as the generation of pioneers paved the way and founded
certain traditions which would subsequently serve as norms and markers for later
interpretations.

When you consider Jawad’s short life and the many sufferings and
difficulties which it was fraught with, we cannot but pay him more respect and show
more reverence for his practical and theoretical accomplishments and wonder: What
if he had lived longer and had better working circumstances? What if his
environment had been more ripe for and conducive to a true artistic renaissance?

But before giving a complete assessment of Jawad Salim’s achievements, we
should stop at the most important stages of his life and know the circumstances that
influenced him.

Jawad was born in 1919 in Ankara to an Iraqi family. His father was a
military officer based there. Jawad was the second oldest son. He was influenced
from an carly age by his father who practiced painting as a hobby. He had many
paintings, the most important of which is the one of the sera/ in Baghdad that was
painted in the first decade of the twentieth century. His hobby had an impact on all

* Karam Nachar is a PhD candidate at Princeton University's History Department. His
work focuses on cultural constructions and perceptions of modernity in Syria and Lebanon
from the 1930s onwards. Thanks to Jim Quilty for a final review of this article.



the children inasmuch as they all practiced painting. The mother, too, had a distinct
artistic taste and practiced certain arts, especially embroidery.!

As is often the case, real talent overshadows what is beneath it. This is what
happened when Jawad’s genius emerged. Not only did the father stop painting, but
he also recognized the superior nature of his son’s talent and took pride that the
hobby had found a member in the family to keep it going. It was a similar scenario
to that of Picasso and his father. Although his brothers and sister kept painting, and
despite the special place Nizar and Nazihah were able to achieve, Jawad’s talent still
overshadowed theirs. They simply did not receive what they deserved in terms of
recognition. This happened not only because of Jawad’s talent but probably also
because of the course of events. Nevertheless, it was ultimately the recognition of
his superior talent — a talent that imposed itself apart from effort and by the virtue
of its mere existence — which became a matter of fact. This is what happened to
Jawad in comparison to his brothers with respect to public opinion.

Art had absolute priority for Jawad. He had hardly finished his high school
education before he was sent to Paris to study fine arts. This was in 1938, during
one of the most fertile periods in the development of French art and when Paris
was a destination for many foreign artists who took it as a place of residence first,
with some eventually coming to consider it home. But hardly a year had passed
during Jawad’s stay in Paris before World War Two broke out. He had to leave to
Italy, hoping to continue his studies in Rome. But the war was quick to spread there
as well, forcing him to return to Baghdad. There, he was appointed an instructor of
sculpture at the Institute of Fine Arts.

Jawad’s stay in Paris and Rome was a period of preliminary learning. He
had the chance to visit museums, to get to know landmarks and ruins, to get
acquainted with the art scene and to be introduced to many artists. After his return
to Baghdad, he turned to practice, experimentation and the exploration of
possibilities and options in a very rich and dynamic milieu. At that time, Iraq and the
region in general were in a period of political, social and intellectual upheaval. A
readiness to accept and interact with the new was present and forceful. Every
intellectual and artist was facing questions on more than one level and looking for
answers to them.

Many other factors in that period had an immense influence on the artistic
movement and on Jawad Salim as well. The most important of these was probably
the presence of Polish soldiers, a number of whom were artists who interacted with
the Iraqi artistic community. Jawad was introduced to some of these individuals and
eventually became friends with them after the two groups discovered they had many
things in common. They were all influenced by the new French impressionism and
expressionism, especially the work of artist Pierre Bonnard.

The three most influential Polish artists in the movement in Iraq were
Jabski, Matuchik and Joseph Parima. They engaged in friendships with Iraqi artists
including Jawad. Besides painting and providing models, they were careful to meet
with intellectuals and discuss artistic and cultural issues; furthermore, they often
expressed their opinions concerning the accomplishments of Iraqi artists, something
which had a significant impact on Jawad and helped hone his talents.

In addition to Polish artists, English artists and critics who passed through
Iraq with the British forces stationed there came in contact with Iraqi art and had an
influence on the artistic movement in general and Jawad in particular.?

But this chain of influences was only complete when Jawad came to
discover al-Wasiti and the Baghdad school of art. His unique perspective was
informed by the achievements of this school and set it apart in terms of styles and
colors. His work at the Iragi Museum and in sculptural restoration brought him
closer to ancient Iraqi art and accentuated the historical depth of his approach. At
the same time, Jawad’s network of relationships with experts became more extensive
and his knowledge expanded; it further fostered his understanding and appreciation



of Mesopotamian mythology and arts, things which would come to have an
increasing influence on his artistic work.

On one hand, the diverse springs of Jawad’s education rooted him very
deeply in his country’s soil while at the same time building bridges that connected
him to the currents of contemporary international art, on the other. This led him to
make many important decisions during his artistic journey: his use of popular
subjects, of colors, costumes and traditions, Iraqi folklore, in addition to his practice
of going outside, so to speak, to find subjects, colors and features (in contrast to
painters of the older generation who preferred staying in their workshops and
relying on memory to retrieve shapes and colors, and let their imagination and desire
add, embellish and move). All these factors and others gave a powerful thrust to the
artistic movement and provided Jawad with many opportunities for a fresh start. It
will take time to fully articulate what this start was.

The time between Jawad’s return to Iraq and his second trip to continue his
studies, this time in England, was not a period of idleness. Jawad threw himself into
the flames of experiment and discovery on more than one level. Teaching sculpture
at the Institute of Fine Arts and working at the museum and with his artistic
accomplishments, especially in sculpture, he realized that he was meant for both
painting and sculpture equally. He realized that he liked both to the extent that he
was unable to quit either. The paintings he produced at the time and especially the
sculpture The Mason which he had finished just before departing to Britain were all
indicators that Jawad was to keep practicing both of these arts and that he was
unable to abandon either of them.

But sculpture required its own tools and its own atmosphere, things which
were not readily available, especially in a Muslim country and during the first period
of Jawad’s life. Thus, in addition to a religious ban on idols and the association
between sculpture and paganism, sculpture was an artistically and financially
demanding art which an individual artist could not always manage alone. This
required the intervention and cooperation of other capable parties, something which
Jawad confronted more than once during his work. These difficulties and obstacles
pushed him to channel his artistic energy into painting, not as a secondary
replacement but rather as another domain for his innovative skills, with certain
artistic possibilities which were not available in other areas. Dividing his time
between sculpture and painting had, in other words, a positive hue. His practice of
one did not mean the abandonment of the other or the dismissal of the possibility
of returning to it once there were opportunities and amenable conditions. It was
also possible for the tools and methods of one domain to benefit those of another
and for one stage to be of help to another, especially once these tools and methods
had matured with practice and become flexible enough to be used positively and
freely across different artistic fields.

Although Jawad Salim was as much a painter as a sculptor, he never
practiced both at the same time. For when he immersed himself in painting, he was
a painter first and foremost. This means that he did not employ his sculpting style in
his paintings; likewise, when he sculpted he did so with the spirit and style of a
sculptor alone. This does not appear to the same degree in other artists who
practiced, or had to practice, these two arts at the same time or alternately.

It is useful to keep thinking about this characteristic of Jawad Salim’s art.
For the artist is often pushed to import some of his tools from a certain field into
another and therefore be known as a sculptor who paints or a painter who sculpts;
his original skill betrays him in a way and proves him much more resilient. Jawad
almost goes through ablutions before moving from one to another. When he carries
the paintbrush, it seems as if he does not work with anything else. The same holds
true when he sculpts, for he seems like a sculptor from the beginning, one who does
nothing but sculpture. This trait requires a great deal of self-discipline and much
practice, in addition to a detailed and objective knowledge of both arts and of what
each of them requires in terms of methods and approach.



Periods occurred in Jawad Salim’s life when he did not sculpt and was just
painting. This was perhaps due to the unavailability of some of the prerequisites of
or conditions for sculpture or because of illness or because he thought the subjects
in mind were more appropriate for painting. This was probably to the benefit of
Iraqi art, since the matter was not limited to his technical skill or theoretical
knowledge. In addition to combining those two, Jawad Salim was moved by a spirit
of research and the desire to root himself in space; he was especially open to ancient
arts, Sumerian, Babylonian and Assyrian, which became tantamount to his artistic
reservoir,

One of the characteristics that distinguished Jawad was that a subject or
idea stayed with him for a long time. Only after he examined a thing’s many facets,
tested its possibilities, and slowly finished preparing for it, would he place it in its
appropriate place or in the medium that best expressed it. The mother, for example,
was an important theme for Jawad and despite the numerous scenes it featured in,
he held back for a long time and intended primarily to articulate it through
sculpture. Thus, once he perfected his tools and was sure he could give the subject
his best efforts, he started working on it. The same thing could be said about other
paintings, like the Siesta. The subject had been kept in abeyance until the flash of
innovation that gave him insight into its articulation arrived.

Although it is hard to divide Jawad into phases or periods of time or to
treat his sculpture apart from his painting, doing just that — even if it remains strictly
heuristic — helps achieve a better and more complete knowledge of his artistic
career.

The first trip to France and Italy was like an exploration of the sources of
contemporary art and a contact with its main features in terms of periods, schools
and styles; this was what formed his tendencies and priorities in terms of choices
and influences. But since this period was short and followed by his return to
Baghdad and an accompanying search for and contact with other influences, Jawad’s
artistic character was shaped with a minimal amount of dominant factors, unlike
other artists who fall under the influence of a single school or approach which
eventually becomes hard for them to go beyond. This happened with some artists,
including Iraqis who were influenced by French impressionism and were unable to
depart from it except partially and then with great difficulty.

Jawad kept a distance, sometimes a significant one, between himself and the
dominant schools and styles in Europe at the time. A certain influence by Picasso
was admittedly apparent in his paintings as was the imprint of Henry Moore and
Marino Marini on his sculptures. But these influences had scarcely come into effect
before they started declining and were mitigated by other schools and styles. The
individual innovative prowess of Jawad was solid and supple enough to allow for a
distinct artistic character to emerge. Especially since he was able to absorb and then
adjust to the many elements and influences of what he considered an artistic
horizon that he wanted to achieve and arrive at, in order for something connected
to the progress of world art to also exist in the Arab world. Such art would exhibit a
local character with its own features and approaches and could be linked to the
Baghdad school which was founded at an eatlier time by al-Wasiti; it would also
connect with the spirit of the ancient arts in the region.

Jawad’s return to Baghdad and his stay there during the war and the
sculpture course he taught at the Institute of Fine Arts before his went back to his
studies in England, all made him more mature, ready to be independent and better
equipped to pick and choose what he deemed good for him. An examination of the
works he produced before his second trip and during his stay in England would
reveal their force and the genesis of a distinct character — something not as easily
discernable in other artists.

I do not want to say here that studying did not contribute much to Jawad,
nor do I want to say that he had already been artistically formed before his travels.
But I do want to highlight the level of maturity and knowledge he had, a quality that



allowed him to absorb in short periods of time what others could not in terms of
amount and speed. This will have important implications later on.

Jawad’s studies in England ended in 1949. His subsequent return to
Baghdad ushered in a period of real accomplishments which lasted until his death in
1961. This happened at a theoretical and practical level through his participation —
along with that of others like Fa’tk Hassan — in the formation of the Pioneers
Group. Its purpose was to establish solid bases for art, to build relationships among
artists who had much in common, and to spread artistic culture through collective
exhibitions, the exchange of artistic opinion and critique and finally through
broadening the circle of those interested in fine arts. This time in Iraq and other
parts of the region was especially conducive to such efforts as many events were
taking place. Moreover, possibilities were wide open as a result of popular
mobilization and upheavals especially in the wake of the Palestinian nakba.

Jawad’s return to teach at the Institute of Fine Arts pushed him into the
midst of the cultural and artistic movement. It quickly honed his character and style,
especially since the period was fraught with ideas and changes on more than one
level. Modern poetry was leading the way with skill and audacity. It provided
brilliant examples of poets who would come to occupy prominent places on the
map of modern Arabic poetry, like al-Sayyab, al-Bayati, Mala’ika, Mardan and
Buland al-Haidari.

Like poetry, architecture was employing new styles and material, both in
theory and in practice. Many original designs emerged in that period, produced by
Makkiya, al-Jadirji, Mazlum and Qahtan Adani. Most of them were attuned to fine
arts. This paved the way for an interaction between the two fields and a relationship
between their main practicioners.

Theater was also making impressive advances and presenting new and
courageous forms and themes. There was of course a group of actors and actresses
who were around the Institute of Fine Arts and contributed to creating new
theatrical standards.

All of this was accompanied by critical writings addressing the practical and
theoretical aspects of art. Leading the critics was Jabra Ibrahim Jabra who played a
prominent role in setting the agenda for most artistic and cultural questions. His
many interests and activities helped him, as did the renewed dynamism which was
growing and looking for what was new that could reflect this dynamism and
articulate it.

In the midst of all this, Jawad was in touch with the most important
representatives of new schools. He was part of an ongoing discussion centered on
all pressing issues, relentlessly looking for answers as well as clear and sharply
defined ideas. Networks which were partly political emerged and expressed
themselves in stances and interpretations that took the form of cultural and artistic
groups. It is, therefore, hardly surprising that Jawad joined and played a prominent
role in the Pioneers Group which was founded by I'a’ik Hassan.

The Pioneers Group’s interests focused on painting landscapes and the
articulation of rural themes in subjects, colors and scenes. This, in addition to the
impressionist touch, is probably the main defining trait of the group. The intellectual
dimension, i.e. the search for roots in the ancient arts of the region or the revival of
styles that were present at an earlier time, was not a priority for nor of interest to
most members of the group. Though he shared their quest for new subjects and
approaches and valued the talent of Fa’ik Hassan, his colors, techniques and the new
perspective he brought from France, Jawad had broader aspirations. He sought a
new perspective and a special character not only for his art but for the region as a
whole. Jawad’s time with the Pioneers had thus soon come to an end. He left them
and founded the Baghdad Group for Modern Art.

This new group was a turning point in the development of contemporary
Iraqi art in terms of its members, its first manifesto and the exhibitions it later
organized. In one way, it was a response to the social turmoil pervading Iraq and the



region; in another, it was an expression of restlessness, a quest or a desire to explore
the past and the future at the same time. It was an attempt to capture a certain local
mark or character of the region and to make use of its immense legacy that had
accumulated in many layers without ever being defined or seriously penetrated.
Emulating the West or following the same steps or formulas it followed was not
sufficient for progress. It is true that impressionism was an important development
and that living in a certain environment is more important than imagining it and that
the quest for nature was a significant step forward; but, the search should be for a
state that transcends this and rebels against it. This requires a new set of ideas, styles
and incursions and this was what the Baghdad Group for Modern Art had set itself
to accomplish.

Jabra remarks that this development coincided with the emergence of
French existentialism which was favorably received in the Arab region. A possible
explanation for this is that, unlike previous theoretical currents, existentialism was
not incompatible with the Arab World, the things which ironically encouraged the
positive reception of these new theoretical influences.

The Baghdad Group for Modern Art was an emblem for a very important
period in Iraq’s history, since in addition to its manifesto, the names of its members,
their accomplishments and the critiques accompanying the exhibitions they
organized — especially in the first period — all represent a historical chronicle of
artistic developments and the influence of certain schools and individuals. The
history of the group could thus be perceived as a mirror or a history of Iraqi art, the
stages it went through and the different influences — be they negative or positive —
which have shaped its development.

The group was founded in April 1951. At the beginning, its members
numbered eight. The group’s first declaration included its view of art and the role it
should play in society. The manifesto specified — though theoretically — the common
denominators among its signatories and was supposed to act as a work plan.
However, the absence of established methods and specific artistic allegiances created
certain divergences among the eight artists.

After a reading of the first manifesto by Shakir Hasan Al Said, a lecture by
Jawad Salim took place and an exhibition of the artists’ works followed. This was to
declare the birth of a new artistic group. The manifesto and the lecture emphasized
the importance of the relationship between the artist and the audience as well as the
necessity to take advantage of international modes of artistic expression without
neglecting the importance of the local artistic legacy, i.e. the quest to create an
authentic artistic character.

It is true that many artistic manifestos preceded the one by the Baghdad
Group for Modern Art. Indeed, many had appeared in Egypt during previous
periods. But they were by and large an echo or a derivation of European
developments. The very first manifesto, for instance, which appeared in Cairo in
1938 with the title “Long Live Degenerate Art” was more of a polemical response
to Buropean fascism than an answer to any local need. Another which appeared in
1940 forcefully encouraged the adoption of abstraction and surrealism. The
manifesto of the Baghdad Group came out of a different concern. It yearned to
produce art that sprang forth from the region. The desire for something new and
independent was very strong among the members of the group. The expression of
this burning desire might have seemed puzzling, nebulous and different for each
member; but what is certain is that a new direction or at least tendency was born.

The works of the group varied in terms of number and clear originality. But
Jawad’s works in the first exhibition combined Eastern elements; he used a local
medium of expression with clear influences of Western schools and styles. It was
something that Jawad and others would try to avoid in subsequent exhibitions.

A significant amount of negative criticism was directed at the Baghdad
Group for Modern Art after its first exhibition. But subsequent discussions in the
press and among circles of intellectuals and critics about the manifesto and the



exhibition pointed to an increasing interest in the role art might play in people’s
lives, especially during the circumstances that Iraq was going through. Social
turmoil, political strife and the different methods the authorities tried to curtail
change were all characteristic of the cultural and artistic life at the time. This would
help consolidate the status of the group, increase its membership and make it more
active and hence generally more effective.

The first exhibition was perhaps embryonic in its interpretations. It was
most likely unable to articulate very clearly the basic ambitions of its members. But
subsequent exhibitions reflected a tangible development: the numbers of members
increased and the expression of the artistic views of some became clearer, especially
those of Jawad. I am specifically referring here to the ornamental units inspired by
local culture which were most expressive of a new language. Shakir Hasan was
probably the first to introduce this new vocabulary from the very first exhibition,
which most likely helped create this new mode, i.e. the use of Arab Islamic
adornment as an expression of identity. Others were quick to follow Shakir’s lead in
subsequent exhibitions. In addition, Jawad employed other expressions of equal
significance, like Sumerian eyes: the big eyes of his characters’ faces, in addition to
the crescent and the arch.

Jawad’s importance does not only lie in picking up these vocabularies and
employing them in his work, but also in the way he constantly reworked and
recreated them. This reached a level where they became of an allegorical nature,
especially since he never employed them literally but always through complex
reproduction. This specific trait not only bespoke his own maturing artistic touch,
but also reflected more broadly on Iraqi art, notwithstanding the individual character
of each artist.

The big eyes which distinguished Jawad’s faces have thus become one of
the important markers of contemporary Iraqi art. One could probably add to that
the transparent and sometimes loud colours which Jawad probably picked up during
his interaction with artisans and workers. Black, yellow and their derivatives were
perhaps the colors occupying the most significant parts of his paintings.

As much as these themes were employed in Jawad’s painted works, parallel
ones appeared in his sculpture. The two most recurrent local symbols were those of
the crescent and the bull. The first appeared in many of his works and was the one
constituent element of his sculpture The Political Prisoner which came second in an
international contest Jawad participated in [see image of monument for freedom p.
1106]. This work helps us understand the intellectual world in which Jawad lived. It
also clues us into the general spirit of the time in Iraq and the universal pain
produced by the phenomenon of political oppression. In fact, it was the general
theme of that international contest.

The bull also featured in many of Jawad’s sculptures. It was a symbol of
Mesopotamian civilization and a sign of strength and virility. It was almost like an
experimentation of this symbol and it could generate what would become one of the
main themes of the Monument of Freedom, Jawad’s most important work.

Many exhibitions of the Baghdad Group for Modern Art followed, year
after year. The works varied in their themes and in their commitment to the first
manifesto. Eventually, it became clear that the group could do more in terms of
creating an environment conducive to artistic life and production than in actually
forming a certain school or a unified artistic style. This in fact would leave room for
individual interpretation and mobility and, hence, for each artist and his special
character. It also calls attention to this special trait in the artistic development of the
group, something which would appear more cleatly in its second manifesto in the
year 1955.

In the fall of that year, Jawad Salim fell ill and was forced to be bedridden
for not a short while. This stopped him from practicing sculpture for some time.
But he turned to painting again and as a result of contemplation and a reordering of
priorities, he was able to finish some of his most important works, making use of



the loud colors he discovered and the preliminary drawings he finished eatlier. He
introduced some of his new symbols, especially crescent shapes, something which
led to some of the most important and beautiful results in Iraqi art. The paintings he
finished during that period include “T'wo Boys Eating Melon”, “Music in the Street”
and “The Story of Women and their Great Deceit” which was taken from The
Thousand and One Nights, a telling indication of Jawad’s reading and research in
cultural classics and his attempt to anchor himself in a certain milieu when picking
subjects.

Iraqi art was able to leap ahead during this period, especially in the field of
painting. The group of paintings we just mentioned and those which Jawad called
“Baghdadiat” which dealt with themes from daily life and from the heritage are
probably some of the greatest and most representative of that period. Here, one
should mention that Jawad’s art at this time acquired its special and perhaps final
features. The influence of other, important and serious artists like Picasso, Miro and
Bonnard became minimal if it was not completely gone.

It is only natural that Jawad’s paintings were not all of the same quality or
caliber. They vary in their value or with respect to the new contribution they
constitute, especially since Jawad sometimes painted in order to make a living. This
did not amount to a significant portion of his works, however, and was not subject
to critical assessment as such works were often exhibited in minimal and private
circles. In this regard, Jabra mentions that some of Jawad’s works, female portraits
in particular, were usually sent directly to those who commissioned them without
ever being publicly displayed and that some of the works he did display were sold
before any photographic pictures taken or destination data kept for them. This is a
huge loss for Iraqi art, since the possibility of a complete and accurate evaluation of
Jawad’s work will henceforth remain slim and his production dispersed and partially
unknown.

Because part of our cultural and especially artistic heritage was never written
down or photographed, because living witnesses will ultimately all disappear, and
because it is uncommon for the relevant people to write their memoirs or to keep a
private archive of papers, many facts and events related to this heritage will
eventually fall into oblivion. This is especially the case since relatives and friends do
not consider the preservation of the deceased’s possessions and their donation to
universities, research centers or museums part of their responsibilities.

When undertaking to write about the Monument of Freedom, Jabra —
Jawad’s friend since the early fifties and privy to all the relevant details of that period
— had to borrow Jawad’s journal and was able to make use of certain details relating
to the monument and to Jawad the person and the artist. He deplores how he did
not keep a photocopy before returning the journal to Lorna, Jawad’s wife. Despite
the sensitivity of some parts, Jawad’s memoirs should be open to the public; for the
artist becomes or should become transparent and accessible once he moves to the
other bank of the river, so to speak. There’s no need for anything to remain vague
and distant; knowing the details would not touch his life or impinge on his privacy.

If we add to all this the dominant political environment of that period, the
repression of liberties, the prohibition of any serious dialogue and the elevation of
political issues into a certain set of taboos, secrets and riddles, the consultation of
other writings and parallel modes of expression might reveal part of what was
happening which is never mentioned in official writings and publications.

Given this political environment, one of the possible means of expression
was that of art, through subject selection or the method of expression. Art,
according to regimes and political authorities, doesn’t speak in plain language and
never says something clear and precise. Those in touch with art are an isolated few
and perhaps this is why the authorities usually allow art some marginal room. Art
was able to make use of this room and to speak out as much as possible. Though
rather indirectly, this renders understanding the period somehow easier and hence
makes the exploration and evaluation of periods and environments more possible.



Because Jawad had immersed himself in the cultural and artistic movement
after he finished his studies and returned to Baghdad and in light of the fact that he
was possessed of a variety of concerns and relationships, he developed for himself a
distinctive stature and a publicly engaged lifestyle. Perhaps this was one of the
distinguishing markers of cultural life in Iraq during the fifties. For, in addition to
being diverse, channels among the different cultural domains were open and allowed
for mutual enrichment. As a result, each of them became more relevant and
multidimensional. Modern poetry made an important breakthrough, starting from
Iraq and so did art. The diversity of interests and the multiplicity of cultures and
specializations were important factors in opening new horizons and encouraging
interest among new growing sectors.

In engaging himself in that life and, at the same time, teaching sculpture at
the Institute of Fine Arts, Jawad was gaining in knowledge, influence and exposure.
He was constantly broadening his interest and relationships and transferring his
fascinating explorations into several new fields. The theme of the crescent, for
instance, did not stop with the Unknown Political Prisoner but was soon
transported to paintings, posters and even to the very earrings he used to make for
his wife, Lorna — who was also a painter — and his friends’ wives. Jawad also took
part in designing his friends’ book covers. This meant that art was not just a
technical skill or an isolated enterprise; it was, rather, the very activity, environment
and possibility of informing its surroundings. This in turn contributed to drawing
more people into art’s circle.

As we mentioned before, the exhibitions of the Baghdad Group were
mounted approximately once a year. It was becoming clear that the goals the group
had set for itself in the first manifesto were not easy to accomplish. This called for a
new manifesto which allowed each artist the freedom to express himself in the way
he deemed best. The new manifesto did not mention any common artistic or
intellectual worldview; nor did it refer to the importance of reviving a certain artistic
heritage. The message was clear: to continue to create an artistic realm, but without
any restrictions and to give each artist more freedom to select, experiment and
research based on his own interpretations and conviction.

Jawad did not neglect or abandon sculpture during this period. Big projects
were harder to work on given the time and money they required, but Jawad
continued to produce small or medium-sized sculptures. Schemes for works he
might get the chance to work on were becoming clearer in his mind. The chance
would come soon. Political turmoil had reached a head with the Baghdad Pact and
the adoption of a policy which was at once pro-Western and authoritarian. The
explosion took the form of a revolution lead by the military in July 1958, and lead to
radical change. The monarchy was overthrown and the elite, which had ruled Iraq
for many decades, was gone.

With the July revolution and the fall of the monarchy, art was called upon
to take part and articulate the great event. Jawad was selected to do the job.

Describing the way Jawad worked on his major works of art, Jabra says that
“an idea with him takes a lot of time; it involves many shapes and trials until it
assumes its final form. This appears in more than one of his works and in the way
his Monument of Freedom finally materialized”.?

Along with Egypt’s Awakening by Mahmud Mukhtar, Jawad’s Monument
of Freedom is the most famous and important contemporary Arab work of art. The
monument and Jawad Salim’s name are mentioned almost interchangeably. It was,
after all, his lifetime’s masterpiece and is considered a special work of art of
international importance.

The work is without a doubt an expression of Jawad’s genius and character,
as a sculptor of a unique artistic vision. But the impact of the work, in some of its
parts and main details, is also the product of the Mesopotamian school in terms of
vision and execution. There were some direct and indirect partners who stood with



Jawad, contributed in thoughts, suggestions and implementation and played their
part, in different proportions, in giving the work its special allure.

Jawad’s choice of relief sculpture rather than three-dimensional sculpture —
the more traditionally European model — shows a yearning for authenticity, for a
return to the origins of Mesopotamian civilization as exemplified by Sumerian and
Assyrian sculpture. It is also representative of the rich cultural life of the fifties,
which has given most of the work of that period a special local character. Anchored
in heritage and the ability to blend different branches and methods of knowledge
and practice, the outcome was always a multi-faceted wealth.

Rif’at al-Jadirji was the most important contributor to the project and stood
with Jawad from very early on. This is probably rooted in their strong friendship.
Their similar artistic views and continuous dialogue informed the work throughout
its different stages. The suggestions and contributions of al-Jaditji were therefore
very important and became more so during Jawad’s illness and after his death. al-
Jadirji played a decisive role in the work’s completion in the form Jawad had always
wanted. This involved a certain risk which al-Jadirji partly revealed in his book a/-
Ukbaydar aw al-qasar al-billanri. These details are very significant and telling of certain
events and challenges the work faced and are, therefore, worth recalling,

Like Rifat al-Jadirji, the sculptor Muhammad Ghani Hikmat also
contributed in important ways to Jawad’s artistic journey and especially the
Monument of Freedom. He was Jawad’s student in Baghdad, his assistant in Italy
during the preparation of the work, and finally his partner and successor in its actual
execution. Hikmat’s most important quality was perhaps his selflessness, which puts
him in sharp contrast with many others who ecither tried to thwart the project or
encouraged state officials to play a more intrusive role in the process. His
contribution is therefore doubly important: first because of his altruism and second
because of his insistence that any work of art is only fully realized when it reaches its
final shape and installation, any intentions notwithstanding. Their friendship seems
to have suffered during Jawad’s illness in Italy. But this was overcome later and
Hikmat remained loyal to his teacher and acted according to this loyalty.

Lorna Salim, Jawad’s wife, also seems to have played a positive role from
the very beginning of their relationship and then after she arrived in Baghdad. Her
foreign eye was able to discern the unusual in terms of scenes, colors and
relationships and locate the material most suitable for their portrayal. This probably
explains her interest, starting her arrival in Iraq, in picturing old Iragi houses and her
employment of Islamic ornamental miniatures in her painting. One could probably
examine the mutual influence Jawad and Lorna had on each other based on
common symbols, colors and shapes in their works. Rif’at al-Jadirji mentions a set
of events and details which clarify Lorna’s contribution to the Monument of
Freedom during her stay in Italy and then after Jawad’s death. If she were to write
her life story with Jawad, one would definitely come across some illuminating
information and details about the life and work of this great artist.

Finally, Jabra Ibrahim Jabra’s influence should not go unnoticed. His
friendship with Jawad, his public role in the cultural and artistic life in Iraq, in
addition to his contribution to creating a general artistic awareness, all stand at the
root of this influence. His study on Jawad and the Monument of Freedom is truly
indispensable. It illuminates important aspects of Jawad’s life and provides an
excellent interpretation of the work. I have mainly relied on it to address certain
details of the work.

But before examining these details, we should first remember that Jawad
did not have a preliminary scheme except for the middle section of the imagined
monument. Except for this part — which stood for a solider breaking his chains and
jumping towards freedom and which was partly related to his earlier sculpture of the
Unknown Political Prisoner — the rest of the work was later developed through both
intentional and spontaneous association. When he was selected to make a
monument that commemorated the July revolution, Jawad only submitted his



scheme for the middle section. The other parts were slowly coming together in his
imagination through continuous discussion with his friends, especially Rifat al-
Jadirji.

The choice of relief sculpture was linked to historical roots. The model was
meant to go beyond the one bulk principle into that of an open horizon. This
propelled al-Jaditji to propose the idea of an arch across which the monument
would stretch. Perhaps this was a result of banners which had suddenly appeared
and filled the streets, almost like a scream.

On a deeper level, the idea of a banner evokes certain meanings in the
collective popular memory. It includes a call for participation and represents a flag
around which people can convene. It symbolized a bond, in other words, which can
at once delineate an identity and express hospitality and glorification. There was
another important meaning imbued in the choice of the arch: that of the Sumerian
cultural legacy. After all, the arch on which the different castings of the monument
were supposed to stand took the shape of a cylindrical seal, one of their most
important achievements. These different castings were supposed to stand and flow
into one another, in the process natrrating a history, revealing events and telling us -
the beholders - where exactly in the world we were.

Apart from the idea of the banner and the cylindrical seal, other
interpretations of the monument come to mind. For example, some see in it the
form of a line of Arabic poetry, containing a first and second hemistich. It is
narrated or heard with a certain poetic rhythm, a voice followed by a silence as each
casting of the monument stands alone and is at the same time in harmony with the
one that comes before and the one that comes after. Others see in the monument a
form with close affinity to the Pharaonic obelisks, since they too tell the story of the
king who ordered their erection, narrating on the way the history of his epoch.
Again, the monument could be compared to a verse of poetry since they are both
valued according to their length and the number of pillars supporting its structure.

The monument is six meters high, ten meters wide and stretched over a
fifty meter long arch. It is probably one of the biggest monuments in the world. The
fact that the monument records history, means reading it from right to left as it
chronicles three stages of Iraq’s history: The first is the pre-revolutionary period and
its dominant modes of subjugation, exploitation and colonialism. The second stage
is the revolution that destroyed the shackles of the past, with the help of the army,
and liberated the people. The third stage outlines Iraq’s future: the growth,
prosperity and fraternity awaiting it. Agriculture and industry are to pave the way to
opulence and the Arabs and the Kurds are to live together in piece and harmony.
The water of rivers and the force and fecundity of life were other symbols of the
immense potential of the country and the power, progress and glory it was destined
for.

The monument has fourteen castings, alluding to the date of the revolution.
It was also twice the symbolic number at the root of the Babylonian calendar, a
number at the same time both important and sacred. The earth was made of seven
layers and so was the sky, the week was seven days long and the world was created
in seven days. There is no doubt that the choice of the numbers was far from
arbitrary.

There are twenty five humans in the monument, in addition to a horse at
the beginning and a bull at the end. All these creatures are full of vitality, spirit and
promise. Their lively and proud features are coupled with inspiring feelings of
warmth and closeness, so much so that one cannot but think sometimes that they
are about to leave their places and share their lives and feelings with people. The
intimacy one feels with these creatures is indeed a rare occurrence between humans
and works of art. The extent to which the work seems so naturally part and parcel of
its surrounding nature is only another testimony to Jawad’s genius in his selections
and the way he expressed them.



The Iraqi past emerges in the parts of the monument and so does the
future. It is imbued with several symbols of the work, especially in its final section.
It touches the beholder and moves his imagination as he yearns for what is coming,.

The monument has proudly stood erect since 1961, telling with eloquence
part of Iraq’s history. It survived the several barbaric American bombings of
Baghdad. But its share of difficulties dates to way before that. From the very
beginning, Jawad was asked in implicit as well as explicit ways to incorporate a
portrait of Abd al- Karim Qasim in his work. When he failed to respond, he became
a subject of harassment, blackmail and downright threat. This reflected negatively
on Jawad’s health and he entered the hospital and stayed there for quite some time.
al-Jadirji brings out many painful details on this subject. This situation basically
persisted until the very last days before the monument was finally displayed.

Like Mukhtar’s Egypt’s Awakening, the Monument of Freedom faced many
difficulties. This is typical of the Third World where the fad of the moment governs
time, the whim controls decisions, the ego rules supreme, illegitimate competition
underlies judgments and deceit moves actions. The artist is often the one to pay the
price: thus, Jawad.

After all the pressure he went through to add the picture of the leader to his
monument and the virtual siege he was put under subsequently, Jawad carried on
working as his physical condition continued to deteriorate. Ultimately, he was hit by
another heart attack and despite efforts to rescue his life, his heart stopped in
January of 1961. Only one casting of the monument was by now put in its place, the
rest of the castings were to be raised and positioned by Rifat al-Jadirji and Lorna
Salim. The monument was fully installed by its due date, and without any leader’s
picture — exactly the way Jawad and those who worked with him had wanted and
struggled for.

Jawad died at the age of forty two. Iraq’s loss was immense. But it would
find solace in his works, works that tell the story of a distinguished artist and the
history of one of the most important artistic and political phases of Iraq in the
twentieth century.

In my attempt to interpret his most important work, the Monument of
Freedom and to gather some details about it, I have relied on what Jabra Ibrahim
Jabra has written about the subject.
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