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Continuous acquaintance
with Arabic Art.

For many decades the exchange and
acquaintance between Arabic and
European art have been one dimen-
sional only. There are reasons for this.
But the resurgence that the Arabs have
been aspiring to realise has made them
seek to alter this state of affairs by
various means. One of them is to set up
Arabic cultural institutions aiming at
making their culture known. Perhaps
the Iraqi cultural centre in London is one
of the most important of such
institutions. During the three years

that have passed since its establishment,
it has been a remarkable phase for
making contemporary Arab culture
familiar, particularly Arab Plastic Art.
Several examples of its activity in this
field can be cited. The Centre held more
than ten exhibitions for Arab plastic art, an
international poster exhibition (1979)

and the Third World Biennale of

Graphic Art (1980). Arab artists took

an active part in both these inter-
national exhibitions. About 100 Arab
artists have participated in these
exhibitions which represent all Arab
regions where artists have been able to
create a movement of plastic art. It is
worth mentioning that a special
exhibition for Yahra Al-Wassiti,

the thirteenth century painter, was also
held. Its purpose was to introduce one
of the real fountainheads of
contemporary Arab art.

These exhibitions have given the viewer
comprehensive examples of painting,
sculpture, ceramic, calligraphy, graphic
art, architecture and other aspects of
art. Reviewing the names of Arab artists
whose works were shown reveals that

they belong to various generations and
different schools and artistic currents, a
fact which made it possible for the
spectator to form an integral picture for
himself of contemporary Arab plastic
art.

A wide ranging exhibition for Arab
artists was organised in two parts and at
two stages (in 1978 and 1979).

Arab graphic artists had their exhibition
in 1978 while Iraqi Ceramic artists
exhibited in 1978. Iraqi artists of the
fifties exhibited in 1979. An exhibition
showing the influence of the Arabic
letter on contemporary Arab art was
mounted in 1980. This was in addition to
the two international exhibitions in
which Arab artists took part. Two other
exhibitions were organised, one for the
calligrapher Hashim Al-Khattat (1978)
who is considered one of the most
notable Arab calligraphers, and the
other for the paintings of Al-Wasiti, the
Iraqi artist who left for us his admirable

illustrations for Al-Hariri Maquamat
(The anecdotes of Al-Hariri).

Arab plastic art is not uniform. Never-
theless it has been characterised by its
desire to realise a uniform end which is
establishing distinct and modern
characteristics for Arab art in general.
Having this end in view, the exhibitions
organised by the Iraqi cultural centre
tried to reflect the general trend and
overall nature of Arab art. Modern Arab
artists are largely influenced by world
artistic movements while adding to this
essential awareness of technique an
inherent national vision deeply inspired
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A. Nawar Egypt Balance Etching 49 x 65 cm 1978
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by their rich heritage. In fact to talk
about the realisation of a unified Arab
artistic experience is justifiable, for
Arabic and Islamic culture and the
Arabic and Islamic way of life are two
sources on which Arab artists have
their moorings and points of departure.
Most of these artists studied art in
Europe. When coming back to their
countries, a good number of them have
revealed their ability to weave the two
influences in one texture which can now
be justifiably called modern Arab art.

The graphic exhibition of Arab artists
showed the vast potential of forms with
which the artist can deal. They have an
amazing variety and the artists mani-
pulated them with consummate
technical skill.
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Faek Hassan Irag Oil 45x 37 cm

The two part exhibition of Arab artists
attempted to give prominence to a
common factor, in order to create a
unity despite the artists’ different

artistic and ideological backgrounds.
This element is nothing less than the
successful marriage between Western
and national artistic values, while at the
same time emerging as individual
expressions.

The depth and strength of the link with
cultural heritage was very evident in the
ceramic exhibition. Iraqi artists had not
dealt with contemporary ceramic art
before 1954, when the ceramic depart-
ment in the Institute of Fine Arts was
established. Its development was
greatly enhanced after the establish-
ment of the Academy of Arts in 1967.
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Shakir Hasan Al-Said Irag Oil 120 x 120 cm
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Fuad al-Fateh Yemen The Fisherman Etching 1975

During this very short period, ceramics
in Iraq evolved in such a way that it is
now considered one of the most salient
aspects of the development of Arab
plastic art. Certainly this progress
would not have taken place in such a
dramatic way had not the Iraqi artist
been able to assimilate and be inspired
by the ceramic heritage which has a
history in Iraq extending to more than
three thousand five hundred years B.C.
At this early date ceramics reached a
high point of achievement.

The Arab artist has for a long historical
period taken the Arab letter as a major
means for creating forms and designs.
From the fifteenth century Arab artists
began to reflect their environment with
its fauna and flora. A new horizon was
opened for the potential of Arabic
calligraphy within a new technique in
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decorative art. The imaginative power
of the artist had a major role when
making use of the fundamental
elements of art such as structure, form
and colour. This led to the liberation of
painting from the restrictions of
conventional methods. In fact world
artists have attempted to use the

Arabic letter as a symbolic and

aesthetic form, but they were unable to
realise the full meaning of the letter and
its implications. The contemporary

Arab artist, however, has not looked at
the letter purely as a collection of
symbols carrying certain aesthetic
values, as his knowledge of the language
deepens his feelings.

Contemporary Arab artists have used
the letters to communicate a certain
idea to the viewer. On the other hand, a
strong impulse has appeared in the use of
symbols as an aesthetic and visual

value, and some artists have
demonstrated their veneration of
heritage.

The experience of the Arab artist in
employing calligraphy occupies an
important place in the plastic movement
as a whole. It is an experience that still
reflects the various approaches of Arab
artists to the role of Arabic calligraphy
and its value in painting.

The exhibition of the late Hashim Al-
Khattat was of immense importance in
that it was an opportunity to see the
various styles of classical Arabic
calligraphy revealing the precision,
rigour and tremendous flexible
capabilities of the letters as well as their
aesthetic value.

One should also mention two bi-annual
exhibitions: “The International Baghdad
Exhibition for Posters” and “The
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M. Queri Al-Trigi Tunisia Graphics NO. 2 Etching 57 x 77 cm 1976

Graphic Biennale of The Third World”

in which Arab artists as well as other
artists, particularly from the Third
World, took part. The presence of Arab
artists was distinctly felt in both of them.
On this fact the art critic of Art Review,
(Mel Gooding) commented: “Arab
artists seem especially concerned to
explore extensions of calligraphy and
dynamic abstraction”

Finally we believe that the words of
Matta, who presided over the judging
committee of the Third World Graphic
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Biennale, are good criterion by which
one could define the experience of
making the arts of the Third World,
among which Arab art is one, known by
the European public:

“The Iraqgi Cultural Centre proposes to
be the landing point where the ‘artists’
of the ‘Third World’ can confront their
struggle and search for a culture that
could become the third<e a reference
to the conflicts sure to drive their
history between the other two worlds.
The poor man’s culture, the poor man’s
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Jawad Salim Irag Street Musicians oil

creative power, is out to impress upon
the rich powers the quality of living in
poverty. It is a reminder of those
contradictions: the pride of the rich and
the humiliations of the poor. A reminder
is an alarm clock — as such it is a way of
awakening consciousness of human
understanding at the start of and
throughout the twenty first century. It

also awakens the will to build a new

“learning of ‘being-with’, and the real

values of humanity. The present and
future of us all, and the future of wisdom
in a world dominated by wise guys,
Baboons menaced by baboons,
Babylonia menaced by Babel, is in the
balance. We look to{¥-energy plus
human energy to create a real civilization.”
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