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Dedicated to the original Iraqi Pioneers who,
through their creative flow,
brought a vision to the land between two rivers
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I have tried to express the terrible passions of
humanity by means of red and green.

Vincent Van Gogh

If any artist seeks a goal they should put all
their efforts and life in it and they should observe
all the old to create the new.

Jawad Saleem

The Museum of Modern Art in Baghdad is one of
Iraq’s great repositories of cultural heritage. While some
believe that the National Museum, which houses Iraq’s
archeological antiquities, 1s “by far the most important
institution™ in the country, there are many others that realize
that contemporary culture is just as essential as ancient
artifacts are in promoting and preserving the national
identity. And while substantial support has been offered to
the National Museum, the Museum of Modern Art has only
lately been the recipient of international attention.

During the breakdown of society that came with the
overthrow of the Ba’ath government in April 2003, the
Museum of Modern Art was vandalized. Local residents
broke into the building and stripped furniture, electrical
fixtures, air conditioners and other items. By the second day
of looting, professionals who understood the value of the



holdings removed approximately 8500 paintings and pieces
of sculpture from the Museum. Along with famous Iraqi
artists, the Museum had collections representing the works
of Pablo Picasso, Joan Mird and others.

Currently, Mohammed Ghani Hekmet, one of the last
of the Pioneers, i1s heading a Committee for Recovering
Iraq’s Culture to return the stolen items from the Museum of
Modern Art with his students and fellow artists Qasim
Sabtea, Shadad Abdul Qaher, Laith Fatah, Taha Waheeb,
Najem Al-Qasiee, Salah Abbas and others. Dr. Nada
Shabout, of the University of North Texas, is also working
on a digital project to bring awareness to the issue. While
some pieces have been recovered in recent years, the vast
majority are still missing.

The Iraqi Artwork Red List presents a sample of over
100 artworks from a number of the Al-Ruwad Pioneer
Artists, which greatly contributed to the region’s cultural
awakening during the 20" century. The List is intended to
raise awareness about the lost art and to help prevent the
illicit traffic of stolen cultural items. Iraq has been a
signatory to the United Nations Convention on the Means of
Prohibiting and Preventing the Illicit Import, Export and
Transfer of Ownership of Cultural Property since 1973, and
it is vital that the world community assist in identifying
artwork that was removed from Iraq’s borders.



For all of its artistic achievements during the long
march of contemporary Iraqi culture, the Museum of
Modern Art needs the help of museums, art dealers, cultural
organizations, artists and collectors across the globe. These
missing works of art are the historical record of the Iraqi
people, depicting the social and political history, traditions,
costumes and landscapes for over 100 years. Through this
work, it 1s hoped that the Red List will help Iraq reclaim
some of its national treasures and contribute to the nation’s
ability to reconnect with its distinguished heritage.



A History of Al-Ruwad Art in Iraq

The Al-Ruwad Art movement flourished in Iraq during the
early and middle decades of the 20™ century, and was
renowned for its novel forms and subject matter. Bold styles
in painting, sculpture and architecture crystallized over a
period of time and several art schools and cultural
developments came about as a result of personal initiatives
and group encouragement. The establishment of artistic
societies, individual projects, and annual group and personal
exhibitions were largely inspired by private means, and their
impact has continued for decades.

In reviewing the archived art texts and documents of the 19"
and early 20™ century Ottoman era, much of Iraq’s cultural
expression was connected to previous periods exemplified
by Al-Wasity, a painter from the mid-13" century AD. The
first generation of Iraqi painters studied in the Military
Academy in Istanbul, where the curriculum focused on
miniature painting and Arabic calligraphy. After the
Hashemite Kingdom of Iraq was founded in 1921 these
artists became teachers in Iraqi schools. Among them were
Abdulgadir Al-Rassam, Mohammed Saleem Moussalli,
Mohammed Saleh Zaki, Asim Hafiz, Nasser Awni, Shaukat
Al-Khafaf, Fathi Safwat and Hassan Sami, father of Atta
Sabri, who taught in Al-Tafaith Private School.

This group of individuals became known as Al-Ruwad — the
Pioneers — and they launched an awakening of an Iraqi
national identity, which had been buried in the Ottoman-
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state framework or within religious and sectarian
boundaries. A subsequent generation of younger artists
continued the creative thrust of their mentors and their
inspired work was connected to the ideas of Tashkili, Arab
Compositional Fine Art, also known as the *“Plastic” arts.
The combined contributions of these groups helped develop
the leadership that provided a modern connection to the rest
of the world.

As early as the 1920s, groups of Iraqi artists began
collaborating on ideas to
promote the new art that
was springing up. The first
joint group exhibition for
the Pioneers was held in a
section of the Industrial
and Agriculture exhibition
in  1931. It included
paintings,  drawings,
sculptures, sketches and

Arabic  calligraphy by
artists Jawad Saleem,
Sua’ad Saleem, Hafith Al-

Durubi, Atta Sabri and
others.

Hassan Sami

Among the first and most important of the original
associations was the Baghdad Group for Modern Art
founded by Jawad Saleem, the Pioneer Group formed by
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